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FOREWORD 
 

 
 
The publication of Professor Graham Rossiter’s study of the attitudes of various participants in 
Catholic Secondary School retreats is an important contribution to ongoing discussions about the 
historical presence of such schools in Australia and the expectations of various stakeholders – the 
bishops, parents, teachers, education authorities and the students themselves.  This study reports the 
views of 1500 students and some 500 teachers from 40 schools. 
 
In his Introduction, Rossiter reminds us of the origin of what have now become ‘communitarian’ 
retreats, very different from the traditional ’silent’ retreats that previously usually took place in retreat 
centres run by religious congregations where the input generally came from a priest or religious 
responsible for the centre.  While the Second Vatican Council was still in session, the initiative of a 
particular De La Salle Brother in Adelaide quickly became “a turning point in the conduct of school 
retreats.”1 Religious congregations, particularly in New South Wales, where religious were very 
strongly represented in Catholic secondary schools at that time, quickly began to adopt the 
‘communitarian’ approach in various ways noted and discussed in many articles on what was often 
called the “Camp movement”, in the publication Our Apostolate (which in turn became Word in Life, 
and eventually the Journal of Religious Education) 1965-1975.  Rachel Tullio’s doctoral research2 on 
such school retreats is the basis for Rossiter’s follow-up study. 
 
Rossiter’s work enlarges the scope of Tullio’s work by studying “the scope of retreat and retreat-like 
activities across the secondary school by surveying the teachers who were involved in the conduct of 
retreats, and for comparison, it sought views of teachers who were not involved.” The research is 
conducted through surveys summarized by the author as follows: 
 

Survey 1: the scope of retreats-like activities in Catholic secondary schools. A key nominated 
religious education staff member in each schools was to provide genera information about the 
scope and timetabling of retreats across the secondary school, especially in years 11-12. 
Survey 2: Survey of the teachers who were involved in the conduct of year 11-12 retreats. 
Survey 3: Survey of the teachers who were not involved in retreat work. 
Survey 4: Survey of the views of Year 11-12 students. 
 

Given the importance of questionnaires, it is reassuring to note the care taken with their construction 
and their use:  “Questionnaires were developed with iterative feedback from principal reference 
groups making it possible to contrast teachers involved in retreat work, teachers not involved in retreat 
work and the students who participated.” 
 
Some of the problems encountered in conducting the surveys include that of the difficulty in receiving 
consent forms from parents and the delay occasioned by the late reception of the ACU Research Ethics 
advice about allowing 17 year old students the same freedom of access as the 18 year olds. 
 
The interpretation is declared to be that of the researcher who indicates clearly personal value- 
judgments and recommendations, but points out that the separation of data as such from interpretation 
allows other readers to draw their own conclusions.  
 

                                                 
1 Rossiter, Introduction p.6. 
2 Tullio, R. & Rossiter, G.  (2009).  Critical issues for the future of senior class retreats in Australian Catholic schools: Part 
1. Major theoretical and educational issues.  Journal of Religious Education.  54(4) 57-70.  
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In his Conclusion in Chapter 8, Rossiter offers a number of significant details which will be here 
simply stated: 

• A strong endorsement of the personal development and religious aims of retreats; 
• The enormous debt owed to teachers committed to the conduct of religious retreats; 
• Young people strongly affirm the social and spiritual value of the retreat; 
• The positive experience of young people identified as “other Christians’, “non-Christian” or 

“no religion.” 
• Valued personal experiences included “personal, friendship, community, reflection, 

affirmation, celebration, prayer;”  
• Teachers confirm their views about the value of retreats and their personal commitment to 

them; 
 
This research-based study offers material for further discussion and debate about work with young 
people at diocesan and national level.  It has implications as well for religious education in Catholic 
schools.  The study implicitly recognises why Catholic schools are valuable and offers a strong 
justification for what some countries call their ‘special character.’  
 
There are many discussion points about why Catholic schools exist and what are legitimate 
expectations about the continuing Catholicity of students after such schooling.3  We certainly would 
wish all the Catholic students to develop the gift of faith that they have received in Baptism, but there 
is abundant research showing that there is a significant falling away during adolescence.  At the same 
time, we are reminded by the Council document 4 “that human beings should respond to the word of 
God freely, and that therefore nobody is to be forced to embrace the faith against their will.”  The 
value of Rossiter’s research is that it reminds us that Catholic schools may be the only Catholic church 
that many students really experience, and that the experience of retreats as conducted currently in 
Catholic schools remains one of the key elements in a religious education that is respectful for all 
those involved.   
 
(Dr.) Gerard Rummery    July 2016 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3 Rymarz, R. & Cleary, A. (2016).  Some Religious Beliefs and Behaviours of Australian Catholic School Students. 
Journal of Beliefs and Values. 37(1) 68-77. 
4Second Vatican Council,  Dignitatis humanae No.10,  Flannery, A. (1981). The Documents of Vatican II: The conciliar 
and post-conciliar documents.  Collegeville MN; Liturgical Press. 
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PREFACE 
 
AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
 
I begin this preface with an apology to all of those connected with the Retreats Research Project for 
what has eventuated as an extensive delay in delivering the final report.  Unfortunately, the project 
started slowly with delays in the grant approval process in 2011 and in the requests for extensions in 
data collection from schools until early 2013.  Since 2013, a combination of factors, including 
teaching and research supervision commitments, completion of other written research projects, long 
service leave as well as health issues meant that the completion of the writing up of the research kept 
on being postponed until 2016. 
 
Nevertheless, the substance of the report remains current.  Because it is the most extensive and 
detailed empirical research ever conducted on school retreats in the English speaking world, its 
findings will be important for Catholic school education not only in Australia but internationally. 
 
The first of four surveys looked into the scope of retreats and retreat -like activities in secondary 
schools across a sample of seven Australian Catholic dioceses.  The dioceses were:-  Bathurst, Broken 
Bay, Parramatta and Sydney in NSW;  Cairns in Qld;  and Ballarat and Sale in Victoria.  If there were 
to be follow up interest in the project, the research, with modified questionnaires, could be extended 
more widely across Catholic schools in Australia and elsewhere. 
 
The second survey was a questionnaire completed by teachers who were involved in the conduct of 
senior retreats in Catholic secondary schools across the seven dioceses.  The third survey of teachers 
who were not involved in school retreats was intended to compare and contrast with the views of 
retreat teachers.  The fourth detailed survey, the first of its kind, was a questionnaire for senior school 
students investigating their perceptions of the purposes and practices of school retreats. 
 
As no schools took up the option of follow-up interviews for staff and students, the research was 
limited to the data obtained from the four fully online questionnaires.  Without any specific visits to 
schools by the researcher, the project would not have been possible without the generous cooperation 
of Catholic educators from the positions of Diocesan Directors, Consultants, school principals, key 
teachers with coordinating roles in religious education, and teachers in the secondary schools.  I am 
deeply indebted to them for their help.  Also, I am most grateful to the Catholic secondary school 
students in years 11 – 12 at the time whose contributions made up the centrepiece of this research. 
 
One of the problems with the project was my own concern for detail and thoroughness.  This resulted 
in questionnaires that were too long and repetitive – even if the repetition could be justified by a need 
for triangulation in data.  So I offer special thanks, and I also offer my sincere apologies, to the many 
teachers and students who had the patience to see their way through to the completion (or even partial 
completion) of demanding surveys.  Your contributions were invaluable and they have made this 
research into a significant milestone for Australian Catholic school education. 
 
In particular, I thank the following whose interest, support and help have made the project possible. 
 
The diocesan directors of the seven Catholic dioceses at the time:-  Mr L Burn (Ballarat);  Mr P Hill 
(Bathurst);  Mr P Ryan (Sale);  Dr W Sultmann (Cairns);  Dr A Whelan (Broken Bay);  Mr G Whitby 
(Parramatta);  Dr D White (Sydney). 
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The Victorian Catholic Bishops:  Money was made available from the Victorian Catholic Bishops’ 
Grant for Excellence in Religious Education to support the research in the two Catholic dioceses in 
Victoria. 
 
The key group of Diocesan Catholic Education Office personnel with a special responsibility for 
Religious Education.  This group formed the principal project reference group whose collegial 
cooperation in the project was invaluable.  As well as facilitating the organisation of the research in 
each diocese, they helped with feedback on the development of questionnaires.  Catholic Education 
Services, Diocese of Cairns, Ms Louise Vella-Cox;  Catholic Schools Office, Diocese of Broken Bay, 
Mr John McGrath & Mr Greg Wilson;  Catholic Education Office, Diocese of Parramatta, Mr Ian 
Smith & Dr John de Courcy;  Catholic Education Office, Archdiocese of Sydney, Mr Anthony Cleary 
& Ms Louise Zavone;  Catholic Education Office, Diocese of Bathurst, Mr Angelo Belmonte;  
Catholic Education Office, Diocese of Ballarat, Dr Liam Davison & Dr Gina Bernasconi;  Catholic 
Education Office, Diocese of Sale,  Dr Rose Duffy. 
 
I am grateful to Australian Catholic University for time allowed at the start of 2011 to get the project 
up and running.  I thank associate Professor Paul White, Head of School of education New South 
Wales at that time.  Many thanks also to Professor Tania Aspland, Dean of the Faculty of Education 
and Arts, for time made available in Semester 2, 2015 for work on the Report and for supporting the 
printing and distribution of the Report.  I am particularly indebted to Mr Paul Kneipp who set up the 4 
online questionnaires and helped with the management and downloading of research data.  Dr Shukri 
Sanber also helped with initial advice on questionnaire design.  Dr Roger Vallance offered crucial 
advice on the use of higher order statistical analysis with SPSS.  I thank Sharon Brien for the cover 
photograph and I acknowledge the helpful professionalism of Heather and Arthur Heaps at Print2Day 
Printery. 
 
Finally, I wish to thank Br Gerard Rummery, a significant figure in the history of Australian Catholic 
Religious Education, for his Foreword to the Research Report. 
 
Graham Rossiter    July 2016 
 
 
 
 
  



RESEARACH ON RETREATS 

x 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dedicated to Rachele Tullio and her family.  
Rachele is a pioneer in research on Retreats in 
Australian Catholic Schools 

 
 
 
 
 



Executive Summary 

1 
 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
 
Part A.  Survey of the scope of retreats and retreat-like activities in secondary schools 
The 49 respondents were key school staff with overall responsibility for school retreats. 
 
A2.1  The prominence of retreats and retreat-like activities in Catholic secondary schools.  There is a high 
participation rate in retreats in the sample of 42% of the Catholic secondary schools across the seven 
participating dioceses.  84% had year 11 retreats and 90% year 12 retreats, together with a range of 
retreat/personal development-like activities from years 7 to 10. 
 
A2.2  Retreat Formats.  By year 10, the Live-in retreat at an off-campus site was the most common format.  
The home-grown school retreat program was most prominent where the school staff were responsible for all 
aspects of the retreats.  While there is evidence of a retreat program legacy from the travelling retreat teams 
which had been sponsored by the Religious Congregations, independent youth ministry teams (such as NET 
Ministries) are now being engaged to run some retreat programs.  The youth ministry teams commonly 
followed a personal faith testimony approach. 
 
A2.4  Positive appraisal of retreats by retreat coordinators.  Key school staff responsible for the 
coordination of retreats strongly endorsed their value at personal, social and religious levels.  They also 
considered that there was strong support from the school executive, as well as good support from school staff 
who were not involved in retreats.  11% indicated that poor support from non-retreat staff was still an issue.  
56% considered that the integration of retreats within the overall school timetable remained a considerable 
problem. 
 
A2.4  The place and role of priests in school retreats.  This was identified as a significant issue both because 
of the problem of the availability of priests for retreat involvement, and because of problems about the 
suitability of some priests for retreat work.  It was considered that to work effectively in a school retreat, priests 
needed to be in harmony with the views, purposes and practices of the retreat staff;  and they needed to be in 
tune with, and able to communicate with, young people. 
 
Part B.   Survey of the views of teachers involved in the conduct of retreats 
The respondents were 269 teachers from 40 schools – 53% were women and 47% men. 
 
B2.1  The experience of retreat personnel.  There is great depth of experience in the school staff who conduct 
retreats.  There was a relatively even frequency of numbers across all the age groups, with 22% aged under 30.   
67% had more than five years experience with retreats, and 20% had more than 20 years experience.  About one 
third volunteered for retreat work;  another third were invited to join retreat teams;  and the remaining third 
participated because it was a requirement of their position in the school. 
 
B2.2  Positive affirmation of the place of retreats within Catholic school religious education.  There was a 
very strong endorsement of the value of school retreats by retreat teachers.  Nevertheless, 26% considered that 
because of a range of contextual factors, the future of retreats in Catholic schools remains somewhat uncertain 
at present. 
 
B2.3  Strong endorsement of the personal, social, spiritual and religious purposes of retreats.  The retreat 
teachers registered strong agreement with most of the 18 items on the general purposes of retreats, with levels 
of agreement ranging from 100% for the most popular item, and with 16 items above 60% agreement.  In rank 
order, the four most strongly affirmed purposes were:- 
1.  A valuable opportunity for personal and spiritual reflection; 
2.  A chance for personal review of life (thinking about the beliefs and values that affect personal life); 
3.  The experience of ‘time away’ from, and ‘time out’ from students’ normal life routines at home, school and 

socially; 
4.  To help students learn from sharing at a more personal level. 
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Next in rank order were three formally religious purposes, followed by two personal development purposes, and 
then six religious purposes.  The lowest ranking purposes were “Encouraging young people to become active 
members of a parish” (24% agreement) and ”An opportunity for counselling on personal problems" (29% 
agreement).  These two low rankings were not questioning the value of either encouragement to participate in 
the Church or counselling – but they were signalling that the retreat was not considered to be an appropriate 
place for such approaches. 
 
B 2.4  Adequate preparation for, and follow up to, retreats.  In general, respondents said that there appeared 
to be adequate preparation before, and follow-up after, retreats.   43% indicated that preparatory work with 
students was undertaken before the retreats.   87% affirmed that the sharing of personal insights was a key 
dynamic to the retreat.  35% considered they should encourage students to relate to retreat teachers on a first 
name basis, while 44% disagreed – there was a polarisation of views on this question, one that the researcher 
considered to need resolution in favour of the disagreement position. 
 
B2.5  Positive valuation of the range of activities on retreats.  Participants made valuations of 38 different 
activities that have been used on retreats.  In general, there was a strong positive endorsement of the value of 
most of the activities.  The frequency of the use of different activities could not be measured.  26 activities 
were rated in the valuable to very valuable range.  Of these:- 

15 were collectively in the personal and reflective/prayer categories;  
4 were in the other inputs and activities category; 
3 related to staff inputs; 
2 related to friends; 
2 related to retreat organisation. 

 
B2.6  Positive valuation of the personal learning processes in retreats.  Retreat teachers strongly endorsed 
the importance of personal learning processes in retreats, with 10 of the 12 items on this topic showing total 
agreement above the 90% mark.  In general, emotion and euphoria were considered to be natural healthy parts 
of retreats;  but 33% considered the possibility of emotional manipulation by teachers as a potential problem. 
 
B2.7  Positivity about a healthy level of personalism in small group discussions.  The participants perceived 
a healthy level in the sharing of personal insights in small group discussions, but they were aware of the need 
for freedom on the part of students and of the need to protect privacy and to avoid attempts to generate 
excessive emotion.  Half the retreat teachers considered that personal groups were not appropriate places for 
discussing personal problems. 
 
B2.8  Positive valuation of the religious dimension of retreats.  80% of the retreat teachers considered that 
the religious dimension was given adequate attention during the retreats, and that they were valuable in helping 
young people grow as persons and in enhancing their personal spirituality.  There was polarisation in views 
about the need for a priest to celebrate Eucharist and Reconciliation. 
 
B2.9  No significant concern about potential issues and problems with the conduct of retreats.  While the 
retreat teachers agreed about the presence of a number of potential issues and problems, there was no evidence 
of serious concern or alarm about them.  30% agreed that mobile phones and electronic equipment created 
difficulties, while 60% indicated that students’ staying up late continued to be a persistent problem. 
 
B2.10  A satisfactory level of consensus about the value of retreats in the whole school staff.  Responses to 
items in this section suggested that adequate information for all staff about the purposes and practices of 
retreats, together with efforts to minimise disruption to the school timetable, may help in sustaining a high level 
of staff consensus about the value of retreats.  The views of staff who were not involved in retreats need further 
investigation. 
 
B2.12  Retreat teachers' high level of personal satisfaction with the demanding work of retreats.  83% 
considered that their work in retreats went above and beyond the normal demands of school teaching because it 
was tiring, as well as physically and emotionally demanding.  Their principal motivation for sustaining this 
commitment was their interest in promoting the personal, spiritual and moral development of students – it was 
the perceived value that the retreats held for the lives of their students that helped them feel that their 
commitments and personal efforts were worthwhile. 
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B2.13  The need for retreat training for teachers and for the further resourcing of retreats.  More than 
70% of the retreat teachers endorsed the need for more systematic retreat training for school staff, and for 
ongoing professional development for experienced retreat teachers.  Explicit documentation about retreats was 
regarded as more important at school level than at diocesan level. 
B2.15  Differences between the views of retreat teachers according to gender, age and experience.  In 
general, results showed substantial homogeneity in the views of retreat teachers no matter what their gender, 
age or experience levels.  Differences in views were both few and small in size.  For example: In these 
respondents, there is no evidence of any substantial differences between the views of male and female retreat 
teachers.   (Statistical differences at p<.05 were noted for only 12 of the 152 items). 
 
Part C.   Survey of the views of teachers not involved in retreats 
The respondents were 159 teachers from 32 schools – 71% were women and 29% men. 
 
C2.1  Sample of teachers who were not involved in retreat work.  55% already had experience in the 
conduct of school retreats;  hence it might be anticipated that they would have similar views to those of the 
teachers who were currently involved in retreat work.  This was not a homogeneous sample of teachers who had 
never been on a school retreat. 
 
C2.2  Close similarity to, and consistency with, the views of the retreat teachers.  The pattern of responses 
of the non-retreat teachers was similar to that of the retreat teachers as noted above in Section B.  But their 
valuations of retreats, while positive, were not as strongly positive as were those of the retreat teachers.  In all 
but four of the 54 items in common, the non-retreat teachers had lower means, with the differences in means for 
30 items being significant at the p<.05 level. 
 
C2.2 - C2.3  Positive views of the personal, social, spiritual and religious dimensions of retreats.   School 
staff not involved in retreats showed a high regard for the contribution of retreats to young people's religious 
education in Catholic schools as well as for their potential for promoting personal and spiritual development.  
Similarly, they also positively endorsed the statements about the nature, purposes and practices of retreats. 
 
C2.4  Positive views about the selection of staff for retreat work.  While registering positive responses about 
the selection of staff for retreat work, the non-retreat teachers were somewhat polarised in their views about the 
appropriateness of selection criteria.  They showed a significantly higher level of concern about the criterion of 
“readiness to share at a personal level with students”. 
 
C2.5  Similar positive views to the retreat teachers about the psychological dynamics of retreats and 
about potential problems/issues.  Mirroring the pattern of response of the retreat teachers, those teachers not 
involved in retreat work affirmed the importance of personalism as a valuable part of retreats and did not see 
this as a noteworthy issue. 
C2.6, C2.7  Positive views of the level of whole staff consensus about the value of school retreats and 
about the future viability of retreats.  On these questions, the non-retreat teachers had similar responses to 
those of the retreat teachers.  This indicated their view of a healthy level of staff consensus about the valuable 
place of retreats in the senior school, while there was some evidence they thought that achieving consensus 
required further work.  They registered similar responses to the retreat teachers about factors that might affect 
the future viability of retreats in the school timetable – m while acknowledging the timetable difficulties, these 
were accepted because they were justified by the importance of retreats.  Similarly, they endorsed the need for 
professional development for teachers and for the resourcing of retreats. 
 
Part D.   Survey of the views of senior students  
The respondents were 1500 students from 29 secondary schools. 
 
D2.1  Characteristics of the sample. 56% of the students were female and 44% male.  73% identified as 
Catholic, 10% as another Christian denomination, 3% as a non-Christian religion and 13% identified as "No 
religion".  There is some consistency between this pattern and the overall Australian figure of about 30% of 
Catholic school students not being Catholic.  1034 (72%) indicated that they were year 12 students and 407 
(28%) year 11 students. 
 
D2.2, D2.3  Positive valuation of the place of retreats within Catholic school religious education and of 
their personal, social, spiritual and religious purposes.  While consistently not as positive as were their 
teachers, the students affirmed items about the value of retreats as a special, reflective opportunity that was not 
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possible in the classroom religion curriculum.  Clearly, they regarded the retreat as valuable for them 
personally.  As might have been anticipated, students strongly affirmed the purposes that were about 
personal/social development, and the first six of the 18 items about purposes in order of student priority were in 
this personal/social category.  72% considered that the retreat was just as valuable for students who were not 
Catholic.  While not as highly rated as the personal development purposes, the religious purposes were affirmed 
by a majority of students ranging from 72% to 62% across these items.  While differences were noted, the 
overall pattern showed a degree of congruence between the views of students and those of retreat teachers. 
 
D2.4, D2.5  Positive rating of the retreat experience and of the various retreat activities and resources 
used in retreats.  The students’ regard for the personal and spiritual value of the retreat was complemented by 
their view that it was a very enjoyable experience away with their friends.  They showed more concern about 
food and venue than did the teachers.  In their valuation of retreat activities, the students, while positive, were 
less positive than were their teachers.  For example: only 4 activities were rated in the ‘valuable to very 
valuable’ range, in contrast with 26 ranked that way by the retreat teachers.  For the students, the two highest 
ranking items had to do with ‘being with their friends’.  The third ranked item was about staff sharing their 
personal stories as a stimulus for personal sharing in the small groups (Staff input category).  The fourth-ranked 
item was ‘time for student private reflection’ (Reflective/prayer category).  Some of the standout items with 
positive differences in priority (ranked more highly by students) were ‘Students talking with their friends’, ‘one-
to-one discussions in pairs’, ‘full length feature film’, ‘creative activities - art, drama etc.’ , ‘outside guest 
speakers’, ‘rotation around workshops’, and ’whole group forums’.  By contrast, the standout items with 
negative differences in priority (ranked much lower by the students) were for ‘whole group prayer’, ‘celebration 
of mass’ , ‘stating the discipline policy’, ‘introductory explanation of retreat purposes’, and ‘writing in a 
personal journal’. 
 
D2.6  Student affirmation of the personal learning processes in retreats.  The students affirmed the personal 
learning processes in retreats even though their mean scores for the pertinent items were noticeably lower than 
those of the teachers.  The retreats generally, and group discussions in particular, were regarded highly as 
opportunities for personal learning.  And this was consistent with the theory of personal learning in groups 
discussed in chapter D2.  The community experience was perceived to be a valuable part of this dynamic, 
together with its healthy emotion and euphoria. 
 
D2.7  Affirmation of the level of personalism  in group discussions.  While generally, the pattern of student 
affirmation of personal sharing in the discussion groups was similar to that of the retreat teachers, there is some 
evidence that students may have been experiencing and interpreting the personalism in the groups somewhat 
differently from the teachers.  They liked personal discussions, but a number showed they were unhappy about 
a perceived expectation that this was a required level of performance – or that teachers were ‘steering’ them in 
this direction.  Nevertheless, the students were more positive about the emotionality in group discussions than 
were the retreat teachers.  The researcher raised questions about the extent and appropriateness of the use of the 
theme ‘telling your personal story’. 
 
D2.8  Student affirmation of the religious dimension of retreats.  Student valuations of items about the 
religious dimension of retreats were positive.  But these were noticeably lower than the valuations of the 
religion teachers.  These results are understandable in terms of the degree of secularisation of most students in 
Catholic schools.  While ensuring an adequate religious dimension to retreats is important, it is considered 
inappropriate to try to judge the overall effectiveness of the retreat exclusively in religious terms. 
 
D2.9  Students’ views of potential issues and problems with retreats.  The students showed a higher level of 
concern about potential problems in retreats than did the teachers for the following items:-  length of sessions;  
emotionality in groups;  some artificial and deliberate generation of emotion;  psychological pressure to 
contribute personally in group discussion.  They showed lower levels of concern than retreat teachers for three 
items:-  mobile phones and texting as a distraction;  staying up late affecting participation the next day;  and 
potentially excessive emphasis on personal problems in group discussions. 
 
D2.11-2  Differences between the views of female and male students.  Across all aspects of retreats, in 108 
of the 113 items, female students recorded more positive valuations of retreat purposes and practices.  For 93 of 
these, the differences were statistically significant.  That female students were more appreciative of the retreats 
than males may be yet further evidence that in general, women tend to be more religiously inclined than men.  
Perhaps too, women are more attuned to the personalism which was regarded as a fundamental part of retreats.  
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Possibly the ‘time away with friends’ factor may have been more positively influential on the female students’ 
experience of retreats. 
 
D2.11-3  Differences in student views according to religious identification.  As regards valuations of the 
purposes and practices of retreats, there were few differences between the responses of Catholic and other 
Christian denomination students.  In a number of instances, the other Christian group had higher item means 
than the Catholics.  The Catholic and other Christian denomination students tended to responded to 
questionnaire items as if they were a single homogeneous group.  The greatest differences in valuation of retreat 
purposes/practices were between the combined Catholic/Christian group and those who identified as no 
religion.  The valuations of the non-Christian students tended to be in between those of the combined 
Catholic/Christian group and the no religion group.  Nevertheless, the evaluations of non-Christian and no 
religion groups of students were still reasonably positive. 
 
D2.11-4  Year 11 students’ more positive valuations of retreats than year 12 students’ valuations.  For 
64% of the 113 questionnaire items, the Year 11 students registered higher levels of agreement than did the 12 
students.  One possible explanation is that the retreat experience is a novel one for year 11 students.  And 
perhaps the additional life pressures of year 12 students might also have been a factor.  There might also 
possibly be some difference in religiosity. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
Research on retreats:  The views of teachers and senior students about retreats in Australian Catholic secondary 
schools 
 
This book reports research on senior retreats in Catholic secondary schools in seven Australian Catholic dioceses.  The 
impetus for this research came from the groundbreaking doctoral study conducted by Rachele Tullio (2010).  She 
documented the origins and development of the new live-in communitarian retreats in Catholic secondary schools and 
investigated issues related to the purposes and conduct of retreats as reported by a sample of teachers. 
 
Before the first such communitarian school retreat in 1964, traditional ‘silent’ retreats had been the norm for Catholic 
secondary schools in Australia for a long time.  Within the space of 10 years, the communitarian retreat had become the 
new standard format. 
 
Retreats in Catholic Secondary schools:  The focus of the research 
 
In 1964, Bernie Neville, a De La Salle brother working at St Michael’s College in Adelaide, organised an experimental 
live-in weekend retreat for senior class volunteers from some local Catholic boys and girls schools.  It was called a 
Christian Living Camp and it was held at Victor Harbor.  As far as could be determined, this was the first live-in 
communitarian retreat for Catholic schools in Australia.  It proved to be both a remarkable and significant turning point 
in the conduct of school retreats.  What began as an innovation by a small group of religious educators eventually became 
the norm for retreats for Catholic secondary schools across the country.  While for many years Catholic school retreats 
were modelled on the silent retreat for religious communities and clergy, the new style communitarian retreat was rarely 
silent;  it was centred on community building, communication, conversation, fun, friendship, and celebration – a substrate 
within which religious activities like prayer, reflection, Reconciliation and Eucharist were embedded.  Even where 
retreats were over a shorter period like one day either at school or at a nearby venue, the communitarian style still 
predominated. 
 
This represented something of a revolution or quantum change in the type of Catholic school retreats.  Yet, as Tullio 
(2010) indicated, it was possible to show that this new style of retreat retained key elements in the traditional Catholic 
notion of a retreat dating back into early Christian spirituality.  From this broad perspective, Tullio developed a ‘big 
picture’ interpretation of the significance of the retreat as one of the most important grass roots innovations in Australian 
Catholic religious education. 
 
For a number of reasons, the place of retreats in Catholic secondary schools is not as secure as perhaps it was formerly.  
Hence there is an ongoing need for Catholic education authorities to review the purposes and conduct of retreats so that 
their valuable contribution to religious education can be confirmed, while at the same time identifying the problems that 
could impede their future development.  Addressing the issues, both at school and diocesan levels, will be critical not 
only for maintaining the privileged place for retreats in Catholic secondary schools, but also for their enhancement as 
special opportunities for promoting the spiritual and moral development of young people.  This research study makes a 
contribution in this direction by reporting research based insights that can promote reflection and discussion. 
 
Given the natural difficulties in the timetabling, staffing and implementation of senior school retreats, decisions about the 
future of retreats, their place in Catholic schools and their resourcing and related professional training of teachers needs 
up to date research information.  This is particularly the case since there are indicators of contextual pressures working 
against their continuity in Catholic secondary schools in this country. 
 
Another important value in retreats research is the need for more clarity about how the retreats and their activities are 
perceived by students so that a better estimate can be made of their potential contribution to young people’s personal and 
spiritual development.  In times where there have been significant changes in the landscape of contemporary spirituality 
(Rossiter, 2010A), it becomes difficult to distinguish the significance of the social/enjoyment dimension of retreats from 
their spiritual dimension.  This raises questions about what is distinctly spiritual and religious on the retreat.  Some 
Catholic educators consider that it is not possible or necessary to try to do this;  they think that, given the individualistic 
and relatively secular spirituality of many young people and adults today, it is neither realistic nor useful to try to 
differentiate these dimensions to retreats.  Others consider that retreats should not be held if there are not clear and 
unambiguous ways of identifying and appraising the overtly religious aspects of retreats. 
 
As it turned out, this has been the most detailed and substantial research on school retreats yet conducted.  It surveyed the 
views of 1500 students and 500 teachers from 40 Catholic secondary schools.  While it does not provide clear cut 



Introduction 

7 

answers to the above questions, it provides a lot of data that can be used to work through the questions in a more 
informed way. 
 
Writings and research on school retreats 
 
There is no need to repeat here the detailed digest of previous writings and research on retreats as reported in Tullio’s 
(2010) research study.  But what has been included in the Appendices are three articles by Tullio and Rossiter which  
covered the following:- 
 

Article 1. (2009)  This identified major theoretical and educational issues associated with the communitarian retreat 
as a significant innovation – in the areas of Catholic spirituality, psychology, education, school based curriculum 
development, and especially in Catholic school religious education. 
Article 2. (2010A)   This addressed psychological and spiritual issues related to the conduct of retreats. 
Article 3.  (2010B) This discussed contextual factors that have a bearing on the implementation of retreats, and the 
resourcing of retreats and the professional development of retreat leaders. 

 
These three articles are consistent with the interpretations in this research study and should prove helpful for informing 
further debate about the purposes and practices of Catholic school retreats. 
 
Purpose of the study 
 
The purpose of the study was to investigate the views of senior secondary students about their experience of retreats.  It 
also included a survey of the scope of retreats and retreat-like activities across the secondary school.  It surveyed the 
views of teachers who were involved in retreat work, and for comparison, it sought the views of teachers who were not 
involved. 
 
Starting point for this research:  Follow up to the study of Rachele Tullio (2010) 
 
This research followed up in detail a range of issues for retreats identified by Tullio.  Brief reference to her study helps 
introduce and contextualise the work done in this project. 
 
Although her empirical data was limited to interviews of a relatively small number of teachers involved in retreat work in 
one metropolitan diocese, Tullio’s research made a significant contribution to thinking about retreats and to further 
research in this area in two ways.  Firstly, it showed how the retreat movement in contemporary Catholic schools in 
Australia had a long-standing historical link with Christian spirituality from the early centuries through to modern times.  
The historical / documentary / analytical part of her research looked at early and mediaeval monastic life where the 
normal daily routine was like a silent religious retreat.  Then, through the practice of the Jesuits, the retreat became more 
portable for religious orders and clergy as a period of withdrawal from ministry for spiritual renewal and rejuvenation.  
And thence to be very different style of retreat – the communitarian retreat, which was no longer modelled on the silent 
religious order retreat but was given over to communication, celebration and community (with community coming in 
first).  It is interesting to note that after their rapid growth to prominence in Catholic schools, communitarian type retreats 
became more prominent within religious communities. 
 
The second major contribution of Tullio's research was its record of the views of teachers involved in senior school live 
in retreats.  The data identified not only key issues as regards the purposes and conduct of retreats, but it also uncovered 
teachers’ concerns about the influence of context, as well as potential difficulties related to the professional training of 
retreat leaders, duty of care and legal questions, and issues related to the programming and resourcing of retreats within 
the already complicated school timetable.  
 
In Tullio’s research, the communitarian retreat was commonly considered to be a religious/spiritual experience, 
integrated within a community experience.  Her respondents indicated that key elements in the psychological and 
spiritual dynamics of the retreat were ‘getting away’ from routine, school and regular life for ‘time out’ with friends 
during a community/spiritual/religious experience.  This research set out to be more explicit in investigating 
spiritual/religious purposes as well as psychological dynamics that might foster personal, social and spiritual 
development. 
 
One particular issue identified by Tullio was the appropriate level of ‘personalism’ in retreats.  This included the sharing 
of personal insights in group discussions and in informal interactions, in opportunities for reflection and review of life, 
and in a more tangible community/personal atmosphere that could also be noticed in the celebration of mass and 
reconciliation.  But there were also questions about what was an appropriate and desirable level of personal disclosure in 
the groups that might be interpreted as healthy personal sharing in an environment that was free, affirming, and inviting 
without psychological pressure.  This had been an issue for religious personnel who were the pioneers of the 
communitarian retreat in the 1960s, and there was anecdotal evidence that it still remained something of a problem in 
contemporary school retreats.  There could be some emotional manipulation if students were encouraged to reveal things 
about themselves that were too personal – disclosures which they later regretted.  This research would be able to sound 
out the views of both teachers and students on these questions. 
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Other issues had to do with context:-  potential for conflicting views among staff about the value of retreats;  difficulties 
associated with the timetabling of retreats and supervision both on the retreat as well as classes back at the school;  
professional development opportunities for the training of retreat teachers. 
 
A number of retreat issues are discussed in the three articles noted earlier.  The 4 surveys in this study gave special 
attention to these same issues.  This research would be able to determine whether or not they were more widely evident 
across schools in a number of dioceses.  And in particular, the views of students about such potential issues could be 
canvassed. 
 
Surveys of the views of students and teachers 
 
With a potentially large sample from 7 Catholic dioceses, this study, for the first time, introduced a comprehensive 
questionnaire that would enable teachers involved in retreat work to report in detail their views about purposes, practices 
and issues in Catholic school retreats.  In addition, sampling the views of teachers who were not involved in retreat 
would enable comparisons and contrasts with those of the teachers who were involved in retreat work. 
 
Another significant first for this study was that it had a strong ‘student voice’.  Questionnaire data was collected from 
both year 11 and year 12 students across the participating schools.  While research by Marcellin Flynn (1975, 1985, 
1993, 2002) had for many years noted year 12 students’ high level of satisfaction with retreats, this was the first 
extensive survey of students’ experience of retreats and of their understandings of retreat purposes. 
 
The Seven Catholic dioceses involved in the study 
 
A sample of 7 Catholic dioceses was decided upon.  It was considered that if the project was successful, it could then be 
extended to an even more comprehensive national study, depending on the level of interest of Catholic diocesan school 
systems. 
 
Through liaison with diocesan religious education personnel with whom the researcher had previous contact, the seven 
Catholic dioceses which were approached agreed to participate in the retreats research when the project was first 
considered late in 2009.  The dioceses were (Victoria) Ballarat and Sale; (New South Wales) Sydney, Broken Bay, 
Parramatta, Bathurst;  Queensland (Cairns).  Late in 2010, initial plans were made for the formal commencement of the 
research at the beginning of 2011.  An application for funding by the Victorian Catholic Bishops’ Grant for Excellence in 
Religious Education was approved in May 2011.  This was to cover the costs of the research in the two Victorian 
dioceses.  The data collection was continued from 2011 through 2012 and early 2013 so that the requests of schools for 
extensions could be accommodated. 
 
As noted in the Foreword, there were delays in the writing up of the report caused by many factors which resulted in too 
little time being available to complete this work earlier. 
 
The four surveys 
 
Four questionnaires were developed they were to operate fully online.  
 
Survey 1.  The Scope of retreats and retreat-like activities in Catholic secondary schools. 
A key nominated religious education staff member in each school was to provide general information about the scope 
and timetabling of retreats across the secondary school, especially in years 11 – 12. 
Survey 2.  Survey of the views of teachers who were involved in Y11-12 retreats 
Survey 3.  Survey of  the views of teachers who were not involved in retreat work 
Survey 4.  Survey of the views of Years 11–12 students. 
 
The questionnaires were developed with iterative feedback from the principal reference group.  The revisions also took 
into account comments by some teachers and senior school students who tried out draft versions.  The 4 questionnaires 
are included in the Appendices.  Items in surveys 2, 3 &4 are colour coded to show which items were in common and 
which were unique to a particular questionnaire.  
 
Similarly, documentation was developed including letters to diocesan directors, religious education coordinators (or their 
equivalent), teachers (both those involved in retreats those not involved), senior students and their parents.  All of the 
documentation was put on the Retreats Research Website making it readily accessible to all interested parties.  The site 
with the documentation is  
http://e-learn.acu.edu.au/grrossiter/retreats/index.html 
 
In seeking to sample the views of teachers and students in schools across the dioceses, no attempt was made in this 
introductory study to categorise the schools as single sex or coed, Y11 – Y12 or Y7 – Y12.  No data was collected on the 
socio-economic levels of students.  The research investigated the general purposes and practices of retreats as 
contributing to the school’s overall religious education goals.  For that reason, no data was collected on the religiosity of t 
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he students or the teachers;  they were not asked to identify personal levels of religious practice like church attendance 
and frequency of praying.  However, it was judged to be useful and not prying to ask students for their religious 
identification as Catholic, other Christian, non-Christian religion or no religion. 
 
By using some particular items in both the teacher and student questionnaires it was possible to contrast the views of the 
teachers involved in retreat work, teachers not involved and the students. 
 
Invitations to schools to participate in the research were forwarded to all school principals in each diocese (a formal letter 
with an additional copy sent by email).  Courtesy information was also sent to the staff member responsible for religious 
education and / or mission in the school.  115 schools in all were invited to participate in the research.  A positive 
response for participation was received from 65.  Two schools sent letters declining participation.  The fully online 
questionnaires were activated for data collection later in April 2011 and remained online until May 2013. 
 
Initially, it was intended to complement the quantitative data from the questionnaires with qualitative data from 
transcribed interviews with teachers and students.  However, none of the participating schools wished to follow through 
with the interviews;  so this data gathering strategy was not used. 
 
The research questionnaires were not designed as evaluation instruments for checking the quality of retreats.  But 
because of the data obtained on views of the nature, purposes and practices of retreats, the survey instruments could be 
modified so that they could serve as a basis for development of retreat evaluation instruments that might be used more 
widely by schools and dioceses. 
 
Organisation and conduct of the research 
 
A committee of diocesan religious education personnel made up the main reference group for the research – as noted in 
the Preface.  Reference group members facilitated contacts with individual schools.  They also helped with feedback on 
the development of questionnaires. 
 
The key school contacts were usually the Religious Education Coordinators or the teacher who had responsibility for 
religious education such as Director of Mission or Faith Development Coordinator.  There were no visits to individual 
schools by the researcher;  this arrangement put the onus on schools to provide information online.  The level of follow-
through in the research data collection depended almost exclusively on the key contact person. 
 
Problem with the low response rate 
 
The timing of the start of retreats research in mid 2011 proved to be problematic in that a number of the Catholic 
dioceses were already extensively involved with research in the schools in both 2011 and 2012.  In the diocesan research, 
school participation was mandated.  Given this situation, and given that the retreats research was optional, a number of 
schools, and students, declined to participate because they already felt they were under pressure from too much research.  
As one teacher commented – they were suffering from “research overload”. 
 
Even where schools were participating, none took up the option of having individual teacher interviews as part of the 
research process.  Similarly, no schools took up the option of sending in samples of retreat programs, retreat booklets and 
/ or other resources. 
 
A number of teachers commented on the effect of the research organisation on poor student participation rates.  They 
considered that requiring the return of signed consent forms from the (17 – 18-year-old) students was unnecessary and 
contributed significantly to the low participation rate.  One teacher commented “Getting signed permission slips back 
from Year 11-12 students was like extracting teeth”. 
 
Technically, 18 year olds did not need to have a signed parental permission slip.  This did not preclude the importance of 
the letter to parents informing them about the research.  But there were 17 year olds in the same class.  In effect, this age 
division tended to rule out class work on the surveys during a religion lesson.  An information letter could have gone to 
students and parents while the students themselves could then have indicated their agreement to participate as an item of 
the questionnaire itself.  The questionnaire was anonymous and the data was non-identifiable.  In addition, it was 
considered unlikely that any of the questionnaire items would cause distress for students, even though this was 
considered in the project risk assessment. 
 
The protocols of the ACU Research Ethics Committee were followed.  There were also some individual dioceses which 
had their own research ethics approval processes which were also followed.  Because the problem noted above, the ACU 
Research Ethics Committee in 2012 eventually allowed for student participation without the need for a signed parental 
permission slip.  Unfortunately, this valuable step came too late.  Had it been in place at the beginning of the data 
collection it is anticipated that there would have been a higher student response rate. 
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Structure of the Report 
 
Following the Executive Summary and Introduction, this report is organised into four parts, corresponding to the four 
separate online surveys, together with a concluding chapter. 
 
A.  Scope of retreats in Catholic secondary schools 
B.  Survey of the views of teachers who were involved in retreats 
C.  Survey of the views of teachers who were not involved in retreats 
D.  Survey of the views of Years 11–12 students. 
 
The same pattern is followed in each of the four parts where the first chapter presents the data from the survey and the 
second chapter discusses the meaning and significance of the results.  The discussion chapters reflect the researcher’s 
own professional interpretation, together with value judgments and recommendations.  This format, which separates data 
reporting from interpretation, is helpful in allowing readers to draw their own conclusions from the data and see whether 
or not they concur with the interpretations offered in the discussion chapters. 
 
In the chapters on data presentation, most of the material comes from descriptive statistics, frequencies, percentages, 
means and rank orders.  There was also some qualitative data from a few open ended questions.  This is followed later by 
reports of higher order statistical analyses using t-tests and ANOVA (analysis of variance). 
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                Chapter A1 
The Scope of Retreats in the Schools 
Survey                Presentation of data 
 
 
 
A1.1   The sample of schools surveyed and response rate 
 
All of the 118 secondary schools in the 7 dioceses were contacted early in 2011 about involvement in the research.  75 
schools (64%) agreed to participate.  Not all of these followed through with data contribution to the online questionnaires.  
There were 49 responses to the Scope of retreats in the school survey – 42% of the total and 65% of the participant 
schools. 
 
Not all questionnaire items were answered.  Hence the numbers of responses to each varied.  Percentages were calculated 
on the number of entered responses to each item and reported to the nearest whole number.  The graphic summaries were 
based on the original data set counting a few entries that had no data – hence the percentages for the graphs are slightly 
lower than the actual percentages. The value of the graphic summaries was considered to outweigh the small  inconsistency 
in reported percentages. 
 
A1.2   Years 11 and 12 retreats 
 
General note on retreat offerings and attendance 
 
Table A1.1  Type of retreat offerings for Years 11-12  
 
Type of retreats conducted Y11 & 12 Count Percentage 
There is only one type of retreat for all 
students 

37 76% 

One type of retreat at more than one 
venue 

8 16% 

A range of types of retreats is available 
for students to choose (please describe)  

6 12% 

 
The range of retreat types included:-  General spirituality enhancing retreat including prayer and liturgy;  a ‘Street’ retreat 
option with an emphasis on social justice (3 reports);  one reported the use of 4 different retreat styles -- active, semi active, 
reflective and a Melbourne Ministry retreat (each type having a theme).  One had students choose either a formal or a 
‘bush’ retreat.  One reported four styles of retreat for Y11 (“Personal Search for Meaning; Social Justice; Exploring 
Relationships; Faith and the Physical Challenge”) while for Y 12 “All together in the first week of school - Creating 
Christian Community, an adaptation of the Marist Retreat Process”. 
 
Table A1.2  Attendance at retreats Y11-y12 
 
 Year 11 Retreats Year 12 Retreats 

Count of 
schools 

Estimate of 
total numbers 

attending 

Average 
attendance 
per school 

Count of 
schools 

Estimate of 
total numbers 

attending 

Average 
attendance 
per school 

Boys 24 2009 83 24 1636 68 
Girls 33 3022 92 34 3022 89 
 
Table A1.3  Estimated % attendance for compulsory and optional retreats 
 
Year level Type of 

attendance 
Count of 
schools 

Average % 
of year level 

attending 

Type of 
attendance 

Count of 
schools 

Average % 
of year level 

attending 
Year 12 Compulsory 40 95% Optional 4 92% 
Year 11 Compulsory 39 93% NA   

 
In the small number of schools where senior retreats were optional, there remained a high level of participation. 
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A1.3  Scope, type and length of Year 11 retreats 
 
Type of Year 11 retreat:  In the 41 records, all year 11 retreats were compulsory and were held during school time.  All 
were conducted at an off-campus site, except for one on the school premises.  Some data for Year 12 retreats appeared to 
have been entered for Year 11, or more than one option for the type of retreat was included.  40 responses (98%) indicated 
that the type of retreat was religious.  6 (15%) had an orientation to Year 11 including some religious elements together 
with preparation for life as a student in year 11, while 10 (24%) described their activity as other. 
 
In the other category, 2 responses noted that there were two types of retreat, a ‘spirituality’ retreat and a ‘street’ retreat.  
Another focused on community building and orientation to student life, and one on personal development.  Another 
described a career and employment orientation.  4 responses indicated a leadership orientation in their activity.  One 
response referred to outdoor activities. 
 
Length of Year 11 retreats:  42 responses  There were 3 reports of one day retreats, with one school noting that it was 
regarded more as a reflection day than as a retreat.  12 (29%) had two days and one night.  2 had a period of two days and 
two nights;  23 (55%) had three days and two nights while 2 schools had four days and three nights. 
 
A1.4  Scope, type and length of Year 12 retreats 
 
44 (90%) of responses indicated having Year 12 retreats while 5 (10%) did not. 
 
Type of Year 12 retreat:  Of the 45 responses on type of Y12 retreats, all were compulsory retreats, while one had an 
additional voluntary retreat.   All were conducted during school time at an off-campus site, except for one on school 
premises; one response noted a holiday time retreat time.  42 (93%) had a religious orientation to the retreat, while 4 had 
an orientation to Year 12 studies which included some religious components.  Of the 2 reporting an other category, one 
focused on human relationships and the other on personal development, future life values and personal goals.  
 
Length of Year 12 retreats:  44 responses. 5 (11%) responses indicated one day retreats, with one emphasising that the 
activity was more of a reflection day than a retreat.  8 (18%) had two days in one night retreats; 1 had two days and two 
nights.  29 (66%) had three days and two nights while one had four days and three nights.  
 
A1.5  General scope of retreats in the school:  Retreat activities in year levels 7-10 
 
Reports of retreat-like activity in Year levels 7-10 are summarised in Table x.1.  The qualitative data describing the 
activities were grouped generally under three headings:  one day retreat like activities either at school or at some off-
campus site;  religious/personal development activities as part of a year level camp, orientation or outdoor activity.  Also 
noted were instances where outside specialists were involved in presentations and/or in conduct of the activities. 
 
Table A1.4  Schools that have retreat activities across Years 7-10 from 49 responses. 
 
Year 
level 

Have a retreat 
like activity for 
whole year group 

Types of retreat like activity that took place Responses indicating 
these formats where 
retreats were held 

Number % Number % 
7 34 69% Off campus 1 day activity 16 48% 

Religious components to a live-in, off campus year level 
camp, orientation,  activities or outdoor program 

6 18% 
On school campus 1 day activity 11 33% 
Use of outside specialist help 2 6% 

8 32 65% Off campus 1 day activity 17 57% 
Religious components to a live-in, off campus year level 
camp, orientation,  activities or outdoor program 

5 17% 
On school campus 1 day activity 8 27% 
Use of outside specialist help (Including youth ministry 
or peer to peer ministry teams) 

6 
(4 youth 
ministry) 

20% 

9 36 73% Off campus 1 day activity 16 47% 
Religious components to a live-in, off campus year level 
camp, orientation,  activities or outdoor program 

7 21% 
On school campus 1 day activity 11 32% 
Use of outside specialist help (Including youth ministry 
teams) 

7 
(4 youth 
ministry) 

21% 

10 38 78% Two days or more live-in retreat – may have associated 
outdoor activities 

7 19% 
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Off campus 1 day activity 11 30% 
Religious components to a live-in, off campus year level 
camp, orientation,  activities or outdoor program (see 
also the two or more days retreats as well) 

2 5% 

On school campus 1 day activity 17 46% 
Use of outside specialist help (Including youth ministry 
teams) 

11 
(4 youth 
ministry) 

35% 

 
Figure A1.1  Diagrammatic summary of conduct of retreats at Years 7-10 levels – from a total count of 49 respondents. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More details on retreat activity at each year level. 
 
Year 7:  Even at Year 7 level there was an indication of extensive retreat-like activities.  About half were for one day or 
less at a special off-campus site.  The type of site varies;  details were not provided;  but in some instances it was the local 
parish church; or for example, Josephite schools making a ‘pilgrimage’ to Mary MacKillop place.  The off-campus factor 
was also evident in 18% of reports indicating that retreat-like activities were included as components of year level camps, 
orientations and outdoor excursions;  the data seemed to presume that the camps included overnight stays.  This association 
of retreats with an off-campus site (just under 70% of instances in all) begins what will become a distinctive feature of 
retreat-like activities across the secondary schools.  About a third of responses reported one day activities at school.  There 
was one report of the use of Year 12 school leaders to conduct discussions with the younger students. 
 
Year 8:  The pattern of retreat-like activity for Year 8 is similar to that of Year 7.  While most retreat activities were 
facilitated by school staff, what becomes more prominent here is the use of specialist outside personnel to facilitate the 
activity (20%) with two thirds of these involving peer/young people youth ministry teams (see below).  One school used 
Year 11 school leaders to interact with the students.  One school had “wellbeing days” with some religious activities. 
The most prominent trend was reflection activities together with community building and some personal development 
exercises.  One school had a St Vincent de Paul sleepover retreats/fundraiser involving spiritual social and social justice 
elements. 
 
Year 9:  Again a similar pattern to that of Years 7-8.  One off-campus camp with religious activities was based on “outdoor 
backpacking” and another included a response to the outward bound experience;  also reported was work on links between 
ecology and spirituality. 
 
Year 10:  The pattern remains, but what emerges for the first time is the live-in retreat that goes for two or more days with 
overnight stays at the retreat centre.  There was also evidence in retreat activities (Y 7-10) of attention given to religious 
charism, as well as to community engagement and social service. 
 
The descriptions of retreat like activity in Years 7-10 seem to imply that most of the organisation and presentation of 
activities is carried out by the school staff.  However, it is evident that specialist outside personnel and sometimes outside 
teams are being invited in to make a special contribution to the retreat activity or even to conduct the activity in its entirety 
 
Youth ministry teams, and other ministry groups, involved in the conduct of retreats Y7-12:  The following groups have 
been noted in the data as contributing to, and conducting retreat programs across the secondary school.  Because the 
participants in this questionnaire were not asked specifically about the use of outside personnel for retreats Y 7-10, it could 
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be that such contributions are under-represented in the data. 
 
The first group of 4 involves young people in peer-to-peer ministry. 
Catholic Youth Services (CYS), is the official youth ministry in the Archdiocese of Sydney  Amongst its ministry 
activities, it provides teams that work in Catholic schools from Year 6 to Year 12 in various retreat like programs.  Team 
members undergo training in the NET Ministries program.   hrrt://www.cys.org.au/ 
 
National Evangelisation Teams (NET) Ministries is an organisation of Catholic youth ministry that is concerned with peer 
to peer ministry offering a range of training and educational programs with the purpose of enhancing the spirituality and 
church engagement of young Catholics.  It has a six week training program for its team members as well as for other youth 
ministry groups.   http://www.netministries.com.au/ 
 
Catholic Schools Youth Ministry Australia (CSYMA) is a school based youth ministry organisation originating in Canberra 
in 2007 that integrates curriculum components in youth ministry with support for school retreats.  It develops school youth 
ministry teams and offers professional development activities for involvement in broader church events.   
http://www.csyma.com/site/ 
 
Youth Mission Team (YMT).  This Catholic peer-to-peer ministry group goes back to the 1980s, providing teams of young 
people for facilitating retreats and other youth ministry activities for schools and churches.  It has a training program and it 
currently operates in Melbourne, Perth, Sydney and Wollongong.   http://www.ymt.com.au/ 
 
The following groups are adult ministries where usually one prominent facilitator/guest speaker contributes to the program. 
Karis Ministries.  A ministry group with the prominent Australian contributor/presenter/ musician Chris Doyle. 
Choicez Media.  Resource group with Jonathan Doyle as the prominent contributor/presenter. 
http://www.choicez.com.au/ 
Sam Clear motivational speaker, especially on personal relationships. 
 
A1.6  Responsibility for organisation and conduct of retreats at Years 11-12 level 
 

Table A1.5 shows the designated role positions with responsibility.  There was some overlap in roles shown in the counts 
going beyond 100%. 
 
Table A1.5  Responsibility for the organisation and conduct of retreats at Year 11-12 level    
Designated person responsible for 
organising and conduct of retreats 

Count from 49 responses Percentage 

The Religious Education Coordinator 38 78% 
A designated Retreat Coordinator 5 10% 
The Youth/Campus Minister or other 
similar designated role 

11 22% 

Year Level Coordinator 13 27% 
Other 4 8% 
 
Figure A1.2  Diagrammatic summary of positions of responsibility for Years 11-12 retreats count of 49 respondents. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The other  category included :- Director of faith and mission;  Faith development co-ordinator;  Deputy Principal - Mission 
assisted by the Year 12 Co-ordinator;  Assistant principal – Identity 

http://www.cys.org.au/
http://www.netministries.com.au/
http://www.csyma.com/site/
http://www.ymt.com.au/
http://www.choicez.com.au/


RESEARCH ON RETREATS 

16 

A1.7  Time during the school year when Y11 and Y 12 retreats are usually conducted 
 
The usual times for the retreats are summarised in Table A1.6 and figures 3.3 and 3.4 
 
Table A1.6  Times when Year 11 and 12 retreats are held during the school year 
 
Period during the  

school year 
Year 11 Retreat 

count  44 
Year 11 % Year 12 count 

41 
Year 12 % 

Term 1 1st half 5 11% 15 37% 
Term 1 2nd half 7 16% 7 17% 
Term 2 1st half 3 7% 10 24% 
Term2 2nd half 4 9% 4 10% 
Term 3 1st half 12 27% 1 2% 
Term 3 2nd half 4 9% 1 2% 
Term 4 1st half 8 18% 3 7% 
Term 4 2nd half 1 2% 0 0 
 
Figure A1.3  Diagrammatic summary of times for Year 11 retreats 

 
Figure A1.4  Diagrammatic summary of times for retreats for Year 12 

Year 12 retreats tended to predominate in terms 1 and 2 whereas the frequency was more spread across the four terms for 
Year 11. 
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A1.8  Pre-retreat preparation 
 
21 responses (45%) reported specific pre-retreat preparation for the students.  The types of preparation are summarised 
below/ 
 
Most comments were about a general explanation of the nature and purposes of the retreat, as well as administrative 
matters and logistics.  Mention was made of the different scope and focus of particular retreats by contrast with retreats 
from previous years.  In some instances there were year level meetings, while in other cases the preparation was done in 
religion classes or in pastoral care/admin meetings.  In two instances, there was a reflection afternoon prior to the live-in 
retreat.  Only one response mentioned an information letter related to community service which was in turn linked to the 
retreat reflection day. 
 
There was no record of information letters to parents;  but this did not prove there were none in practice.  Nothing was said 
about permission letters from parents, even if this was common practice.  One school requested from parents baby photos 
of their sons which could be used in one of the retreat activities. 
 
A1.9  Evaluation of retreats and follow up activities 
 
Evaluation of the retreat and student feedback:  38 out of 47 respondents (81%) reported student evaluation forms filled in 
after the retreat.  However, 21 out of 48 responses (48%) noted that there was some other form of student evaluation as 
summarised below. 
 
Most prominent was informal, anecdotal feedback from students to teachers (8 reports).  One noted “We used to but they 
all love it so much that we stopped”.  Also prominent was some sort of student feedback during the actual retreat itself (4); 
this took the form of discussion or written comments.  5 references were made to follow up opportunities for reviewing the 
retreat and getting comments from students in religion classes back at school.  In one instance, students were invited to 
email any additional comments to the Religion Coordinator.  Two reported using a short survey for evaluation and another 
a one page written student informal review.  One reported evaluating for some particular year levels but not others. 
 
Follow up activities:  16 of 44 responses (36%) had specific follow up activities.  This item complemented the previous 
one on evaluation which in itself constituted some form of follow up. 
 
5 reported follow up in religion classes or in Year level meetings.  2 reported discussions in pastoral periods.  3 had follow 
up reflection days including  “a twilight retreat the night before [Y12] graduated.”   For another “Mass later in year 
connects with the Retreat, using banners created on the Retreat as the reference point.” 
 
5 made use of letters written by the students to themselves which they were given at a later date.  This was intended as both 
a personal affirmation and an affirmation of the  retreat  experience, as well as “a way of 'refocusing' on their goals and 
aspirations.”  Some letters were “distributed in the last week of Term III, during Year 12 graduation events”;  and others 
were “posted to them when they receive their Year 12 results.” 
 
One response noted follow up through informal feedback, photos, video of the retreat and an article in the college 
yearbook. 
 
Retreat staff evaluation of the retreat experience:  39 of 45 responses (87%) reported systematic staff evaluation of the 
retreats.  32 (71%) included an evaluation meeting or discussion for reviewing the conduct of the retreats.  29 (64%) 
included some written evaluation materials or form.  3 (7%) noted ‘other’ forms of evaluation that included: 
 
A formal presentation about the retreat to the whole staff after the review by the retreat staff. 
One reported a monitoring of the activities during the retreat because the staff group was quite new to the running of 
retreats: “staff writing feedback and [potential] changes [to the program] throughout the retreat;  in addition, the next year 
the teacher running the session approaches the teacher who ran it the year before to discuss changes”. 
 
A1.10  The staffing of retreats 
 
The average number of school staff participating in Y11-12 retreats from 45 responses was 15. 
 
Table A1.7  Frequency of the different staffing arrangements for Year 11-12 retreats.  More than one option could be 
chosen. 
 

Staffing arrangement for Y 11-12 retreats Count Percentage of the 
49 responders 

Retreat conducted exclusively by a specialist retreat team 
brought in from outside, or by staff at an established 

retreat centre  

7 14% 
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School staff support the outside specialists who are the 
main retreat leaders  

8 16% 

School staff only; a special group of staff designated as 
the ‘retreat team’  

19 39% 

School staff only; experienced staff as key leaders 
assisted by other staff who support with minimal program 

contribution  

19 39% 

Some recent past-pupils are recruited to help with the 
retreat 

6 12% 

Other – please specify below  13 27% 

 
Figure A1.5  Diagrammatic summary of different staffing arrangements for Years 11-12 retreats. 49 respondents. 

The ‘other’ arrangements are summarised below: 
 
Key Pastoral Care and Religious Education personnel in a team   6 responses identified the retreat team as a group of 
Pastoral Care, Religious Education and other staff with experience and expertise in conducting retreats.  Special mention 
was made of the Pastoral care teams (3).  The leadership of the teams varied E.g. Religion Coordinator, Year Level 
Coordinator, Youth Ministry Coordinator, or Experienced teacher.  Teamwork was emphasised. 
 
One response described the staffing as: “A retreat team made up of interested teaching staff.  We have a workshop day 
once a year to discuss running retreats, and students’ issues that may arise during retreat and how to deal with them.  We 
work closely with the school counsellors on the day and the special needs teachers.  This so everybody is well informed.  
We also look at every year group retreat and what it entails.  So teachers know what they are up for.  Staff then volunteer 
their services for specific retreats for the next year” 
Another noted: “About 75% of staff attend the retreat;  the specialist team work with the group on day one.  Staff work in 
small groups day 1 and continue this into the evening and the next day.  The 25% remaining supervise Year 12 trial 
examinations at school.” 
 
Youth ministry teams and other specialist community service personnel    One respondent noted the role of National 
Evangelisation Teams (NET) facilitators.  Also making contributions were trained facilitators from NAPCAN (National 
Association for Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect) see http://www.napcan.org.au/all-children-being-safe   Also 
mentioned was the NAPCAN program Love Bites.  The Love Bites program is based on best practice standards for 
education programs as recommended by the Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearing House.    
http://www.napcan.org.au/programs/love-bites 
Outside presenters also included a Caritas staff member; also noted, a retreat facilitated by CYS (Catholic Youth Services) 
NET. 
 

http://www.napcan.org.au/all-children-being-safe
http://www.napcan.org.au/programs/love-bites
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House based retreats   One respondent reported “Retreats are House based.  House Coordinator and House Care Group 
Teachers attend with their House and help out with activity presentations 
 
Parents and others in attendance   One respondent noted that parents and parish staff occasionally participated in the Y11-
Y12 retreats 
 
Students with special needs:  One contribution noted that special needs students were accompanied by teacher aids. 
 
A1.11  Retreat models 
 
Table A1.8 summarises the models for the Y11-Y12 retreats   More than one option could be chosen 
 

Type of retreat model Count % of the 49 
responders 

'Home grown’ (developed almost completely by our 
school staff over the years)  

27 55% 

Modelled on some other program (E.g. travelling retreat 
team program, another school’s program, etc.)  

21 43% 

If modelled on some other program, please indicate briefly 
below  

2 4% 

 
The retreats tended to be ‘home grown’ or modelled on or developed out of other established retreat programs. 
 
The other category for the retreat model included the following: 
One year 12 group followed a Ministry retreat;   Another noted that the “Year 11 retreat [as noted above under retreat 
staffing] includes portions of the NAPCAN Program - Love Bites, which our College adjusts to make it suitable for a 
Catholic school delivery.  This fits to the topic of this Retreat as Protective Behaviours/ Risk Taking. I have found that this 
has had some realistic outcomes for students in relation to safe dating practices and respect for females during dating.  
Some discussion topics are not in keeping with the Catholic ethos of Catholic education, and these are not included in the 
Retreat Program.” 
 
An additional question looked at the particular retreat model for the school.  The following summarises 17 responses. 
 
The 17 responses indicated that the schools’ retreat models were often mixtures of ideas from different sources with local 
adaptation giving them a ‘home grown’ quality while acknowledging influential sources. 
The sources of retreat models included:  The Marist student retreat model (9 references);  the De La Salle Youth Team;  
Christian Brothers Retreat Team Mulgoa;  Denis Habermann;  CEO Retreat inservice activities;  “God as potter” retreat 
theme;  Retreat training program Casula/Liverpool NSW;  Theatre of the Oppressed Dramatic Arts format;  Jonathan 
Doyle; 
 
Two respondents noted that their program drew on a variety of programs copied from those of other schools. 
 
A1.12  General issues for retreats 
 
This section of the questionnaire had fixed item responses on a 5 point Likert scale.  The questions were about a range of 
issues from general tone of the evaluations to suitability of retreat sites and resourcing of retreats.  The frequencies and 
means for responses are reported below. 
 
49 responders.  Missing data was not counted in determining percentages of responses. Data is reported as percentages of 
responses for each item to the nearest whole number. 
 
Table A1.9  Fixed response items.  Record of results 
 
Item Not 

applicable 
1 Strongly 
disagree 

2 
Disagree 

3 Not 
sure 

4 Agree 5 
Strongly 
agree 

Mean Standard 
deviation 

SC1.  The student 
evaluations of retreats are 
usually positive. 

    52% 48% 4.48 .505 

SC 2.  The retreat-teacher 
evaluations of retreats are 
usually positive. 

7%  4% 4% 39% 46% 4.07 1.32 

SC 3.  The senior school 
retreats are supported by 
the school leadership 
team. 

  2% 2% 27% 69% 4.62 .65 
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SC 4.  The retreat program 
is adequately resourced. 

  11% 2% 35% 52% 4.28 .958 

SC 5.  The retreat program 
is supported by teachers 
not directly involved in the 
planning or conduct of the 
retreats. 

 2% 9% 13% 50% 26% 3.89 .971 

SC 6.  There is little 
difficulty securing retreat 
sites. 

 7% 33% 7% 38% 16% 3.2 to 1.259 

SC 7.  The sites available 
are well suited for retreats. 

  11% 5% 64% 21% 3.93 .846 

SC 8.  There is no difficulty 
securing the services of a 
priest. 

7% 11% 27% 4% 33% 18% 3.0 1.552 

SC 9.  There are problems 
integrating retreats in the 
school timetable. 

2% 16% 40% 2% 31% 9% 2.71 1.359 

 
Summary 
Evaluations of retreats:  The positivity of general evaluations of the retreats was very strong with 100% of respondents 
considering that student evaluations of retreats were usually positive (agree plus strongly agree)  85% judged that retreat-
teacher evaluations of the retreats were also usually positive. 
 
 

Support for retreats by the school leadership team and the resourcing: The positivity was also evident in their view where 
96% felt that retreats were supported by the school leadership team.  Similarly, 87% considered that their retreats were 
adequately resourced. 
 
 

Views of teachers not involved in retreat work:  While 76% thought that the teachers not directly involved in retreat work 
were still supportive of retreats, 11% disagreed, judging that this was not the case.  Later this estimate by the key people 
responsible for retreats in the school will be compared with the views of the non-retreat teachers themselves. 
 
 

Figure A1.6  Diagrammatic summary of coordinators’ views on the item SC5 “The retreat program is supported by 
teachers not directly involved in the planning or conduct of the retreats.” Count of 46 respondents. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The suitability of retreat locations and their accessibility:  85% considered that the sites used for retreats were usually 
suitable.  However, there was divergence in their views as to how easily retreat sites could be secured for use.  51% agreed 
that it was easy while 40% disagreed. 
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Figure A1.7  Diagrammatic summary of responses to item SC6 “There is little difficulty securing retreat sites.” 

The services of priests on retreats:  There was a significant divergence of opinion about the relative difficulty of securing 
the services of retreats on retreats.  51% felt it was not a problem while 38% disagreed.  This issue surfaced again in the 
responses to the open ended questions. 
 
Figure A1.8  Diagrammatic summary of responses to the question SC8.  “There is no difficulty securing the services of a 
priest.” 
 

Integration of retreats in the overall school timetable:  This issue was signposted by the respondents as a significant one for 
retreats.  While 40% noted that there are difficulties in integrating retreats in the school timetable, 56% disagreed. 
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Figure A1.9  Diagrammatic summary of responses to item SC9 “There are problems integrating retreats in the school 
timetable.” 
 

A1.13  Open ended questions on issues for the organisation and conduct of retreats 
 
20 responders added their own ideas on issues related to retreats.  The following summarises the issues considered with 
many of the comments reported here in full to illustrate the range of concerns of those principally responsible for retreats in 
the senior school. 
 
Responses 
 
Well integrated into school curriculum and religious culture 
A number of responses indicated that retreats were well integrated into the school’s overall religious mission and culture. 

“The College has developed & institutionalised Retreat Programmes.  Staff & students have clear expectations 
motivation for the experience. Yr11 Street Retreat is looking for expansion.” 

 
The distinctive value of the live-in retreat 

“Due to the nature of our community, we do not offer overnight retreats.  Being an overnight retreat facilitator in the 
past, I know how valuable the overnight experience is, and thus how much our students are missing out by not having 
one.” 

 
Problem with suitable venue for a large group retreat 
Two responses identified this issue. 

“The tradition here is to take the whole year group to the one venue.  There are very few appropriate venues of 
[suitable] size.” 

 
Some questions about the overall value of the retreats 

“The running of retreats seems to be more because we are a Catholic School rather than because of the real value of a 
religious retreat.” 

 
Part of whole school time out for special activities 

“It is difficult to make comments on some of the issues regarding the planning, resources of retreats and particularly 
the teams.  The context of this school is different to others, in that the whole school is out for one week in the school 
calendar, and this is the week that all the retreats and reflection days take place in.  This means that no retreat or 
reflection day has a team of 'specialists' who can attend.  The REC and Assistant REC must attend one of the senior 
retreats (unless there are extenuating circumstances).  This means that the other reflection days are in the hands of 
other staff (not necessarily RE qualified or [experienced in] retreat leadership).” 

 
Issues with the time away from the school academic program, and with staffing 
Most of the comments revolved around these issues.  8 of them are reported here. 
 

“Our retreat program has been going on for many years. Recently we were forced to cut the Year 11 retreat from 3 
days down to 2 days because people were complaining that we were eating into too much 'academic' time!  It is always 
a battle to get an adequate number of staff to attend because the AP is concerned about who is left to run the college.  
Also it has not been easy to acquire the assistance of a priest or priests.  In fact it is becoming more and more difficult.  
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I am very grateful to the staff who do attend the retreats because not only do they have to be involved in all the 
sessions and even run some, they also have to be involved in the supervision and disciplining.  Some nights are very 
long!” 
 
“The question related to the number of staff that are involved with retreats did not account for the different retreats.  
Our year 12 retreat has outside presenters and is only a day therefore there are only about 7 teachers.  Our year 11 
retreat is 3 days, 2 nights with no outside presenters and has about 14 staff.” 
 
“We have recently timed our retreats to all happen (Yr 11 and 12) at the same time, given the numbers of students in 
Yr 11 who do Yr 12 subjects, the goal is to minimise the disruption to the timetable for all of the students.  We also 
now have them midyear, when the students are ready for a break and when they are contemplating their journey so far 
and their future (for Yr 12s).” 
 
“Much thought has gone into the timing of both senior retreats.  Staff have issues with interruptions.” 
 
“Using a team of young facilitators but involving our own staff more whilst on retreat.  I am also forming a team from 
our staff of interested teachers to prepare a retreat program based on what we see are the specific needs of our 
students.  This hopefully will mentor young staff in retreat work as well as give more shared ownership of the 
experience to our staff.” 
 
“A significant factor is that the Yr 11 retreat is run during the Trial HSC to enable maximum staffing.  Also we are in 
a great position because many staff want to be involved in the retreat but cannot because of staffing limits.” 
 
“Where the Religious & Spiritual development of the students is given priority, staff and leadership team give the 
placement of retreats in the timetable significance and there is always positive discussion and flexibility to assist in 
meeting best practice.” 
 
“Staff have developed a core team to run retreats;  strongly motivated and experienced.” 

 
The involvement of priests and local clergy in the retreats 
Four comments on this issue are reported. 

“We are well supported by our parish priest;  however, large numbers of students sometimes across two venues can 
make this demanding and difficult for him.” 
 
“Securing priests is not a problem at the moment as the College relies on clergy ‘we know and trust’.  Having priests 
who are comfortable working with young people with little or no faith tradition is essential.  I would rather have no 
priest if I could not work with one who I know works well with young adults.” 
 
“Feeder parish priests are very willing to attend our retreats but need to balance competing interests and can only spare 
a limited amount of time.  It would be great to have a priest with us for the whole retreat.” 
 
“When securing the services of a priest, they need to be 'suitable' to the retreat environment.” 
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                Chapter A2 
The Scope of Retreats in the Schools 
survey                      Discussion of the 
meaning and significance of the results  
 
 
 
A2.1   The prominence of retreats and retreat-like activities at all year levels in the sample of Catholic secondary 
schools 
 
Participation in retreats.  The responses to the Scope of retreats in the school survey showed that there was a high degree of 
participation in retreats in the senior schools – 84% with retreats at year 11 and 90% with retreats at year 12.  Also there 
were retreat-like, religious and personal development activities across the junior secondary school with the lowest rate 
being in Year 8 with 65% and the highest in Year 10 at 78%.  However, the responses represented only 42% of the total 
population of Catholic secondary schools in the 7 participating dioceses.  Whether or not this reported high level of 
participation in retreats applied across the whole population of schools is yet to be determined.  It could be anticipated that 
the schools where retreats were a prominent part of the religious culture would be more likely to participate in the research.  
What can be stated confidently from the survey is that in just under half the schools in the 7 dioceses, there was a strong 
level of participation in retreats and retreat-like activities across Years 7-12. 
 
Emerging patterns in style and focus of retreats from Year 7-Year 12.  A pattern that became evident at Year 7 level, and in 
later years, suggested that there is, very early on in Catholic secondary schools, a tendency to associate retreat-like 
religious and personal development activities with going away from the school to a special off-campus site.  Also 
prominent was an association of these activities with year level camps, orientations or outdoor activity programs. 
 
Two other noticeable patterns were in personnel and the live-in mode.  While many school staff were involved in 
organising and conducting retreats (and retreat-like personal development activities), there have been moves to call in 
outside specialists to help or to run the program completely.  This included individual speakers, particularly where they 
were known to be able to engage teenagers meaningfully with their talks and with the personal development topics that 
they addressed.  Also, youth ministry (or peer to peer ministry) teams of young people have conducted school retreats.  
These ministry groups appeared to be taking up the retreat work formerly done by specialist travelling retreat teams set up 
by the religious orders.  Both of these developments showed the practice of using outside resource personnel and groups 
for facilitating retreats, even though at this stage in the participating schools they covered a minority of the retreats – about 
30%.  Also notable was the contribution of senior school students and student leaders who participated as resource 
personnel for junior secondary retreats.  Similarly, some past pupils made contributions to the senior school retreats (12% 
of cases).  In one instance, the presence of parents on retreats as resource personnel was mentioned. 
 
By year 10, the format of live-in retreats of two or more days in duration, including overnight stays, emerged.  While not 
the most frequently followed format at Year 10 level, this became the most common pattern for retreats in Years 11-12. 
 
The ‘home grown’ retreat model.  The data on retreat models showed a distinctive home-grown capacity where schools 
worked on their own particular retreat program;  this may have involved the use of materials from other schools or 
travelling retreat teams (E.g. religious order retreat teams).  Respondents showed that they adapted and modified programs 
from various sources, as well as revising and refining their own.  Of special note was the number of references to the 
Marist young people's retreat as a model. 
 
Preparation for retreats, evaluation and follow up activities.  There was evidence of systematic preparation of students 
before retreats, as well as post retreat evaluations and follow-up activities.  This suggested that the retreat experience and 
retreat-like activities were not isolated ‘one off’ events, but spiritual/religious/,personal development activities that were 
integrated into the schools’ overall religious program and mission.  A variety of methods and activities were used in 
preparation, evaluation and follow-up.  The coordinators indicated high levels of student enjoyment of the retreats, as well 
as appreciation of their personal development value. 
 
A2.2   The focus and style of the contributions of youth ministry teams and personnel from outside the school 
 
Youth ministry teams:  The distinctive aspects of the retreat work contributed by outside youth ministry teams was not 
investigated in this research.  Nevertheless, the web information available about some of the groups indicated that one of 
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their key themes was personal witnessing or telling a personal story of ‘how they came to faith’ as a catalyst for getting the 
students to think about how they too might come to faith – in essence a type of evangelical approach. 
 
For example, the NET Ministries website noted that: 
 

At the heart of the ministry is the personal witness of our team members, young men and women who have 
experienced in their own lives the transforming power of God’s love and the difference that this love can make. 
This peer to peer, value-driven ministry is very effective because it offers a radical alternative to what is offered by 
society at present.  NET teams bring their own positive stories, struggles, willingness to listen and relate on a 
youthful level that is indispensable.  Just as chaplains in schools are there, standing beside youth in their day to day 
situations, so too are NET teams. 

 
There was also a judgment about the spiritual needs of contemporary youth: 
 

Young people are screaming out for meaning and purpose and for something to believe in.  This is the challenge that 
the teams from NET Ministries take up as they travel and live in cities and towns in schools and parishes throughout 
this nation.  The teams present a vision for life which challenges, equips and encourages young people in their day to 
day circumstances. 

 
NET ministries also emphasised the development of leadership: 
 

We offer young people positive life skills and leadership training as well as running programs which cover areas such 
as sexuality, social responsibility, peer pressure, self-image, family issues and life purpose. 

 
The particular value in a personal faith testimony approach comes from young people who are prepared to talk about this 
religious dimension to their lives.  It is often a dimension that people are reluctant to talk about, where there is a tendency 
to keep one’s private position defended by the view that such areas are personal and are to be respected like ‘having your 
own opinion’.  Talking about one’s religious faith can tap into the same points of concern for young people and therefore 
can be relevant to the lives of the students.  Telling how one ‘came to faith’ may be a valuable stimulus for getting the 
students to think about and talk about their religious faith. 
 
While no doubt this type of personal witnessing has value on a retreat, as identified by Tullio (2010), if this strategy is 
overdone and/or if it does not connect with the spirituality of the students, its relevance and effectiveness can be 
questioned.  Rather than helping young people address personal development issues that are relevant for them, this 
approach can be more like a direct challenge to think about and articulate their own religious faith.  And religious faith 
may well not be the spiritual starting point for a significant number of students, whereas it is more likely to be an 
appropriate starting point for a group where there already is a shared religious faith commitment – as in a voluntary 
commitment group, or an adult retreat.  But where this cannot be presumed, and where there is a diversity in the level of 
religious affiliation and religious commitment of the young people at the retreat, then this approach might become 
problematic.  It could tend towards being presumptive about religious faith in a group where many students are still not 
sure of where they stand on this question;  and it may also incorrectly presume a readiness and comfortableness on the part 
of students to discuss these matters in a group.  Also the idea noted above about “Young people are screaming out for 
meaning and purpose and for something to believe in” is pertinent to some young people, but there is not research 
evidence that this is a widespread, conscious concern. 
 
The issues signposted above are complex and they deserve further investigation and clarification with respect to 
approaches taken in retreats.  It is not that the question of faith commitment and its commendation should be eschewed or 
watered down in retreats.  But where faith is to be proposed as an option that the Catholic school retreats are representing, 
then this needs to be thought through carefully, so that what is done helps keep young people open to engaging with this 
option, rather than putting them off by being too presumptive. 
 
Personal disclosures and related questions about their appropriateness, value, conditions and cautions will be taken up in 
the light of survey results and discussed in the chapters on the teachers’ (B2) and students’ (D2) views. 
 
While the next section looks at a different aspect of outside contributions, it may also be a feature of the work of some 
youth ministry groups. 
 
A2.3   Outside guest speakers as resource personnel 
 
In addition to the contribution from youth ministry teams, there were instances where individual guest speakers were used 
– particularly because they were known to be capable of engaging young people and communicating with them in a large 
group.  Also noteworthy was their focus on personal development topics like relationships, resilience etc., rather than on 
the personal faith story that was likely to be more prominent with the ministry groups. 
 
Their focus on relationships and issues in life experience was also a feature of the first new style communitarian live-in 
retreats in Australian Catholic secondary schools in the mid 1960s (Tullio, 2010).  The speakers appeared to have been 
talking about life and issues with which the students could identify.  This continuity in personal development focus with 
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the earliest communitarian retreats is also in tune with understandings of contemporary spiritualities that emphasise the 
spiritual and moral dimension to ordinary life (Rossiter, 2010A, 2010B).  This focus is also be linked with enduring 
estimates of retreats as being important in young people’s spiritual and moral development as well as being ‘relevant’ to 
life (McCarthy, 1974);  it may also enhance the popularity of retreats with students. 
 
By relevance is meant the capacity of educational content/process to be perceived by young people as having some 
meaningful connection with their life experience, the issues and problems they face, and things of interest to them 
(Crawford & Rossiter, 2006, pp. 391-408).  The live-in retreat may well be the component of school religious education 
that has most scope for being both personal and relevant.  And the direction and tone set by guest speakers could be 
influential in steering the retreat experience in this direction.  The presentations of such speakers may also have had an 
influence on the retreat staff’s understanding of what is relevant content, pointing out the sorts of questions and issues that 
young people need to be informed about and think about.  So their presence may have been a type of lesson for retreat staff 
in personalism and relevance. 
 
The perceived relevance of guest speakers may also relate to difficulties noted later about the contribution of priests to 
school retreats.  In a number of instances, it may be a lack of this personalism and relevance in priests’ presentations and 
liturgy that contributes to student and staff negativity about their participation in retreats. 
 
A2.4   Positive appraisal of retreats by the coordinators responsible for the organisation and conduct of retreats – 
and further comment on two issues 
 
The coordinators responsible for retreats in years 11-12 were very positive in their endorsement of the value of retreats.  
100% considered that student evaluations of retreats were usually positive while 85% said the same about retreat staff 
evaluations.  They also felt that the school executive supported the retreats (96%) as well as the school staff who were not 
involved in retreat work (76%).  That 11% thought that there was not good support from non-retreat staff suggested that 
there still may be issues in some schools about the place and value of retreats. 
 
The coordinators’ positivity was also evident in their views about the appropriateness of retreat venues (85%).  However, 
there was concern about the ready availability of suitable retreat sites (40% identified this as a problem). 
 
Two issues where there was a noticeable division of opinion had to do with the services of priests at retreats and problems 
related to the integration of retreats into the overall school timetable. 
 
The presence and role of priests in senior school retreats:  Consistent with the questions raised by Tullio (2010) about the 
place and role of priests in retreats, the coordinators’ survey indicated that the service of priests remained a problematical 
and sensitive issue.  This was reflected in the fixed item responses (38% noted that it was difficult to secure the services of 
priests; 7% considered this question ‘not applicable’ and 2% did not answer the question).  Four of the 20 responses in the 
open ended question also identified this issue. 
 
There appear to be six sub-issues, and these need more systematic investigation: 
 
1.  What is an appropriate and valued place / role for priests in retreats?  If priests are principal presenters, in charge of 
the retreat, or an integral member of the retreat team, then their role is naturally an important part of the retreat process;  in 
addition, they would contribute distinctively in sacramental reconciliation and in celebration of the Eucharist.  If not, then 
their role tends to be limited to mass and reconciliation.  The question then arises, if they attend for a brief period only for 
these services, then their presence may not be perceived by staff and students as an integral part of the retreat process.  It 
could appear that they were ‘dragged in just for Mass.’ 
 
2.  Availability of priests for retreat involvement:  Because of other commitments, most priests do not have the time to 
participate in school retreats in a substantial way and for an extended period of time.  Taking this into account, and other 
things being equal, a brief priestly visit for mass (and possibly sacramental reconciliation) can be accepted as the best that 
can be done;  and this can be accommodated in the retreat structure and in students’ understandings of the retreat without 
any noticeable problem.  This is facilitated when the priest is known to the students from other involvements (E.g. a priest 
who visits the school occasionally or who is the pastor of a school-related parish.)  This view sees the priestly visit as a 
concrete link with the sacramental Catholic church and local faith communities;  the retreat group is a type of faith 
community, even if only temporarily. 
 
3.  The quality of the priests’ communication and interaction with students:  The readiness of retreat staff to invite priests 
to celebrate mass has at times depended on the their view of how well the priest in question can relate to young people and 
communicate with them;  a priest needs to feel comfortable and relaxed with young people – and at home with the retreat 
culture, purposes and practices.  If not, then the priest can cause discord in the retreat community by appearing to promote 
a different type of spirituality and view of the church from those that are implicit in the rest of the retreat process.  He 
might be perceived as trying to persuade the group to ‘travel in a different spiritual direction’.  This taps into the vexed 
question of the perceived relevance of the church (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006, pp. 391-408), which flows over into the 
relevance of priestly communication and of theological language.  It is also related to the debate about how religious 
education might respond to contemporary secular spirituality (Rossiter, 2020A, 2010B) 
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4.  Priests, retreats and encouragement towards parish engagement:  This sub-issue is about the possible contribution of 
retreats to fostering young people’s association with a local parish church.  The researcher considers from discussions with 
teachers both inside and outside this project, that the retreat tends to be a ‘stand alone’ spiritual/religious/personal 
development experience for young people that can become an important spiritual reference point for them.  But it appears 
naturally to be unable by itself to serve as a compelling experience that will facilitate regular participation in a parish 
community of faith.  It may well enhance the association with a parish for young people who are already inclined by choice 
or family religious culture to be regular church goers.  But is it unlikely to have any measurable influence on church-going 
for the majority of young people attending retreats.  It is therefore considered unrealistic to expect this sort of influence for 
retreats.  This same issue is pertinent to interpreting the purposes and potential outcomes of the religious experience of 
World Youth Day. 
 
5.  Visits from priests from parishes related to the school:  Some may consider that the visits of priests from local parishes 
related to the school are valuable opportunities for promoting links with these parish communities of faith (one respondent 
noted this point).  How this works out tends to depend on the interest and availability of the priests in question, taking into 
account note 2 above. 
 
6.  Retreat models that have excluded any distinctive role or service from a priest:  For various reasons, including some of 
the issues referred to above, some schools have decided not to include a celebration of mass or sacramental reconciliation 
in their retreats.  Hence the basic contribution of priests has been removed from the retreat structure.  This may apply to 
one day as well as 2-3 day retreats.  A related question then arises:  what is the place for some communal prayer or liturgy-
like celebration?  Sometimes a healing service (or paraliturgy) may in effect take the place of reconciliation presided over 
by a priest.  A decrease in the emphasis placed on reconciliation (confession) in retreats parallels the decline of this 
sacrament in Catholic parishes generally. 
 
The integration of retreats into the overall school timetable:  This question was signposted as an important issue where 
56% of coordinators considered that integrating retreats in the whole school program was still a problem.  Also, 8 of the 20 
open ended responses referred to the time away from the school academic program, and with staffing.  This is consistent 
with Tullio’s (2010) identification of this issue.  It may well have a lot to do with the natural problems in timetabling and 
staffing retreats as well as in the supervision and teaching responsibilities that remain for staff back at the school.  It may 
also be related to negativity about retreats on the part of staff who are not involved in retreat work – even though 76% of 
the coordinators considered that non-retreat staff were generally supportive of the retreat program.  The level of staff 
consensus about the value of retreats as a key part of the school’s religious mission may possibly be involved.  Further 
comment on these questions will follow in chapters covering the views of both retreat teachers and teachers not currently 
involved in retreat work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



RESEARCH ON RETREATS 

28 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part B 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Survey of the views of 
teachers involved in the 

conduct of retreats 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Ch B1  Retreat Teachers’ Survey:   DATA 

29 

 

                Chapter B1 
The Retreat Teachers’ Survey        
Presentation of data 
 
 
 
B1.1   Characteristics of the sample 
 
Numbers of participants:  Teachers from 40 (53%) of the 75 schools that chose to participate in the research contributed 
responses.  293 usable data sets were recorded, but some respondents did not complete all of the questionnaire items.  In 
the results reported below, the tables show frequencies and percentages for those who responded to particular items, while 
those in the pie graph charts also show the number s and percentages where no answers were recorded. 
 
Gender:  158 (54%) of the retreat teacher responses were from females and 134 (46%) from males.   
 
Age range:  The proportion of respondents in the age range cohorts are shown in table B1.1 and FigureB1.1  
 
Table B1.1  Age range of respondents – teachers involved in retreat work 
Age range Count Percentage 
20-30  63  22% 
31-40  69  24% 
41-50  80  27% 
51 or over   81  27% 
 
Figure B1.1.1  Age range of respondents – teachers involved in retreat work 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Range of classes taught by teachers involved in retreat work:  Of 293 responses, 8% taught at Year 7-10 level in the 
schools and the remainder (92 %) taught at Year 11-12 level.  19 % were from Y 11-12 only schools. 
 
Years of Experience in retreat work:  This is reported in Table B1.2 and Figure B1.1.2 
 
Table B1.2   Years of experience in retreat work 
Answer  Count Percentage 
One year   28  10%   
2-5 years   69  24%   
6-10 years   71  24%   
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Answer  Count Percentage 
11-20 years   66  23%   
More than 20 years  59  20%   
 
Figure B1.2   Years of experience in retreat work 
 

 
 
Attendance at specific retreat training programs and ‘on-the-job’ training:  Of the 293 responses, 31% indicated that they 
had attended some ‘outside’ formal retreat training programs;  69% had not. 
 
43% indicated that their school had provided some specific training or preparation for retreat work outside the school 
retreat itself. 
 
94% indicated that on-the-job training was a significant part of their preparation for how to conduct retreats.  
 
47% indicated that their own experience of retreats when they were at school had informed their views of how to conduct 
current school retreats.  
 
How teachers were initially involved in retreat work.  This is illustrated in Figure B1.3 
 
Figure B1.3  How teachers were first involved in retreat work 

 
Analysis of questionnaire items. 
Colour coding indicated at the start of questionnaire items show items that appear in one only or in more than one of the 
three questionnaires – retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, and students. 
Key to colour coding: 
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Items unique to this questionnaire and not in the questionnaires for non-retreat teachers and students 
Items in common:-  retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 
Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, and  students 
Items in common:  retreat teachers, and  students 
 
Selection of staff for retreat work. 
 
Table B1.3  Items concerned with the selection of staff for retreat work 

 1.  Strongly 
disagree 

2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 
agree 

Total % in  
agreement 

Mean 
score 

RS1  Selecting staff 
for participation in 
retreats is not a 
problem. 

14 5% 56 21% 54 20% 120 44% 27 10% 54% 3.3  SD 
1.1 

RS2  Criteria for 
judging what staff 
should participate in 
the retreat are clear. 

13 5% 66 24% 50 18% 117 43% 25 9% 52% 3.3  SD 
1.1 

RS3  I would feel 
uncomfortable about 
revealing aspects of 
my own 
personal/spiritual life 
to students, if this 
was required of staff 
on retreats   

84 31% 117 43% 15 6% 27 10% 28 10% 20% 2.3  SD 
1.3 

 
Differences in opinions were evident about the selection of staff for retreat work and about the clarity in the criteria for 
judging what staff should participate in retreat work.  Just over 50% indicated that the selection of staff four retreats was 
not a problem and a similar proportion considered that the criteria for selection of staff was clear.   
 
B1.2  Place of retreats within Catholic school religious education 
 
Table B1.4  Retreat teachers’ responses about the place of retreats within the overall scheme of Catholic school religious 
education. 
 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean 
Score 

RP1  Retreats are an 
important part of a 
Catholic school’s 
overall religious 
education program. 

1 .4% 1 .4% 5 2% 80 30% 182 68% 98% 4.64 
SD  .58 

RP2  Retreats 
provide a more 
personal and 
reflective spiritual 
experience than can 
be achieved in 
classroom religious 
education. 

2 1% 7 3% 7 3% 68 25% 184 68% 93% 4.57 
SD .77 

RP3  Retreats are a 
distinctive feature of 
Australian Catholic 
school education. 

0  10 4% 26 10% 103 38% 130 48% 86% 4.3 
SD .8 

RP4  Retreats are 
highly regarded by 
the students. 

0  9 3% 38 14% 121 45% 101 38% 93% 4.2 
SD .8 

RP5  Retreats make  
valuable contribution 
to young people's 
personal, social and 
spiritual development. 

0  2 .7% 14 5% 122 45% 131 49% 94% 4.4 
SD .63 

RP6  Retreats can be 
considered as a 
catechesis. 

5 2% 27 10% 75 28% 113 42% 49 18% 60% 3.65 
SD .95 
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RP7  Retreats make 
a valuable 
contribution to the 
evangelisation of 
young people. 

3 1% 28 10% 66 25% 124 46% 48 18% 64% 3.7 
SD .92 

RP8  Because of 
various difficulties, 
the future place of 
retreats in Catholic 
schools remains 
uncertain. 

29 11% 82 30% 96 36% 55 20% 7 3% 23% 2.74 
SD .99 

RP9  Retreats are not 
worth having because 
what they achieve is 
not justified by the 
expense and loss of 
teaching time. 

165 51% 77 29% 14 5% 8 3% 5 2% 5% 1.55 
SD .87 

 
The data indicates that teachers involved in retreat work very strongly endorse the religious purposes of retreats.  This 
includes: – an important place for retreats within religious education;  a more personal, reflective experience than can be 
achieved in the classroom;  the high regard for retreats by students; and a valuable contribution to young people’s personal 
social and spiritual development;  and a distinctive feature of Australian Catholic school religious education. 
 
Figure B1.4 illustrates graphically the positive endorsement of retreats by religion teachers as regards the valuable 
contribution that retreats make to young people’s personal social and spiritual development. 
 
Figure B1.4.  Retreat teachers perceptions of the spiritual value of retreats.  Retreats make a valuable contribution to 
young people's personal, social and spiritual development 

 
 
While more than 60% considered that retreats were like a catechesis, making a valuable contribution to young people’s 
evangelisation, there was more uncertainty about how retreats might be interpreted from the perspective of these 
religious/ecclesiastical constructs. 
 
There was also very strong endorsement of the importance and value of retreats shown in the item where only 5% 
considered that retreats were not justified because of the expense and the loss of teaching time. However, despite the strong 
endorsement of the value of retreats, 26% of the teachers considered that the future place of retreats in Catholic schools 
remain somewhat uncertain.  This is similar to rated diagrammatically in Figure B1.5 
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Figure B1.5.  The future of retreats:  Because of various difficulties, the future place of retreats in Catholic schools 
remains uncertain. 

 
 
B1.3  The general, practical purposes of senior school retreats. 
The 18 items have been listed in rank order according to means 
 
Table B1.5  Retreat teachers’ views of the general practical purposes of retreats 
The items have been listed in an order of priority according to mean scores from 4.62 down to 2.77.  In turn, these have 
been colour coded into three groups means between 4 and 5, between 3 and 4, and between 2 and 3. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  

Disagree 
3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % 

in  
agreeme

nt 

Mean 
Score 

Rank 

GP3  Provides 
students with an 
opportunity for 
personal and spiritual 
reflection. 

0  0  0  101 38% 163 62% 100% 4.62 
SD .49 

1 

GP6  Provides an 
opportunity for 
reviewing life 
(thinking about the 
beliefs and values 
that affect personal 
life). 

0  0  4 1.5% 99 38% 161 61% 99% 4.59 
SD .52 

2 

GP10  To give 
students the 
experience of ‘time 
away’ from, and ‘time 
out’ from their normal 
life routines at home, 
school and socially. 

1 .4% 2 .8% 2 .8% 112 42% 146 55% 97% 4.52 
SD .598 

3 

GP11  To help 
students learn from 
sharing at a more 
personal level. 

0  0  10 4% 137 52% 116 44% 96% 4.4 
SD .56 

4 

GP4  Provides 
students with an 
opportunity to think 
about their 
relationship with 
God. 

0  2 .8% 11 4% 134 51% 117 44% 95% 4.39 
SD.61 

5 

GP18 The retreat is 
just as valuable for 
students who are not 
Catholic. 
 

2 .8% 1 .4% 14 5% 125 47% 121 46% 94% 4.38 
SD .68 

6 
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 1.  Strongly 
disagree 

2.  
Disagree 

3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 
agree 

Total % 
in  

agreeme
nt 

Mean 
Score 

Rank 

GP15  An 
opportunity for a 
more personal, 
engaging celebration 
of liturgy. 

0  7 3% 17 6% 139 53% 100 38% 91% 4.26 
SD .696 

7 

GP9  To give 
students an 
enjoyable experience 
away with their 
friends. 

2 .8% 10 4% 5 2% 150 57% 96 36% 93% 4.25 
SD .74 

8 

GP5  Provides 
students with an 
opportunity to think 
about their 
relationship with 
Jesus. 

1 .4% 1 .4% 20 8% 151 57% 91 35% 92% 4.25 
SD .64 

9 

GP1  To give 
students a good 
experience of what it 
means to be in a 
community. 

0  8 3% 8 3% 174 66% 74 28% 94% 4.19 
SD .63 

10 

GP2  The retreat 
community 
experience shows 
how people should 
be treated in a 
Christian community. 

0  12 5% 14 5% 164 62% 74 28% 90% 4.14 
SD .71 

11 

GP13  To provide 
time for personal 
prayer. 

2 .8% 9 3% 13 5% 167 63% 72 27% 90% 4.13 
SD .72 

12 

GP8  An opportunity 
to reflect on social 
justice issues. 

0  13 5% 28 11% 152 58% 71 27% 85% 4.06 
SD .755 

13 

GP7  Provides an 
opportunity to think 
about one’s identity 
as a Catholic. 

1 .4% 13 5% 29 11% 155 59% 66 25% 84% 4.03 
SD .77 

14 

GP16  To promote 
some commitment to 
helping others in the 
community. 

0  24 9% 58 22% 143 54% 38 14% 68% 3.74 
SD .82 

15 

GP14  Time to get in 
touch with nature. 

6 2%  32 12% 54 20% 138 52% 33 13% 65% 3.61 
SD .93 

16 

GP17  To encourage 
young people to 
become active 
members of their 
local parish. 

12 5% 95 36% 92 35% 58 22% 6 2.3% 24% 2.81 
SD .91 

17 

GP12  An 
opportunity for 
students to be 
counselled on 
personal problems. 

29 11% 90 34% 66 25% 69 26% 9 3% 29% 2.77 
SD 1.06 

18 

 
18 items were used to provide a list of the general purposes that might be proposed four retreats. The responses to the items 
could be readily grouped into three.  For the first group of 14 items the level of agreement (percentage strongly agree plus 
percentage agree) was more than 84% of participants. A second group of two items ranged between 65 and 68%.  And the 
final two items ranged between 24% and 29%. 
 
All of the 14 general purposes in the first group were strongly endorsed by the retreat teachers. These included religious 
purposes like:- prayer and reflection; reflection about God and Jesus; participation in liturgy; Catholic identity.  Also 
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strongly endorsed were personal development purposes such as: –  time away from the pressures of ordinary life; review of 
personal life;  enjoyable time away with friends. 
 
The retreat teachers strongly supported the view that that the retreat was just as valuable a 
spiritual/religious/personal/community experience for students who are not Catholic as it was for Catholics. 
 
Moderate support was given to the purposes of promoting social engagement in the community and in getting in touch with 
nature. 
 
The purpose of encouraging young people to become active members of the local parish, and the purpose of being 
counselled on personal problems were not regarded as key purposes of the retreats, each with only about 30% agreement. 
 
The following figures illustrate the results for a Sample of the items. 
 
Figure B1.6. GP6  Provides an opportunity for reviewing life (thinking about the beliefs and values that affect personal 
life). 

 
 
 
Figure B1.7  GP10  To give students the experience of ‘time away’ from, and ‘time out’ from their normal life routines at 
home, school and socially. 
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Figure B1.8  GP5  Provides students with an opportunity to think about their relationship with Jesus. 

 
 
Figure B1.9.  GP12  An opportunity for students to be counselled on personal problems. 

 
 
B1.4  Pre-retreat planning 
 
Table B1.6  Retreat teachers’ views about pre-planning related to retreats 
 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % 

in  
agreeme

nt 

Mean 
Score 

PL1  In our school 
there are pre-retreat 
planning sessions for 
briefing and 
preparing the 
participating staff. 

4 1.5% 23 9% 13 5% 152 58% 68 26% 84% 3.99 
(SD.90) 

PL2  The retreat 
program is newly 
crafted each year. 

21 8% 111 42% 73 28% 53 20% 2 1% 21% 2.63 
(SD.92) 

PL3  The retreat 
program is basically 
the same as the 
previous year’s with 
minor modifications. 
 

2 .8% 15 6% 39 15% 149 57% 55 21% 78% 3.92 
(SD.81) 
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 1.  Strongly 
disagree 

2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 
agree 

Total %   
agree 

Mean 
Score 

PL4  Participating 
staff are familiar with 
the retreat program 
and the expectations 
that go with it. 

1 .4% 26 10% 18 7% 166 64% 48 18% 82% 3.90 
(SD.83) 

PL5  Sufficient 
information about the 
retreat was given to 
students beforehand. 

3 1% 22 8% 56 21% 131 50% 47 18% 68% 3.76 
(SD .88) 

PL6  Parents were 
given adequate 
retreat information 
beforehand. 

3 1% 10 4% 51 20% 137 53% 58 22% 75% 3.92 
(SD .82) 

PL7  Some pre-
retreat work is done 
with students to get 
them ready for the 
retreat. 

7 3% 53 20% 87 33% 95 36% 17 7% 43% 3.24 
(SD .94) 

PL8  Staff do not tell 
students in advance 
about the 
content/activities of 
the retreat, giving the 
impression of some 
‘secrecy’ about the 
retreat. 

3 1% 44 17%  63 24% 124 48% 25 10% 58% 3.48 
(SD .93) 

PL9  Students not 
knowing about some 
retreat activities in 
advance added to 
the impact of those 
activities. 

2 .8% 19 7% 45 17% 135 52% 58 22% 74% 3.88 
(SD .87) 

PL10  A clear 
discipline policy for 
the retreat needs to 
be stated for the 
students beforehand. 

1 .4% 7 3% 15 6% 113 43% 123 47% 90% 4.35 
(SD.75) 

PL11  The staff who 
participate in retreats 
need to be able to 
share something of 
their personal life 
and spirituality with 
students. 

2 .8% 22 8%  10 4% 148 57% 77 30% 87%  4.07 
(SD.86) 

PL12  Participating 
staff need to have 
discretion about what 
they will disclose 
about themselves or 
their spirituality. 

0  5 2% 6 2% 125 48% 123 47% 95% 4.41 
(SD.64) 

PL13  During the 
retreat, students 
should be invited to 
address the retreat 
teachers by their first 
name. 

32 13% 82 31% 55 21% 64 25% 26 10% 35% 2.88 
(SD1.2) 

PL14  The usual 
school professional 
boundaries between 
staff and students 
can be maintained 
on retreat with no 
negative impact on 
the retreat process. 

3 1% 17 7% 18 7% 139 53% 82 31% 84% 4.08 
(SD.87) 
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The Data 
There was a strong level of agreement in the mid 80% range about having planning and briefing sessions for participating 
staff before the retreats such that they were familiar with both the program and the expectations that went with it. 
 
78% indicated that the usual practice was can attenuation of the previous year’s retreat program with modifications; only 
20% indicated that the retreat program was constructed freshly each year. 
 
The participants indicated (75%) that adequate retreat information was given in advance to parents, while somewhat fewer 
(68%) considered that adequate information was given to students beforehand.  The potential reason for this difference was 
tested in the items proposing that some level of secrecy was needed about activities in the retreat that with thought to need 
fresh impact (58%), and this impact will be lessened if the students knew about the details of the activities in advance 
(74%).  There was strong endorsement of the need for clarity about the discipline policy. 
 
87% highlighted the importance of retreats start being able to share something of their personal life and spirituality, and 
95% agreed that any personal disclosures needed to be made with discretion. 
 
On the controversial question of inviting students to address teachers by their first name, 35% agreed with 44% 
disagreeing.  84% agreed that the maintenance of the usual professional boundaries between staff and students would not 
affect adversely the retreat processes. 
 
B1.5  Activities used on retreats and perceptions of their value 
 
The 38 items were intended to provide a comprehensive list of the activities that might be used on retreats.  It was intended 
that the number of participants entering a score would be an indication of how frequently each of the activities might have 
been used, and the score of between 1 and 5 would be used as an indication of how useful/helpful each activity was 
considered to be.  The numbers who commented on the various items ranged between 240 and 256.  Hence, the possibility 
of using these numbers to give an indication of how frequently the activities were used did not prove to be helpful data. 
 
The value participants ascribed to the activities was measured on a scale of 1-5 
1.  Of no worth at all 2.   Little worth 3.   Just OK  4.  Valuable 5.  Very valuable 
 
For simplicity, only the numbers of contributors, mean, standard deviation and rank order are recorded here.  The full 
results for the items are available on the Project website. 
 
The rankings are colour coded as follows.  A mean of less than 3 would indicate an activity of little or no worth (1 item);  
A mean between 3 and 4 is interpreted as satisfactory and useful (11), while a mean of more than 4 (26) is interpreted as an 
activity that is regarded as valuable to very valuable and very useful. 
 
In addition the activities have been categorised according to the following types: 

Type of activity Code 
Group and personal interactions  Personal 
Personal prayer, reflective activities, liturgy and 
paraliturgy 

Personal reflective/prayer 

Relating with friends Friends 
Organisation and purposes of retreats explained Organisation 
Staff presentations Staff input 
Other inputs: guest speaker, film, activities Other inputs 
 
A further categorisation of some of the items is made according to whether they have a personal/community dimension to 
them, and / or whether they have a personal/private dimension..  This may help give some perspective to the 
communitarian dimension of the prayer/reflection type activities.  It is presumed that community interaction and reflective 
experience will have both communal and private dimensions. 
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Table B1.7  Retreat teachers estimates of the value of different retreat activities 
 

Item Numbers of 
participants 

who 
commented 
on used this 

activity 

Mean score Rank Type of 
activity 

P 
private/
personal 

or 
 C 

Comm-
unal/ 

personal 

Mean 
score 

Standard 
deviation 

A12  Affirmation activity 251 4.62 .64 1 Personal C & P 
A31  Small group discussions 248 4.52 .58 2 Personal C & P 
A03  Introduction explaining the 
purposes of the retreat 

255 4.46 .59 3 Organisation  

A11  Whole group prayer 252 4.43 .65 4 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C 

A29  Time for student private 
reflection 

252 4.42 .55 5 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A10  Writing a letter to self or 
some other 

251 4.38 .66 6 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A19  Healing or reconciliation 
activity 

253 4.36 .68 7 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C & P 

A28  Free time or recreation 
period 

255 4.36 .59 8 Friends C & P   

A22  Staff sharing their personal 
story as a stimulus for personal 
sharing in small groups 

251 4.35 .67 9 Staff input  

A21  Celebration of Mass 255 4.34 .71 10 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C 

A15  Meditation 252 4.32 .68 11 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A08  Receiving a letter from 
parents and/or writing a letter to 
parents 

249 4.25 .84 12 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A13  Small group prayer 252 4.25 .72 13 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C & P 

A18  Short film or video as 
stimulus material 

248 4.25 .67 14 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A05  Stating the discipline policy 
and retreat rules 

256 4.21 .74 15 Organisation  

A02  Listening to music (may 
include reflecting on lyrics) 

254 4.19 .72 16 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A06  Writing in a personal journal 251 4.19 .79 17 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A01  Getting to know you or ‘ice-
breaker’ games 

256 4.16 .73 18 Friends  

A32  Students talking with their 
friends 

250 4.15 .72 19 Friends  

A37  Inputs/short stimulus talks 
by staff members 

255 4.14 .65 20 Staff input  

A23  Prayer celebration (or 
paraliturgy) as an alternative to 
Mass 

249 4.11 .66 21 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C 

A17  Sacramental reconciliation 247 4.09 .84 22 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A24  Creative activities (art, craft, 
drama etc. in groups or 
individually) 

256 4.04 .77 23 Other 
inputs/activities 
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Item Numbers of 
participants 

who 
commented 
on used this 

activity 

Mean score Rank Type of 
activity 

P 
private/
personal 

or 
 C 

Comm-
unal/ 

personal 

Mean 
score 

Stan. 
Deviat-
ion 

A25  Students spend time 
preparing for mass or prayer 
celebration (paraliturgy) 

252 4.03 .81 24 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C 

A35  Whole group forums 250 4.03 .69 25 Personal C 
A07  Printed retreat booklet 250 4.0 .89 26 Other 

inputs/activities 
 

Of the 26 activities that had a mean of 4 or greater,   
A34  Rotation around a series of 
workshop like activities 

240 3.91 .74 27 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A33  ‘One-to-one’ discussions in 
pairs 

248 3.87 .69 28 Personal P 

A36  Particular physical activities 
or ‘challenges’ 

244 3.86 .86 29 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A14  Role plays 249 3.7 .86 30 Personal P 
A20  Outside guest speaker 246 3.65 .97 31 Other 

inputs/activities 
 

A 09  Handouts 247 3.54  .89 32 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A27  Reflection on poetry or short 
writing extracts 

242 3.45 .82 33 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A30  Short input from a past pupil 240 3.45 .99 34 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A26  Concert (students and 
possibly staff) 

243 3.42 1.02 35 Friends  

A38  Sing-alongs 245 3.18 1.10 36 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A04  Dancing 245 3.02 1.05 37 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A16  Full length feature film 247 2.94 1.05 38 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

 
The table above does not differentiate the frequency of activities in retreats.  But it shows the estimates of value of 
different activities on the part of retreat teachers. 
 
Retreat staff strongly affirmed the value of activities that were concerned with being reflective, prayerful and engaging in 
group prayer and liturgy. 
 
Items at the bottom of the table with a low mean and high standard deviation suggested activities that were not highly 
valued and about which there was great variation in the range of the responses. 
 
Perceptions of the value of some particular activities 
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Figure B1.10   A12  Affirmation activity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure B1.11  A31  Small group discussions 

 
 
 
Figure B1.12   A29  Time for student private reflection 
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Figure B1.13   A21  Celebration of Mass 

 
 
Figure B1.14   A19  Healing or reconciliation activity 

 
 
Figure B1.15    A28  Free time or recreation period 
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B1.6  Analysis on the written responses from 17 participants about retreat activities. 
 
Five participants drew attention to the sharing of meals as significant for the community building experience in the retreat. 
 
A number of participants wrote about the need for a congruence between the sort of activities used and the purposes of the 
particular type of retreat. 
 
Two participants noted that whether the retreats were single sex or co-educational had a significant influence on the 
psychological dynamics that operated;  and this needed to be taken into account. 
 
One participant stressed that each particular retreat group is different and that the retreat leaders need to take this into 
account in the way they shape the retreat and conduct activities. 
 
While most of the school staff at retreats are teachers, one participant pointed out presence of school counsellors. 
 
Some individual comments 
 
The overall value of the retreat   “The retreat IS the experience that students take from Catholic schools and it is the major 
influence in their continuing to be people of values and followers of the message of Jesus and so influence the world and 
make their lives more enriched and purposeful, as well as influencing them to be more tolerant and respectful to others.  
The full range of connectivity with religion, including those who reject institutional religion -- all benefit from this 
experience and continually say so in evaluations.” 
 
“Retreats are a great way to engage with group.  Drop the normal routines & give another side to students aspiring for 
adulthood.  Builds strong community & senior leadership modelling.  A MUST for all Catholic schools and  ideal for both 
Years 11 & 12.” 
 
Congruence of activities with retreat purpose:  “Most of the activities are potentially valuable as long as a good balance is 
provided.  There need to be clear goals as to what the retreat is hoping to achieve and then carefully choosing activities/rest 
breaks etc. that will assist with this goal.  I think it is important to remember that retreats have different purposes and that 
one size does not fit all.” 
 
“The more practical and hands on the activities are, the more students get out of them.” 
 
1.7  Some possible personal learning processes in retreats, especially in small group discussion 
 
Table B1.8   Responses to items related to personal learning processes in retreats 
 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean 
Score 

P1  Group 
discussion can 
help students 
become more 
aware of the 
personal and 
spiritual views of 
others. 

0 0% 1 .4 % 2 .8% 144 59% 99 40% 
of 

99% 4.39  
SD  .53 

P2  Students can 
identify with the 
values or beliefs 
that become 
evident in some 
others. 

0 0% 1 .4% 8 3% 159 65% 78 32% 97% 4.28  
SD .54 

P3  Students can 
learn personally 
from what others 
say about 
themselves, 
relationships, 
prayer, God, etc. 

0 0% 1 .4% 12 5% 135 55% 98 40% 95% 4.34  
SD  .59 

P4  Students 
seemed to like the 
acceptance they 
experienced on 
the retreat by 
others. 

0 0% 0 0% 8 3% 118 48% 120 49% 97% 4.46   
SDS 
.56 
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P5  The retreat 
can prompt young 
people towards 
personal change 
through their 
‘imagining’ 
possible new 
directions in their 
lives. 

0 0% 2 .8%  34 14% 129 52% 81 33% 85% 4.17  
SD .69 

P6  It appears that 
students can learn 
something 
valuable through a 
memorable 
experience in a 
caring 
environment 
(‘peak experience’ 
learning). 

0 0% 2 .8% 19 8% 131 53% 94 38% 91% 4.29  
SD .64 

P7  Students’ 
emotion and good 
feelings 
(euphoria) are 
valuable on 
retreats. 

0 0% 5 2% 19 8% 129 52% 93 38% 90% 4.26  
SD .69 

P8  Students’ 
personal insights 
from the retreat 
(initially with 
emotions), may 
remain after the 
good feelings 
‘wear off’. 

1 .4% 3 1% 20 8% 150 61% 72 29% 90% 4.17  
SD .66 

P9  Emotional 
manipulation of 
students by 
teachers on a 
retreat is of 
concern. 

44 18% 67 27% 53 22% 49 20% 33 13% 33% 2.84  
SD 1.3 

P10  The retreats 
enhance students’ 
relationships with 
other students. 

0 0% 1 .4% 9 4% 138 56% 98 40% 96% 4.35  
SD  .57 

P11  The retreats 
enhance 
relationships 
between staff and 
students. 

0 0% 1 .4% 4 2% 127 52% 114 46% 98% 4.44  
SD  .55 

P12  There is 
good follow-up to 
the retreat for 
students on their 
return to school 
(E.g. in RE 
classes and/or 
with home room   
teachers.) 

7 3% 45 18% 102 42% 74 30% 18 7% 37% 3.21  
SD .92 

 
All of the items in this group of questions about personal learning during the retreat scored high means with two exceptions 
being questions phrased in the negative;  this showed strong endorsement of the idea of student personal learning from the 
retreat. 
 
The results show that the retreat teachers considered that there was little doubt about any of the following: –  
 

• The value of students becoming more aware of the thinking and values of others. 
• Students learning about their own beliefs and values through interactions on the retreats. 
• Student development of better relationships with both other students and staff. 
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• The retreat experience promoted personal learning for students, as well as what might be considered ‘peak 
experience’ learning. 

• The expression of emotion and euphoria was healthy on the retreats 
 
While 33% of participants considered that the possibility of emotional manipulation of the students by teachers was of 
some concern, majority did not see this as a problem from their experience.  The polarised views on this item was evident 
in the high standard deviation of 1.3 
 
The other item which had more polarised views was about the adequacy of follow-up with students when they return to 
school.  37% considered that there was not an adequate follow-up at school while 21% considered that there was.  For this 
item 42% indicated they were unsure – and this was by far the largest percentage for the unsure response for any of the 
items in this block. 
 
Figure B1. 15 illustrates diagrammatically the common pattern of response to the questions about personal learning 
occurring during the retreat. 
 
Figure B1.16  Item P3    Students can learn personally from what others say about themselves, relationships, prayer, God, 
etc. 

 
B1.8  The personal level in small group discussions 
 
Table B1. .9 reports the responses to a block of items concerned with the personal level of interactions in the small group 
discussions.. 
 
Table B1.9   Data on the items concerned with the personal interactions that occur in small group discussions on retreats. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
D1  Students need 
to contribute to 
small group 
discussion at a 
personal level. 

1 .4% 18 7% 30 12% 150 62% 44 18% 80% 3.9 
SD .79 

D2  Sharing at a 
personal level is 
one of the most 
valuable aspects 
of retreats. 

0 0% 6 2.5% 20 8% 161 66% 56 23% 89% 4.10 
SD .64 

D3  There is too 
great an 
expectation that 
students reveal 
aspects of their 
personal lives. 

12 5% 140 58% 57 23.5% 28 11.5% 6 2.5% 14% 2.49 
SD .86 

D4  The students 
were comfortable 
with the level of 
personal sharing in 
groups. 

0 0% 6 2.5% 34 14% 165 68% 38 16% 84% 3.97 
SD .63 
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 1.  Strongly 
disagree 

2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 
agree 

Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
D5  I was 
comfortable with 
the level of 
personal sharing in 
groups. 

0 0% 1 .4% 15 6% 164 68% 63 26% 94% 4.19 
SD .56 

D6  The main 
focus of small 
group discussion 
should be on ‘self 
disclosure’ or 
telling your 
‘personal story’. 

9 4% 83 34% 60 25% 84 35% 7 3% 38% 2.99 
SD  .98 

D7  The main 
focus of small 
group discussion 
should be on 
social issues. 

6 2.5% 87 36% 83 34% 61 25% 6 2.5% 28% 2.89 
SD .89 

D8  Staff sharing 
personal aspects 
of their lives has 
been a valuable 
catalyst for 
students sharing 
their personal 
views. 

2 .8% 5 2% 31 13% 153 63% 52 21% 84% 4.02 
SD .71 

D9  The theme of 
‘telling your 
personal story’ 
was 
overemphasised 
on the retreat. 

21 9% 166 68% 42 17% 11 4.5% 3 1% 6% 2.21 
SD.71 

D10  There should 
be no pressure on 
students to 
contribute at a 
personal level. 

1 .3% 15 6% 27 11% 148 61% 52 21% 82% 3.97 
SD .78 

D11  It is good to 
have a show of 
emotions in small 
group discussion. 

5 2% 23 6% 65 27% 140 58% 10 4% 62% 3.52 
SD.80 

D12  Students 
becoming tearful is 
an indication of a 
good group 
discussion. 

51 21% 99 41% 62 26% 25 10% 6 3% 13% 2.33 
SD 1.0 

D13  Laughing 
and good humour 
are an indication 
of a good group 
discussion. 

3 1.2% 30 12% 45 19% 140 58% 25 10% 68% 3.63 
SD  .87 

D14  The 
confidentiality of 
the small group is 
stressed for 
participants. 

0 0% 3 1% 12 5% of 83 34% 145 60% 94% 4.52 
SD  .65 

D15  The small 
group is a good 
place for 
discussing 
personal 
problems. 

24 10% 90 37% 61 25% 60 25% 8 3% 28% 2.74 
SD 1.04 
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Sharing at a personal level in groups: The data (Items D1 and D2) shows that the majority of religion teachers considered 
that sharing at a personal level is one of the key purposes of the small discussion group on retreats.  80% considered that 
students need to be able to engage at this level in the group discussions.  89% considered that sharing at this level is one of 
the most valuable aspects of retreats. 
 
Expectation to share at a personal level: Figure B1.17 shows that while the sharing of personal views was highly regarded, 
63% of the retreat teachers considered that there was not too great an expectation of students to reveal aspects of their 
personal lives.  However, what was noticeable in this item was that he was a significant increase in the proportion who 
were unsure of what to think about the issue (23.5%). 
 
Figure B1.17  Item D3  There is too great an expectation that students reveal aspects of their personal lives. 

 
Being comfortable with the level of personal sharing in groups:  The data for items D4 and D5 showed that the majority of 
retreat teachers considered that their students were comfortable with the level of personal sharing in groups (84%) and 94% 
indicated that they themselves were comfortable with it. 
 
The main focus of group discussions – personal sharing:   Figure B1.17 shows that when asked whether the focus of small 
group discussion should be on ‘self-disclosure’ or ‘sharing your personal story’, 38% agreed while 38% disagreed – the 
number indicating they were unsure of this item climbed to 25%. The item had a higher standard deviation .98 (compared 
to .56 for the previous item). 
 
Figure B1.18   Item D6  The main focus of small group discussion should be on ‘self disclosure’ or telling your ‘personal 
story’. 

 
 
Discussion of social issues:  For item D7, also concerned with what might be the main focus of discussion groups, 28% 
agreed that the emphasis should be on the discussion of social issues. 39% disagreed and a large proportion (34%) 
indicated uncertainty. 
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Teachers telling their personal story:  Figure B1.19 shows the 84% agreement results about the value of the strategy of 
teachers sharing their own personal story as a catalyst for prompting students to talk about their own personal lives in the 
discussion groups. 
 
Figure B1.19. ItemD8  Staff sharing personal aspects of their lives has been a valuable catalyst for students sharing their 
personal views. 

 
 
Telling your personal story over emphasised?  Similar results were returned for item D9 were 77% disagreed that there was 
too great an emphasis on telling a personal stories in the retreats. 
 
Psychological pressure to contribute at a personal level?    Figure B1.20 reports how 82% of participants considered that 
there should be great freedom on students as to whether or not they contributed at a personal level in the discussion 
groups.. 
 
Figure B1.20 Item D10  There should be no pressure on students to contribute at a personal level 

 
 
Emotionality, confidentiality and discussion of personal problems:  Items D11 – D15 focused on other aspects of personal 
interaction in small groups. 

• Item D11, contrasting with the earlier focus on personal disclosures, indicated 62% in agreement that a show of 
emotion was an indication of a good group discussion. 

• Item D12 showed a strong polarity of views with the standard deviation of 1.0 were 13% considered that tears in a 
group discussion were an indication of a successful group; 62% disagreed while a significant proportion (26%) 
indicated uncertainty about the issue 

• by contrast, item D 13 reported on less controversial aspects – that laughing and good humour. Were consistent 
with a good group discussion. 68% were in agreement and 13% disagreed.. 

• Item D 14 represented a very strong endorsement of the principal of confidentiality as important for the conduct 
of small group discussion.   
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• Item D15 showed that 28% considered that the small group was a good place for discussing personal problems 
while 47% disagreed. 

 
B1.9  Some other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats 
 
Table B1.10 reports on the data related to this section on various aspects of the religious dimension of retreats. 
 
Table B1.10   Other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
O1  The religious 
dimension gets 
appropriate 
attention in 
retreats. 

1 .4% 16 7% 13 5% 150 62% 61 25% 87% 4.05 
SD .78 

O2  While the 
enjoyment level of 
retreats is high, the 
specifically 
religious dimension 
is secondary. 

23 10% 123 51% 37 15% 47 20% 11 5% 25% 2.59 
SD  1.1 

O3  It is 
unnecessary to 
judge the 
personal/enjoyment 
dimension as being 
in conflict with the 
religious 
dimension. 

1 .4% 15 6% 54 23% 118 49% 52 22% 71% 3.85 
SD .84 

O4  As long as 
students enjoyed 
the retreat, you 
should not worry 
about how 
‘religious’ it was. 

33 14% 120 50% 43 18% 35 15% 9 4% 19% 2.45 
SD 1.02 

O5  The retreat 
seems to have 
helped students 
become more 
comfortable with 
their Catholic faith. 

1 .4% 15 6% 84 35% 127 53% 13 5% 58% 3.57 
SD  .71 

O6  The presence 
of a priest during 
the retreat for the 
sacraments is 
important. 

11 5% 42 18% 32 13% 101 42% 54 23% 65%` 3.6 
SD  

1.15 

O7  I think that the 
retreat has helped 
students grow as 
persons. 

0 0% 2 1% 26 11% 138 58% 74 31% 89% 4.2 
SD .65 

O8  I think that the 
retreat has 
enhanced the 
students’ 
spirituality. 

0 0% 4 2% 53 22% 133 55% 50 21% 76% 3.95 
SD  .7 

O9  Retreats 
should not be held 
if they are little 
more than an 
enjoyable 
experience for 
students away with 
their friends. 

14 6% 45 19% 32 13% 107 45% 42 18% 63% 3.49 
SD 1.15 
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Prominent elements in the data for this section are:- 
1. retreats contribute in a valuable way to the growth of young people as persons (89%) and to the enhancement of 

their personal spirituality (76%). 
2. 58% considered that it also helped them become more comfortable with their Catholic faith. 
3. A significant majority showed they felt that the religious dimension was of fundamental importance in retreats 

and 87% considered that the religious dimension was given adequate attention during retreats.. 
4. The items comparing and contrasting religious and personal/enjoyment dimensions yielded more varied 

responses; a significant number of the retreat teachers do not see these two dimensions in conflict. 
5. There are conflicting views about the importance of having a priest present of the retreat for the celebration of 

Eucharist and sacraments.. 
 
B1.10  Potential issues and problems with retreats 
 
Table B1.11 reports the results from a range of potential issues and problems with the conduct of retreats.  This includes 
question already noted above about the contrast between enjoyment and spiritual purposes;  it also raised questions about 
the length of sessions and whether or not some activities appeared authentic or contrived, or too emotional.  It also 
considered practical issues like the use of mobile phones, MP3 players texting etc.  it also covers aspects like the retreat 
venue, places for quiet reflection, and meals etc. 
 
Table B1.11   Potential issues and problems with retreats    Note:  The Likert items are scored in the negative.  A high 
mean  (or total agreement over 50%) suggests that this item is a significant problem, whereas a low mean (and less than 
50% agreement) indicates that it is not considered much of a problem at all. 
 0  

 Not 
applicable 

1.  
 Never a 
problem 

2.  
 Rarely a 
problem 

3. 
Not sure 

4.  
Occasionally 

a problem 

5.  
Frequently 
a problem 

Total % 
agreeme

nt 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
I1  Students having a good 
time with friends seems to 
eclipse the spiritual purposes 
of the retreat. 

4 2% 38 16% 82 35% 29 12% 83 35% 2 .8
% 

36% 2.65 
SD 1.18 

I2  Students are not 
permitted to use mobile 
phones on the retreat. 

25 11% 31 13% 93 39% 13 6% 63 27% 13 6% 33% 2.41 
SD 1.4 

I3  Students are not 
permitted to use other 
electronic items like mp3 
players or laptops on the 
retreat. 

26 11% 40 17% 101 42% 19 8% 47 20% 5 2% 22% 2.15 
SD 1.3 

I4  Use of mobile phones 
and texting distracts 
students from retreat 
participation. 

11 5% 30 13% 78 33% 19 8% 83 35% 17 7% 42% 2.8 
SD 1.4 

I5  Some sessions were too 
long. 

1 .4% 35 15% 84 35% 17 7% 99 42% 1 .4
% 

43% 2.8 
SD 1.17 

I6  Some sessions were too 
emotional. 

2 .8% 41 17% 127 54% 19 8% 45 19% 3 1% 20% 2.3 
SD 1.0 

I7  Some retreat activities 
appeared to be contrived or 
artificial. 

4 2% 62 26% 84 35% 32 14% 52 22% 3 1% 23% 2.3 
SD 1.17 

I8  Staying up very late 
exhausts students and 
impairs their participation the 
next day. 

2 .8% 19 8% 60 25% 13 6% 119 50% 24 10
% 

60% 3.3 
SD 1.2 

I9  Too much emotion is 
deliberately generated. 

7 3% 73 31% 95 40% 35 15% 26 11% 1 .4
% 

12% 2.0 
SD 1.03 

I10  Some students 
experienced pressure to say 
something personal in 
groups. 

3 1% 56 24% 92 39% 43 18% 41 17% 2 .8
% 

18% 2.3 
SD 1.1 

I11  Some retreat staff are 
not comfortable with 
students talking about their 
personal problems in group 
discussion. 
 
 
 

0 0% 26 11% 76 32% 48 20% 85 36% 2 .8
% 

37% 2.8 
SD 1.06 
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 0  
 Not 

applicable 

1.  
 Never a 
problem 

2.  
 Rarely a 
problem 

3. 
Not sure 

4.  
Occasionally 

a problem 

5.  
Frequently 
a problem 

Total % 
agreeme

nt 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
I12  The quality of the 
accommodation affected 
student enjoyment of the 
retreat. 

0 0% 74 31% 85 36% 14 6% 57 24% 7 3% 27% 2.3 
SD 1.23 

I13  The quality of the meals 
affected student enjoyment 
of the retreat. 

0 0% 69 29% 82 35% 13 6% 62 26% 11 5% 31% 2.4 
SD 1.3 

I14  The retreat venue had a 
quiet place for personal 
reflection. 

6 3% 104 44% 69 29% 14 6% 39 17% 5 2% 19% 1.96 
SD 1.21 

I15  The location for the 
retreat was attractive. 

9 4% 132 56% 69 29% 12 5% 15 6% 0 0% 6% 1.54 
SD .9 

I16  The overall atmosphere 
of the retreat venue was 
valuable. 

5 2% 136 57% 63 27% 16 7% 17 7% 0 0% 7% 1.59 
SD .9 

 
Some of the key points emerging from the data are: – 
 

• Repetition of items about personalism in group discussions and student interest in enjoyment and religious 
dimensions (for purposes of triangulation and validation of data) showed the same positive results from the earlier 
sections this these matters were not considered to be significant problems by the retreat teachers. 

• There was acknowledgement of persistent problems with the use of mobile phones/electronic equipment, and with 
the length of some sessions. 

• Excessive emotion and potentially contrived activities were not considered significant problems. 
• Students staying up late, impairing their patisserie patient in the retreat remains a significant and persistent 

problem (as has been the case since the origins of the communitarian school retreats in the 1960s.) 
• The quality of accommodation and food should not be discarded for the contribution that it makes to the overall 

retreat experience 
• These seem to be general satisfaction with the retreat venues.. 

 
B1.11  Levels of consensus about retreats in the whole school staff. 
 
Table B1.12 shows the results of items dealing with the level of whole school staff consensus about retreats. 
Table B1.12   Levels of consensus about retreats in the whole school staff  
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
C1  There is a good level of 
whole school staff 
consensus about the value 
and place of retreats in the 
senior school. 

4 2% 30 13% 51 22% 113 48% 37 16% 64% 3.6 
SD .95 

C2  There is a poor staff 
understanding of the 
purposes and practices of 
retreats. 

23 10% 109 46% 52 22% 43 18% 8 3% 21% 2.6 
SD  1.0 

C3  There is school 
documentation that 
explains to staff the 
nature, purposes and 
value of retreats. 

7 3% 23 10% 93 40% 89 38% 23 10% 48% 3.4 
SD .9 

C4  A significant number 
of staff feel that retreats 
are not worth the loss of 
school time and the 
disruption to student 
learning. 

22 9% 105 45% 63 27% 37 16% 8 3% 19% 2.6 
SD .98 

C5  A significant number 
of staff think that retreats 
amount to little more than 
students having a good 
time away with their 
friends. 

30 13% 104 44% 62 26% 35 15% 4 2% 17% 2.5 
SD .95 
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 1.  Strongly 
disagree 

2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 
agree 

Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
C6  Supervision of classes 
back at school and ‘catch 
up’ with classes by retreat 
teachers cause stress 
and/or friction. 

13 6% 95 40% 39 17% 76 32% 12 5% 37% 2.9 
SD 1.1 

C7  Some staff like 
attending and participating 
at retreats. 

0 0% 2 1% 10 4% 105 45% 118 50% 95% 4.4 
SD .6 

C8  Some staff will avoid 
attending retreats if they 
can. 

3 1% 19 8% 36 15% 119 51% 58 25% 76% 3.9 
SD .9 

 
Key findings included the following: – 
 

• 64% considered there was a good level of staff consensus about the place of retreats in the school. 
• Only 21% noted that there was a poor staff understanding of the purposes and practices of retreats. 
• 48% considered there was adequate documentation about retreats for staff 
• 54% disagreed that there were significant numbers of school staff who felt the retreat was not worth the disruption 

to regular student learning. 
• 57% disagreed that significant numbers of school staff thought about the retreats mainly students going away to 

have a good time with their friends. 
• 37% considered that their participation in retreats caused friction in relation to class supervision back at school. 
• While 95% considered that some staff liked attending and participating in retreats, 76% noted that there are also 

staff who would avoid attending retreats if they could. 
 
B1.12  Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable 
 
Table B1.13 reports the data on the three items in this section. 
 
Table B1.13   Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable  
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
F1  It is 
increasingly 
difficult to ensure 
security and 
adequate 
supervision of 
retreats. 

21 9% 111 47% 39 17% 46 20% 18 8% 28% 2.7 
SD 1.12 

F2  Retreats 
cause much 
organisational 
difficulty for 
supervision both 
on the retreat and 
back at school. 

13 6% 93 40% 44 19% 67 29% 18 8% 37% 2.93 
SD 1.1 

F3  The retreat 
makes a heavy a 
demand on the 
time and energy 
of the staff who 
conduct them. 

4 2% 32 14% 12 5% 113 48% 74 21% 69% 3.94 
SD 1.0 

 
Only a minority of the retreat teachers (28%) considered that it is increasingly difficult to ensure security and adequate 
supervision at retreats.  37% acknowledged that retreats do cause organisational difficulty for supervision both on the 
retreat as well as back in the school.  However, 69% acknowledge that the retreats make substantial demands on the time 
and energy of the staff who conduct them.  
 
B1.13  Personal reflection teachers’ own involvement in retreats 
 
Table B1.14 reports the data related to the retreat teachers personal reflection on their own involvement in this work. 
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Table B1.14   Personal reflection teachers’ own involvement in retreats 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
R1  When I first 
worked on retreats, I 
felt unprepared for 
what was involved. 

11 5% 110 47% 19 8% 87 37% 7 3% 40% 2.9 
SD 1.01 

R2  I have felt 
uncomfortable about 
revealing aspects of 
my own 
personal/spiritual life 
to students. 

43 18% 134 57% 11 5% 38 16% 8 3% 19% 2.3 
SD1.1 

R3  After some 
experience I felt 
competent and 
confident working on 
retreats. 

1 .4% 2 1% 8 3% 137 59% 86 37% 96% 4.3 
SD .6 

R4  Conducting 
retreats is tiring, and 
physically and 
emotionally 
demanding. 

1 .4% 31 13% 7 3% 115 49% 80 34% 83% 4.03 
SD .97 

R5  The value of the 
retreats for the 
students makes my 
own efforts feel 
worthwhile. 

0 0% 5 2% 8 3% 99 42% 122 52% 94% 4.44 
SD .67 

R6  Participation in 
retreat work has 
enhanced my own 
spirituality. 

3 1% 19 8% 11 5% 111 47% 90 39% 86% 4.1 
SD .93 

 
40% of the retreat teachers considered that they were relatively unprepared for their first involvement in retreat work. 
Only 19% have felt uncomfortable about revealing aspects of their own personal/spiritual life to students. 
The large majority (96%) felt competent and confident when working on retreats. 
A large majority (83%) also identified with the tiring, and physically and emotionally demanding nature of the work. 
The same large majority (94%) considered that it was the value of the retreats for the students that help them see that their 
own personal efforts and commitments were worthwhile. 
A large majority (86%) considered that their work on school retreats had enhanced their own personal spirituality. 
 
B1.14  Suggestions about retreat training and resourcing of retreats 
 
The data for this section is reported in Table B1.15 
 
Table B1.15   Suggestions about retreat training and resourcing of retreats  
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
T1  There is a need 
for more systematic 
training for staff who 
are to be involved in 
the conduct of 
retreats. 

1 .4% 24 10% 44 19% 120 52% 44 19% 71% 3.8 
SD .89 

T2  There remains 
the need for periodic 
professional 
development for 
retreat members 
even for those who 
are experienced. 

2 1% 14 6% 37 16% 141 61% 39 17% 78% 3.9 
SD .79 

T3  There is a need 
for more explicit 
material in diocesan 
religious education 

7 3% 33 14% 86 37% 83 36% 24 10% 46% 3.36 
SD .95 
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documents about the 
nature and function of 
retreats. 
T4  The school needs 
its own 
documentation for 
informing parents and 
students. 

2 1% 23 10% 53 23% 125 54% 30 13% 67% 3.7 
SD  .85 

 
71% of the group identified the need for more systematic training for those who are to be involved in retreat work. 
Ongoing professional development is also needed (78%) 
46% noted that there was a need for more explicit diocesan documentation about retreats – there was a high proportion of 
uncertainty in the responses (37%). 
67% considered that schools needed their own documentation about retreats for the information of parents and students. 
 
B1.15  Responses to the open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire 
 
31 written submissions were submitted to the survey by religion teachers.  The following summarises the themes that were 
evident, and it includes some direct quotations to illustrate the particular themes and issues that were discussed. 
 
The value of retreats for students 
The most common theme in the submissions had to do with the value that the retreat experience had for young people in 
promoting their spiritual moral and social development.  This was evident in 15 of the contributions. 
 

Many students comment that the retreats were the most valuable part of their schooling. 
 

I feel retreats are valuable and give students perhaps their first taste of reflection and time to plan a direction for their 
faith. 

 
One submission highlighted the valuable contributions the past pupils might make through giving input at the retreats. 
 

Students take far more notice of older students who come back to the school and speak of post school activities in faith 
development and serving the community.  This activity should be a component of retreats. 

 
This submission commented on the need for activities that were meaningful for students, 
Music 
 

There may be some activities, music etc., that some students just won't connect with and it will be more of a 
distraction than a valuable activity.  The retreat leader should not choose music and excerpts that are meaningful to 
them;  rather, they should try to find music and excerpts they students can relate to and that will be useful in helping 
them reflect on their personal journeys and spirituality 

 
A number of submissions signalled the need for caution with some particular activities. This comment was about the use of 
letters to students from their parents. 
 

I do disagree with one particular activity when students receive letters from their parents expressing how proud they 
are of them.  Unless every single student has a letter from a parent or guardian, those letters should not be handed out 
and another activity should replace it.  As much as it is a valuable and life changing experience for those students who 
do receive a letter, we do not know how hurtful of an experience it is for those who do not receive one.  We also don't 
know everything that is happening in the lives of our students and not receiving a letter from a parent or guardian 
could be detrimental to their life. 

 
Teacher involvement in retreats:  The rewards as well as the demands made by their involvement in retreat work 
 
The second most prominent theme in the submissions was about the demands made on the teachers who conduct live-in 
retreats.  Complementing the views expressed in the Likert scale items, these submissions highlighted the commitment of 
religion teachers who have gone above and beyond what might usually be expected of teacher contributions to young 
people’s education. 
 

Students are generally open to the experience, but do not appreciate or realise the massive commitment of the staff 
who have agreed to supervise them. 

 
This submission summed up a number of the challenges for retreat teachers, also highlighting the teachers’ commitment to 
the students through retreat work. 
 

As a non-Catholic, at first the thought of going on a Retreat was a bit daunting, but over the years of being involved in 
the program, I would consider the Retreat experience as one of the most rewarding times in the teaching calendar.  It is 
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emotionally draining at times but the benefits for the students outweigh that, time and time again.  I have not been on 
one Retreat to date where the positive influence of sharing who each one of us is, our place in the world, suffering that 
is shared, differences we can make - is referred to by students over the following year or years.  Parts of every retreat 
challenge all involved;  but if only one student (which is never the case!) is enriched spiritually and emotionally, then 
the Retreat has been successful.  I have had students refer to something that occurred on Retreat long after their 
schooling has finished - in some instances what they got from the retreat has allowed them to have faith in themselves 
and create an understanding of others' to the betterment of all. 

 
The demands of supervision 
 

The length of the retreat impacts too greatly on the personal life/time of staff.  The over-night supervision aspect 
makes the days too tiring and the activities less meaningful. 

 
The night supervision has become difficult with mobile phone access to outsiders and to parents.  I also find that 
students rarely come on retreat with any expectation of sleeping, hence the staff supervising up to all hours and then 
have to run or facilitate groups the next day.  The second afternoon of a retreat is usually a write off as students are too 
tired to participate.  This also goes into the evening, but they are rarely too tired to stay up all the second night. 

 
In mixed gender schools in particular, but possibly in all schools night staff should be considered.  You cannot be on 
duty 24 hours a day. 

 
On the job training and problems with the initial preparation of teachers for retreat work 
 

In the past I found retreats to be valuable for students, and for me, it was very rewarding to be a part of it.  In the 
current structure, I find them more draining, as no time is given to prepare staff or students, so it is done 'on the fly' 
which is totally ineffectual.  The first time I went on retreat as a staff member, I was partnered with an experienced 
teacher in small group to learn - which was fantastic.  The first time I was to lead a retreat, I spent the first retreat of 
the week 'shadowing' the leader.  The current structure does not allow for this, nor is there time invested in training of 
staff for retreats.  I feel passionate about the place of retreats in a Catholic school and how they can be a momentous 
celebration of faith and great opportunities for personal growth of our young men and women.  I understand how our 
current structure may be great for 'minimal disruption' to the school learning, but I do strongly feel that the value of 
retreats is diminished as a result. 

 
Building up a retreat culture in a school 
 

It takes a long time for a retreat culture to develop and it can take only one negative experience or a group of negative 
staff to cruel the experience.  Retreats have been, and  remain one of the most demanding and rewarding things I do as 
a teacher. 

 
One view of the importance of school authorities’ positive view of the retreat experience. 
 

The importance of retreat/reflection days needs to come from the Diocese and the Principal.  As Socrates said "an 
unreflective life is not worth living" and Galileo said "“You cannot teach a man (woman) anything; you can only help 
him find it within himself (herself).”   

 
The value and structure of Senior Retreats has been very strongly influenced in school communities by the attitude of 
the Principal.  We have been extremely lucky to have worked with a visionary leader who created and enhanced the 
spirituality of both Staff and students through logical, detailed planning.  Other Principals have given public 'lip 
service' to the value of the Retreat experience but baulked at the practical issues of adequate training and development.  
The responsibilities delegated only to RECs limits the full school value of this vital Catholic/Spiritual work in schools.  
Train all Principals to value and promote this element of a student’s faith journey and the unique wonderful work of 
schools will be enhanced!  Promote visionary people to critical roles within the Catholic Education system rather than 
politically savvy 'career leaders'!  Education as vocation should not just be a concept that is used at a Staff Meeting 
when the Principal wants educators to shoulder a greater load!!!! 

 
The College Principal should be an ACTIVE member of at least one Retreat team each year, not breeze in for an hour 
or two, disrupt retreat and leave! 

 
I wouldn't mind it if the CEO produced resources that they deemed suitable for retreats, where schools can have free 
choice to selecting any they might like to try. 

 
Retreat opportunities for teachers and retreat training 
 

As retreat givers, staff should be given the opportunity to go on retreat themselves.   
 

Training of staff via Montagne Institute or similar should be maintained and funded for all Catholic schools running 
retreats. 
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Difficulties with getting priests for retreats 
 
This theme was touched on in five submissions.  There was a concern to get priests who could attend as well as priests who 
would be suitable by being able to communicate meaningfully with young people.  Some retreats proceeded by finding 
alternative para liturgical activities in place of the celebration of Eucharist. 
 

Given the scarcity of priests and the even greater scarcity or suitable priests, the sacramental side of retreats needs to 
be realistic 

 
Reflections on the psychological and educational dynamics in the retreat 
 
Issues related to mobile phones and electronics used by students on retreats 
 

The digital age is making the removal from every day life element of retreat much more difficult 
 
‘Retreat from the world’ 
 

Major concerns for me overall are that students be exposed to: quiet reflection, journalling, regular prayer across the 
retreat and the idea that a "retreat" is a retreat from the world, not that it is not meant to be fun, but that the worries of 
the student (and their means of communicating them to one another i.e. mobile phones, TV, computers etc.). be left at 
home. One of the best retreat experiences I have had was two hours of silence at a Yr 12 retreat on the last afternoon 
(the second day of a three day retreat) where students were given an opportunity to be silent for two hours, 
interspersed with focus activities including drawing, journalling, praying, painting, and making reconciliation with a 
Priest.  This was a sacred experience for the students and they responded magnificently. The Mass that followed was 
excellent. 

 
This submission pointed out that sometimes the focus and tenor of the retreat input may not make sufficient connection 
with students and their school life, and may therefore have minimal helpful impact. 
 

So much depends on the people running the retreat and the ethos of the school;  a retreat experience that is so different 
from the ethos of the school and outside the spiritual experience of the team and the students it will not be experienced 
as authentic  This even goes for things like using the given names of the staff 

 
Emotionality on retreats – possibilities and potential problems 
 

Emotional responses from students are usually a good sign that the discussion has added to the overall experience.  
However tears and laughter could be interpreted as equally valuable, or equally invaluable depending on the dynamics 
of each group 

 
One big issue was that the external group running the retreat ran a workshop that was too emotionally charged for the 
students to handle;  they were not mature enough to do what was asked of them.  The staff at both the school and the 
external group were not properly trained to deal with the heightened emotional state of the students.  This was an issue 
for numerous staff attending the retreat. 

 
The duration of the retreat 
 

Our school runs a retreat week that the whole school and staff participate in.  This week is very structured and 
organised and at times is more of an educational and fun aspect.  In saying that, if students were engaged in a week of 
spiritual reflection it may be too much for them 

 
B1.16    Results of higher order statistical analyses 
 
Differences between the views of female and male retreat teachers 
 
Independent sample t-tests were conducted on all 153 questionnaire items to see if there were any significant statistical 
differences between the responses of female and male teachers.  There were differences in means at the .05 level of 
significance for 12 out of a total of 152 items, with 5 of the 12 being retreat activities.  Three of the items had statistically 
significant different means at the p<.001 level – shaded in yellow.  These had to do with views about the future of retreats, 
the practice of receiving a letter from parents, and post-retreat follow up.  Given these few differences, the overall general 
conclusion drawn was that there was no substantial evidence of differences in the way male and female retreat teachers 
responded to the questionnaire. 
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The items where there were differences below the .05 probability level are listed below. 
Table B1.16  Differences between means for female and male retreat teachers with a statistical significance of p < .05 
No. Item Females’ 

mean 
Males 
mean 

Stat sig. 

RP8 Because of various difficulties the future place of retreats in 
Catholic schools remains uncertain 

2.92 2.53 .001 

GP12 An opportunity for students to be counselled on personal problems.  2.62 2.94 .013 
A2 Listening to music 4.27 4.09 .044 
A4 Dancing. 3.17 2.84 .013 
A7 Printed retreat booklet 3.88 4.13 .028 
A9 Receiving a letter from parents 4.05 4.48 <.001 
A9 Handouts 3.43 3.68 .030 
P4 Students seemed to like the acceptance they experienced on the 

retreat by others on the retreat 
4.37 4.55 .012 

P11 The retreats enhance relationships between staff and students 4.37 4.52 .040 
P12 There is good follow-up to the retreat for students on their return to 

school 
3.04 3.41 .001 

D10 There should be no pressure on students to contribute at a personal 
level 

4.07 3.85 .040 

C1 There is a good whole staff consensus about the value and place of 
retreats in the senior school. 

3.50 3.79 .023 

 
Differences between the views of retreat teachers according to age cohorts 
 
To test if there were any statistically significant differences between the views of retreat teachers according to age, a one 
way ANOVA test (Analysis of Variance with p< .05 for any significant difference between age cohorts) was conducted on 
all 114 questionnaire items – that is, for all of the items excluding the 38 on retreat activities.  Also, the post hoc Scheffe 
test (alpha = .05) was used to identify whether or not the age groups clustered into more than one homogeneous subset – 
that is, if the results on items showed the whole cohort was answering items as if there were two (or more) statistically 
different subsets. 
 
For only 15 of the 114 items was there evidence at less than the .05 level that there were statistically significant differences 
between the views of the four age cohorts (20 – 30, 31 – 40, 41 – 50, 51 or over).  Of these 15, only 2 were significant at 
the p= .001 level – shaded in yellow.   
 
The results in Table B1.17 below show the 15 items where there were statistically significant ANOVA differences at p < 
.05.  The p level is noted after the item – this identified a significant difference in means between at least two of the age 
subgroups.  The data then included Scheffe post hoc test results which showed up for 10 of the items .  These listed firstly, 
the statistically significant differences in means between the cohorts (p,.05) and  the tables then showed  where there was 
an indication of more than one homogeneous subsets for the data.  
 
Apart from the differences displayed below, overall, there were not many differences between the views of the retreat 
teachers according to age when referenced to questionnaire items.  Generally, their responses suggested a relatively 
homogenous cohort as far as thinking about the questionnaire items was concerned. 
 
The four age groups will be referred to as 20s (20-30), 30s (31-40), 40s (41-50), over 50s (51 or over) 
 
Table B1.17   Series of tables showing the 
items where statistically significant 
differences in means according to age 
cohorts were evident in ANOVA and 
Scheffe tests. 
 
RP8  Because of various difficulties, the future 
place of retreats in Catholic schools remains 
uncertain.    p=.026 
 
GP9  To give students an enjoyable experience 
away with their friends   p=.002 
Differences in means between the 30s and the two 
groups 40s (.418  p= .011) and over 50s (.406  
p=.014) 
 
 

 

 Age N 

Subset for alpha = 
0.05 

 1 2 
Scheffea,b 41-50 72 4.10  

51 or 
over 73 4.11  
20-30 54 4.31 4.31 
31-40 64  4.52 
Sig.  .402 .476 
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GP12  An opportunity for students to be 
counselled on personal problems   p<.001 
Differences in means between the 20s and the two 
groups 40s (.606  p=.015)and over 50s (-.572  
p=.024).  Also differences between the 30s and the 
same two groups 40s (.608  p=.009)and over 50s 
(.573  p=.015) 

 

 Age N 

Subset for alpha = 
0.05 

 1 2 
Scheffea,b 41-50 72 2.49  

51 or 
over 73 2.52  
20-30 54  3.09 
31-40 64  3.09 
Sig.  .998 1.000 

 
GP15  An opportunity for a more personal, engaging 
celebration of liturgy. p=.045 
 
PL1  In our school there are pre-retreat planning 
sessions for briefing and preparing the participating 
staff.   p=.026 
 
PL12  Participating staff need to have discretion 
about what they will disclose about themselves or 
their spirituality   p=.020 
Difference in means between the 20s and the over 
50s (-.353  p=.025) 

 

 Age N 

Subset for alpha = 
0.05 

 1 2 
Scheffea,b 20-30 52 4.23  

31-40 63 4.37 4.37 
41-50 72 4.42 4.42 
51 or 
over 72  4.58 

Sig.  .428 .283 

 
PL13  During the retreat, students should be invited 
to address the retreat teachers by their first name.   
p=.044 
 
PL14  The usual school professional boundaries 
between staff and students can be maintained on 
retreat with no negative impact on the retreat 
process    p=.001 
Differences in means between the 20s and the two 
oldest groups 40s (-.522  p=.010) and over 50s (-.467  
p=.028) 
 

 

 Age N 

Subset for alpha = 
0.05 

 1 2 
Scheffea,b 20-30 52 3.77  

31-40 63 3.92 3.92 
51 or 
over 72  4.24 

41-50 72  4.29 
Sig.  .796 .108 

 
 
 
 

P3.  Students can learn personally from what 
others say about themselves, relationships, 
prayer, God, etc.  p=.028 
Difference between 20s and 30s (-.32  p=.044). 
 

 Age N 

Subset for alpha = 
0.05 

 1 2 
Scheffea,b 20-30 49 4.12  

41-50 68 4.37 4.37 
51 or 
over 68 4.38 4.38 

31-40 61  4.44 
Sig.  .114 .919 

 
D9  The theme of ‘telling your personal story’ was 
overemphasised on the retreat.    p=.043 
 
D11  It is good to have a show of emotions in small 
group discussion   p=.028 
Difference in means between the 20s and over 50s 
(.453  p=.029) 
  Age N Subset for alpha = 0.05 
   1 2 

Scheffea,b 

51 or 
over 

67 3.34  

41-50 68 3.50 3.50 
31-40 59 3.53 3.53 
20-30 49  3.80 
Sig.  .667 .249 

 
D15  The small group is a good place for 
discussing personal problems  p=.004 
Difference in means between the 20s and over 50s 
(.559  p=.039) 
 

 Age N 

Subset for alpha = 
0.05 

 1 2 
Scheffea,b 51 or 

over 67 2.52  
41-50 68 2.54  
31-40 59 2.95 2.95 
20-30 49  3.08 
Sig.  .158 .918 

 
O9  Retreats should not be held if they are little 
more than an enjoyable experience for students 
away with their friends  p=.002 
Differences between the 20s and the other 3 groups:- 
the 30s (-.739  p=.010), 40s (-.646  p=.029) and over 
50s (-.703  p=.013) 
 

 Age N 

Subset for alpha = 
0.05 

 1 2 
Scheffea,b 20-30 49 2.94  

41-50 65  3.58 
51 or 
over  67  3.64 

31-40 59  3.68 
Sig.  1.000 .977 
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I12  Students are not permitted to use mobile 
phones on the retreat   p=.004 
Difference in means between the 20s and the 40s  
p=.049) and 50s (.842  p= .017) 
  Age N Subset for alpha = 0.05 
 1 2 

Scheffea,b 

51 or 
over 

67 2.07  

41-50 64 2.17  
31-40 59 2.63 2.63 
20-30 48  2.92 
Sig.  .200 .733 

 
 
 

R2  After some experience I felt competent and 
confident working on retreats  p=.016 
Difference in means between the 20s and 40s (-.347  
p=.036)) 

 

 Age N 

Subset for alpha = 
0.05 

 1 2 
Scheffea,b 20-30 46 4.04  

51 or 
over 67 4.34 4.34 

31-40 57  4.37 
41-50 64  4.39 
Sig.  .077 .982 

 
 

 
 
Differences between the views of retreat teachers according to years of experience in retreat work 
 
As in the previous section, a one way ANOVA (Analysis of Variance) was conducted on 114 items to test if there were 
statistically significant difference in means according to level of experience.   In addition, Scheffe post hoc tests were used 
to clarify further where the significant differences occurred, and whether experience-related homogeneous subsets were 
evident in the data. 
 
The numbers of retreat staff in the experience related cohorts were 
 
Experience in retreat work Number of retreat teachers 
One year 25 
2 – 5 years 60 
6-10 years 57 
11-20 years 63 
More than 20 years 54 
 
The table below summarises the data for 28 items which showed an ANOVA level of <.05 significance for a difference in 
means between two or more of the cohorts;  where the significance level was less than .001 these are shaded in yellow.  
Then secondly, differences between subgroup means together with levels of statistical significance <.05 were identified for 
12 of these 28 items in the multiple comparisons of means part of the ANOVA and Scheffe tests.  And thirdly, there is an 
indication where the Scheffe tests identified possible homogeneous subsets in the data .  ‘YES’ indicated that the Scheffe 
test identified 2 homogeneous subsets for 17 of the items (1 had 3 subsets identified).  Three items were identified for 2 
homogeneous subsets but their ANOVA significance level was greater than .05 – shaded in green. 
 
Table B1.18  ANOVA results related to significant statistical differences between means for the experience-related 
cohorts. 
 

No. Item. ANOVA 
overall 
signifi-
cant. 

differen
ce in 

subgrou
p means 

Significant 
differences in 

subgroup means 

Scheffe 
test 

table 
of 

homog
eneous 

sub-
sets 

RS3 I would feel uncomfortable about revealing aspects of my own 
personal/spiritual life to students if this was required of staff on 
retreats 

Not sig. 
(p=.06) 

 YES 

RP1 Retreats are an important part of a Catholic school’s overall 
religious education program  

.033   

RP2 Retreats provide a more personal and reflective spiritual experience 
than can be achieved in classroom religious education      

Not Sig 
(p=.105) 

 YES 

RP3 Retreats are a distinctive feature of Australian Catholic school 
education. 

<.001 2-5  AND  
6-10    -.453 p=.029; 
11-20  -.510 p=.010; 
20+      -.587 p=.003 

YES 
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No. Item. ANOVA 
overall 
signifi-
cant. 

differen
ce in 

subgrou
p means 

Significant 
differences in 

subgroup means 

Scheffe 
test 

table 
of 

homog
eneous 

sub-
sets 

RP4 Retreats are highly regarded by the students .002 One year  AND 
11-20     -.597 p=.032 
20+       -.613 p=.031 

YES 

RP7 Retreats make a valuable contribution to the evangelisation of 
young people 

.002 One year     AND 
20+       -.760 p=.017 

 

GP4 Provides students with an opportunity to think about their 
relationship with God 

.006  YES 

GP5 Provides students with an opportunity to think about their 
relationship with Jesus 

.030   

GP12 An opportunity for students to be counselled on personal problems .004   

GP15 An opportunity for a more personal, engaging celebration of liturgy .017  YES 

GP18 The retreat is just as valuable for students who are not Catholic .027  YES 

PL5 Sufficient information about the retreat was given to students 
beforehand  

.041 2-5   AND 
20+       -.528 P=.046 

 

PL10 A clear discipline policy for the retreat needs to be stated for the 
students beforehand 

.015   

PL12 Participating staff need to have discretion about what they will 
disclose about themselves or their spirituality  

.032   

PL14 The usual school professional boundaries between staff and 
students can be maintained on retreat with no negative impact on 
the retreat process 

Not sig. 
(p=.085

) 

 YES 

P3 Students can learn personally from what others say about 
themselves, relationships prayer, God etc. 

.017   

P4 Students seem to like the acceptance they experienced on the 
retreats by others 

.006 One year      AND 
6-10     -.449 p=.023 
20+      -.479 p=.018 

YES 

P6 It appears that students can learn something valuable through a 
memorable experience in a caring environment (peak experience 
learning) 

.015 One year     AND 
11-20     -.483 p=.041 

YES 

D3 There is too great an expectation that students reveal aspects of 
their personal lives 

.032   

D6 The main focus of small group discussion should be on ‘self 
disclosure ‘or telling your ‘personal story’ 

.032   

D7 The main focus of small group discussion should be on social 
issues 

<.001 One year   AND 
11-20     .757 p=.013 
20+       .924 p=.002 
6-10    AND 
20+       .570 P=.020 

YES 

D9 The theme of ‘telling your personal story’ was over emphasised on 
the retreat 

.029   

D11 It is good to have a show of emotions in small group discussion .006 2-5    AND 
20+     .518 p-.033 
 

YES 

D12 Students becoming tearful is an indication of a good group 
discussion 

.019   

D15 The small group is a good place for discussing personal problems .035   

O3 It is unnecessary to judge the personal/enjoyment dimension as 
being in conflict with the religious dimension 

.040   

O9 Retreats should not be held if they are little more than an enjoyable 
experience for students away with their friends 

.009 2-5   AND 
20+       -.799 p=.018 

YES 

R1 When I first worked on retreats I felt unprepared for what was 
involved 

.042  YES 

R3 After some experience I felt competent and confident working on 
retreats 

.007 One year   AND 
20+      -.577 P=.010 

YES 

  



Ch B1  Retreat Teachers’ Survey:   DATA 

61 

No. Item. ANOVA 
overall 
signifi-
cant. 

differen
ce in 

subgrou
p means 

Significant 
differences in 

subgroup means 

Scheffe 
test 

table 
of 

homog
eneous 

sub-
sets 

R4 Conducting retreats is tiring, and physically and emotionally 
demanding 

<.001 2-5    AND 
6-10        -.75 p=.002 
11-20   -.776 p=.001 
20+   -1.009 p=<.001 

YES 
(3 

homog 
subset

s) 
R6 Participation in retreat work has enhanced my own spirituality .014 One year    AND 

11-20   -.781 p=.022 
20+       -.734 p=.047 

YES 

 31 items which figured in the ANOVA and Scheffe tests --  28 of 
which had a statistical difference in sub group means at p<.05  
level. 

28 
with 

p<.05 

11 with significant 
differences identified 
between at least one 
pair of sub groups 

17 
with 2 
homog
enous 
subset
s  and 
1 with 

3 
subset

s 
 
Table B1.19  Four examples of Scheffe test tables showing potential homogeneous subsets in responses from the 
experience-related cohorts. 
 
RP3  Retreats are a distinctive feature of 
Australian Catholic school education    
p<.001 
Mean differences: 
2-5 Years  AND  6-10     -.453   p-.029 
                            11-20    -.510   p= .010 
                             20+      -.587   p=.003 
Scheffea,b   
For how many 
years have you 
been involved in 
retreat work? 

N Subset for alpha = 
0.05 
1 2 

2-5 years 60 3.95  
One year 25 4.08 4.08 
6-10 years 67 4.40 4.40 
11-20 years 63  4.46 
More than 20 years 54  4.54 
Sig.  .088 .083 
 
RP7  Retreats make a valuable 
contribution to the evangelisation of 
young people 
Mean differences  
Scheffea,b   
For how many years 
have you been 
involved in retreat 
work? 

N Subset for 
alpha = 0.05 
1 2 

One year 25 3.24  
2-5 years 60 3.52 3.52 
6-10 years 67 3.61 3.61 
11-20 years 63  3.86 
More than 20 years 54  4.00 
Sig.  .403 .149 

 

R4 Conducting retreats is tiring, and physically 
and emotionally demanding    p<.001 
Mean differences 
2-5  Years   AND    6-10        -.75 p=.002 
                               11-20   -.776 p=.001 
                               20+   -1.009 p=<.001 
Scheffea,b   
For how many 
years have you 
been involved in 
retreat work? 

N Subset for alpha = 0.05 
1 2 3 

2-5 years 48 3.42   
One year 22 3.77 3.77  
6-10 years 60  4.17 4.17 
11-20 years 57  4.19 4.19 
More than 20 
years 

47   4.43 

Sig.  .537 .362 .798 
 
This item on non-Catholics has a significance level of 
.027 
GP 18  The retreat is just as valuable for 
students who are not Catholic 
Scheffea,b   
For how many years 
have you been 
involved in retreat 
work? 

N Subset for alpha = 
0.05 
1 2 

One year 24 4.00  
2-5 years 58 4.29 4.29 
11-20 years 63 4.43 4.43 
6-10 years 65  4.45 
More than 20 years 53  4.49 
Sig.  .053 .734 

 

 
In the SPSS ANOVA report of multiple comparisons of means, the One year experience cohort had 7 significant 
differences with at least one other cohort 
2-5 years had 5 differences 
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6-10 years had 4 differences 
11-20 years had 6 differences 
20+ years had 12 differences 
 
Most of the differences in means were between the least experienced retreat teachers (1, 2-5) and the most experienced 
(11-20, 20+) 
 
Table B1.20   The areas of questionnaire content where the ANOVA differences according to experience cohorts were 
evident. 
 

Area of focus in the questionnaire Number of items with 
ANOVA statistically 

significant differences 
between the experience 

related cohorts of 
p<.05 

Total number of items 
in this area 

RS   Staff selection for retreats 0 3 
RP   The place of retreats within 
Catholic school religious education.  (9 
items) 

4 9 

GP5  The general practical purposes of 
senior school retreats.  (18 items). 

5 18 

PL  Pre-retreat planning.  (14 items)  3 14 
P  Some possible personal learning 
processes in retreats, especially in 
small group discussion.  (14 items). 

3 12 

D  The personal level in small group 
discussions.   (15 items). 

7 15 

O  Some other general questions about 
the religious dimension of retreats. (9 
items) 

2 9 

I  Potential issues and problems with 
retreats (16 items) 

0 16 

C  Levels of consensus about retreats 
in the whole school staff (8 items) 

0 8 

F  Factors that may affect the future 
viability of retreats (3 items) 

0 3 

R.  Personal reflection on one’s own 
involvement in retreats 

4 6 

T  Suggestions about retreat training 
and resourcing of retreats (3 items) 

0 4 

 
Most of the cohort related differences were in the area of Purposes (9), Personalism (10), Personal 
involvement (4).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ch B2  Retreat Teachers’ Survey:  DISCUSSION 

63 

 

                Chapter B2 
The Retreat Teachers’ Survey            
Discussion of the meaning and 
significance of the results 
 
 
 
B2.1   The characteristics of the sample 
 
Gender, age and experience:  269 teachers who were involved in retreats from 40 schools contributed to the survey.  53% 
were women.  Whether or not this also reflected the proportion of female and male staff conducting retreats could not be 
determined.  All but 8% taught at Years 11-12 level at school, indicating that the retreat staff appeared to be mainly those 
who were teaching the senior students.   
 
The age range in participants showed that just over 20% were in each of the 10 year age cohorts ( 20-30, 31-40, 41-50, 
over 50) with 54% over 40 and 22% under 30.  This suggested that there were a considerable number of older experienced 
teachers involved in retreat work.  This was further confirmed by the data on years of experience.  67% had more than five 
years experience while 20% had more than 20 years experience.  10% of the group were relatively inexperienced, in their 
first year.  A further 24% reported experience of between 2-5 years. 
 
It was difficult to determine from this data whether there was clear succession planning among the retreat teachers.  
However, that there were 22% of the group under 30 was an indication that there was a sizeable group of young teachers 
involved.  
 
Comments on differences that emerged related to gender, age and retreat experience are made at the end of the chapter in 
section B2.x where the results of higher order statistical procedures are discussed. 
 
Involvement in retreat work and provision of, and attendance at, retreat training programs:  As far as initial involvement 
was concerned, there were 3 similarly sized groups.  About one third (36%) said that they volunteered;  another third 
(38%) were invited to join the retreat team, while the remaining third (26%) said that it was a staff requirement that they 
attend and participate – E.g. they were religion teachers or class teachers. 
 
31% of respondents indicated that they had attended some formal ‘outside’ retreat training programs, whereas 69% had 
not.  43% indicated that their school had provided some specific retreat training.  How extensive and useful this training 
had been was not investigated.  The data showed that about half the teachers involved in retreats have had no specific 
preparation apart from their own participation in retreats.  Given these results and the comments in the general scope of 
retreats survey, it is suggested that the provision of specific training for retreat teachers is still an important issue for the 
future of retreats.   
 
Also, the data implied that on-the-job training was a major part of the skilling of retreat teachers – learning by participation 
and watching what other more experienced staff were doing and listening to them.  This was further confirmed where 94% 
of respondents claimed that on-the-job training was their main preparation for retreat work.  In addition, about 50% 
indicated that their own experience of retreats when they were at school had informed their views on how to conduct 
retreats.  Whether this meant that the retreats have been the same for a long period of time ‘since they were at school’ was 
not determined.  Possibly this is an indication that for half the participants there does not appear to have been any major 
change or development in the purposes, content and activities in live-in retreats since they attended when they were 
teenagers.  Questions that might be asked here:  Is there a sameness and stagnation in the retreats?  Was the right formula 
found in the 1970s and there has been no need for deviation from that pattern? 
 
The selection of staff for involvement in retreats:  While about 50% of participants indicated that the selection of staff for 
retreat work was not a problem, and while a similar proportion considered that there was clarity in the criteria for selection, 
both of these questions showed that there was still a large number of participants who either disagreed or who were unsure.  
This indicated that these two questions remain issues for the recruitment of staff.  It suggests the need for greater 
transparency about the recruitment of staff and also about the expectations of staff participation in the retreats, and 
expectations of the qualities and skills that teachers might bring to retreats. 
 
The high proportion of participants pointing out that a readiness to be able to share at a personal level with students was 
critical indicated that teachers considered that this ‘personalism’ was important for adult retreat leaders.  It could be 
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expected then, that this result would also be reflected in later items dealing specifically with the sharing of personal 
insights. 
 
B2.2   Place of retreats within Catholic school religious education 
 
The items concerned with retreat teachers’ perception of the place of retreats within Catholic school religious education 
indicated a positive endorsement of the religious purposes of retreats.  Almost all the retreat teachers considered that 
retreats had a very important place within Catholic school religious education.  They felt that the retreat provided a more 
personal, reflective, spiritual experience than was possible in the ordinary religion classroom -- hence the importance of the 
off-campus, live-in retreat.  A similar large majority considered that retreats made a valuable contribution to young 
people’s personal, social and spiritual development. 
 
As has been the case since the early records of student perceptions of retreats in Marcellin Flynn’s surveys of Year 12 
students in Catholic schools 1970s – 2000, the participants in this survey considered that students had a high regard for 
retreats and enjoyed them very much. (See Flynn references). 
 
When the participants were asked to comment on how retreats contributed to catechesis and evangelisation, the majority 
agreed that retreats were like a catechesis and that they made a valuable contribution to the evangelisation of young people.  
However, there were still 40% who were uncertain or who disagreed.  Part of their ambiguity about this question may well 
be related to an ambivalence about the meanings of these religious/ecclesial constructs.  They may be regarded by both 
teachers and parents as important, but remote from their vocabulary, and puzzling and confusing in their meaning (Finn, 
2011).  There have long been debates about the meaning and applicability of catechesis and evangelisation for Catholic 
school religious education, even though these terms may be prominent in diocesan documents on religious education. 
 
The positive retreat teacher endorsement of the value and importance of retreats showed up clearly in the item about 
whether or not retreats were justified in terms of their expense and the loss of teaching time that they incurred.  Only 5% 
considered that retreats were not justified because of these reasons.  It will be of interest to contrast this response with that 
of the teachers who were not involved in retreats (Chapter C1). 
 
However, despite the endorsement of the value of retreats, 26% of the group considered that the future place of retreats in 
Catholic schools is somewhat uncertain.  There is little doubt that the retreat teachers saw great value in retreats;  but a 
number of them were concerned that the future of this valuable spiritual activity might be endangered because of a range of 
factors.  This question will be addressed later in the chapter. 
 
B2.3   The general, practical purposes of senior school retreats. 
 
Results for the items in this section were ranked according to level of agreement which ranged from 100% (mean score 
4.62) for the most favoured purpose, down to24% (with the lowest mean 2.77).  14 strongly endorsed items included both 
religious and personal development items, where the percentage of agreement was above 84%.  The first four items were 
about personal development:-  
 
1.  A valuable opportunity for personal and spiritual reflection; 
2.  A chance for personal review of life (thinking about the beliefs and values that affect personal life); 
3.  The experience of ‘time away’ from, and ‘time out’ from students’ normal life routines at home, school and socially; 
4.  To help students learn from sharing at a more personal level. 
 
This confirmed further the data and conclusions from Tullio’s (2010) qualitative study of teachers’ views, especially the 
prominence given to the idea of ‘time out’ and ‘time away’, and to the idea that ‘personal sharing’ was going to be a 
principal and valued dynamic in the retreat experience. 
 
In the rank order, then followed three religious purposes:- 
 
5.  The opportunity for students to think about their relationship with God. 
6.  The retreat experience is just as valuable for students who are not Catholic. 
7.  An opportunity for a more personal, engaging celebration of liturgy. 
 
The religious purposes of the retreats were clearly important for the retreat teachers.  They also agreed that the retreat 
experience would be just as valuable for students who were not Catholic as it would be for those who were.  At least in this 
area of religious education, there seemed to be little problem in making the experience, content and pedagogy relevant to 
the needs of students with different religious affiliation and different levels of church participation. 
 
Then followed other personal development purposes:- 
 

8.  An enjoyable experience for students being away with their friends. 
9.  A good experience of what it means to be in a community. 
 

It will be of interest later (Chapters D1 & D2) to contrast these rankings with those of the students, particularly with 
respect to their valuation of ‘time away with friends’. 
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The importance of the experience of community was emphasised in the early communitarian live-in retreats in the 
1960s/1970s (Firman, 1968; McCarthy, 1974; Rossiter, 1975).  This dynamic still seems to be important for retreat 
teachers today. 
 
Then followed a cluster of other religious purposes making up the last group in the first 14 ranked items. 
 
10.  An opportunity for students to think about their relationship with Jesus. 
11.  The retreat community experience shows how people should be treated in a Christian community. 
12.  Time for personal prayer. 
13.  An opportunity to reflect on social justice issues. 
14.  Provides an opportunity to think about one’s identity as a Catholic. 
 
The next two purposes, in the mid 60% endorsement range were: – 
 
15.  To promote some commitment to helping others in the community. 
16.  Time to get in touch with nature. 
 
Trying to promote engagement with the wider community may well not fit in with the activities in most retreats, even 
though it may be evident in those that have a social justice orientation.  This purpose may be better met by other school or 
extra-curricular activities.  Similarly, in retreats with an ecological and environmental focus, getting in touch with nature 
would probably have been more evident. 
 
The two purposes that attracted the lowest level of support were at the bottom of the rankings.  They had to do with:- 
 
17.  To encourage young people to become active members of their local parish. (24% agreement) 
18.  An opportunity for students to be counselled on personal problems. (29% agreement). 
 
It is presumed that the low ranking of these purposes was not so much because these purposes were not important in the 
wider scheme of religious education, but because the possibilities and limitations of the retreat context meant that it would 
be somewhat inappropriate to concentrate on these two areas in a retreat.  A similar result could have been expected for 
purposes like a systematic study of theology or a critical study of the interpretation of Scripture. 
 
B2.4   Pre retreat planning 
 
A number of issues related to the planning and conduct of retreats were investigated in the 14 items in this section. 
 
The data related to retreat pre-planning indicated that the majority of senior school retreats have adequate planning and 
briefing sessions for participating staff.  There was also a good indication that participating staff were familiar with the 
retreat program and with the expectations that went with it. 
 
There was solid evidence for continuity and stability in the retreat programs, where the main approach was to use the 
previous year’s programs which were then adapted and fine tuned.  Only 20% indicated that the retreat program was 
crafted anew each year.  This confirmed anecdotal evidence of a ‘stable momentum’ in retreat programs which kept to 
trusted and proven approaches. 
 
Tullio (2010) identified the views of some retreat teachers who considered that a level of secrecy was needed in advance 
about retreat activities so that their initial impact on the students would not be spoiled in any way by foreknowledge of 
what to expect.  Whether or not students should have clear expectations of what sorts of activities to expect in the retreat is 
still an issue for retreat leaders.  The data indicated support for this view showing that 58% of participant retreat teachers 
felt that not explaining all of the retreat activities in advance did give an impression of ‘secrecy’ about the retreat.  74% 
agreed that students not knowing details of some retreat activities in advance was an important element in their impact. 
 
While it is understandable that retreat staff will not want to give away descriptions of activities that they hope will have 
some feeling of novelty and innovation about them, this is not inconsistent with giving students very clear expectations 
about acceptable behaviour and discipline requirements.  This was evident in that 90% of the teachers wanted to have a 
clear discipline policy explained to students in advance. 
 
Similarly, the teachers considered that parents needed adequate information about the retreats. 
 
43% agreed that some preparatory work with students was carried out prior to the retreats.  23% disagreed.  There was not 
scope in the survey to investigate just what sorts of preparation were regarded as appropriate for the retreat other than the 
need to clarify travel, accommodation and discipline requirements. 
 
Tullio (2010) identified the sharing of personal insights as a key dynamic to the communitarian retreat.  The data here 
supported this view with 87% agreement.  This was complemented by 95% agreement that participating retreat staff also 
needed to have discretion about what they were prepared to disclose about themselves and their own personal spirituality.  
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The sense of caution and discernment about when and what personal insights might be shared appears to be a crucial 
element in determining what a ‘healthy’ sharing entails.  The data affirmed the sense of both the value of personal sharing 
and also the need for caution and wisdom. 
 
One contentious issue identified by Tullio (2010) and Tullio and Rossiter (2010) was whether informality and staff- 
student friendship levels should be enhanced on retreats by deliberately encouraging students to address staff by their first 
names.  Two items were included to test the views of participants.  35% considered that they should encourage students to 
relate to retreat teachers on a first name basis while 44% disagreed with 21% unsure.  The dispersion of the responses 
showed that there was divergence of opinion on this issue.  The second question led to a response of 84% agreeing that the 
usual school professional boundaries between staff and students could be maintained on the retreat with no negative impact 
on the retreat process.  The response to this item suggested that not requiring a first names level of familiarity would be 
unlikely to affect adversely the sense of community and effectiveness of the retreat.  But these two items were not 
sufficient to delve into the complexities of the arguments related to the issue. 
 
This researcher considers that it is inappropriate to get students to address teachers on a first name basis during retreats.  It 
is likely to be of little or no consequence for community building or staff-student relationships.  In addition, it can cause 
further complications in the school context after the retreat both for retreat staff and other teachers – and even for the 
school executive.  It is proposed that Tullio’s (2010) judgment and recommendations provide the most detailed account of 
the problem together with cogent reasons why this practice should not be encouraged. 
 
B2.5   Views of retreat teachers about the activities conducted during retreats 
 
Table B1.7 in the previous chapter illustrated the retreat teachers’ responses where they estimated the perceived value of a 
range of 38 different activities that have been recorded for communitarian retreats.  The majority of respondents 
commented on all of the activities, so that the intention of measuring the frequency of use of different activities was not 
successful.  A further question asking which activities were conducted ‘on your last retreat’ would have been needed to get 
an estimate of the frequency with which the different activities were used. 
 
The activities were grouped in six categories as follows:- 
 
Type of activity Code 
Group and personal interactions  Personal 
Prayer, reflective activities, liturgy and paraliturgy Reflective/prayer 
Relating with friends Friends 
Organisation and purposes of retreats explained Organisation 
Staff presentations Staff input 
Other inputs: guest speaker, film, activities Other inputs 
 
Table B1.7 showed the rank order of activities according to popularity.  For activities with a mean of less than 3 this would 
indicate an activity of little or no worth;  A mean between 3 and 4 was interpreted as satisfactory and useful, while a mean 
of more than 4 was interpreted as an activity regarded as valuable to very valuable, and very useful. 
 
Further analysis of the results showed that:- 
 
26 activities were rated in the valuable to very valuable range.  Of these:- 

15 were collectively in the personal and reflective/prayer categories;  
4 were in the other inputs and activities category; 
3 related to staff inputs; 
2 related to friends; 
2 related to retreat organisation  

 
Of the 15 activities in the personal, 10 had a communal dimension and 6 had a private dimension. 
 
11 activities were regarded as satisfactory and useful.  Of these:- 

7 items were in the other inputs and activities category; 
3 were collectively in the personal and reflective/prayer categories;  
1 was related to friends 

 
Only 1 activity scored a mean of less than three, an indication that it was regarded as of not much worth or use. 
 
While an accurate measure of the frequency of different activities on retreats was not possible, the fact that the majority of 
participants recorded comments for all of the activities is an indication that a large range of activities was collectively used 
on communitarian retreats.  Whether there was a diverse range of activities in all individual retreats could not be 
determined.  This is an area that needs further investigation to see whether retreats commonly exhibit a wide range of 
activities or whether they have a more limited set of practices. 
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The scores in table B1.7 indicated that teachers regarded the activities used as appropriate, valuable and useful.  The group 
of activities – personal interaction, reflection, prayer liturgy and paraliturgies – was valued highly.  There appeared to be 
little doubt in the minds of these teachers that the retreat experience was focused on personal interaction and reflection.  
They saw the retreat as specially concerned with a personal/spiritual/religious agenda for young people;  and they 
considered that this was reflected in the sorts of activities used. 
 
The highlighting of the 10 items with a communal dimension suggested that community experience was regarded as 
important.  This is consistent with Tullio’s (2010) account of the historical origins of communitarian retreats where a focus 
on the personal, the religious and on experience of community was felt to be pivotal. 
 
The written responses about activities affirmed their value while pointing out the need for fine tuning retreat activities to 
the needs and interests, and distinctive moods of particular retreat groups.  The desirability of congruence between types of 
activities and the purposes of the retreat was stressed.  A number emphasised the community experience, noting that even 
the sharing of meals together was helpful. 
 
In part D, this pattern of teacher valuation of retreat activities will be compared and contrasted with that of the students. 
 
B2.6   Some possible personal learning processes in retreats, especially in small group discussion 
 
Soon after the initiation of communitarian retreats in Catholic schools in the 1960s, an interpretation of their psychological 
and spiritual dynamics was developed.  This new type of retreat was considered to be a personal and community 
experience that was conducive to promoting personal change in beliefs, attitudes and values (Firman, 1968; McCarthy, 
1974; Rossiter, 1978).  The words ‘personal learning’ can be used to describe this change.  The interpretation drew on 
theory for personal and organisational change through group methods – a key reference text at the time was Schien and 
Bennis Personal and organisational change through group methods: The laboratory approach (1965).  In other words, 
some of the personal learning processes that operated in encounter groups and sensitivity groups were thought to be 
occurring in the communitarian retreat.  The retreat was not considered to be an encounter group or a therapy group;  but 
some of the learning processes from these groups were thought to be operating in a more ‘general educational’ rather than 
in a ‘focused therapeutic’ context.  Similarly, counselling skills were regarded as useful for teachers in retreats, even 
though the retreat was not considered to be a counselling opportunity for students. 
 
This section of the questionnaire set out to test whether teachers’ ideas about how young people learned spiritually and 
personally from the retreat showed any continuity with the early thinking about the psychological dynamics of retreats.  
Also to be tested was Abraham Maslow’s (1970) idea of ’peak experience’ learning.  He considered that memorable 
experiences, which often had a striking emotional component, could make special contributions to the learning of values 
and religious beliefs. 
 
The data in table B1.8 is good evidence for answering the above questions in the affirmative.  10 of the 12 items had high 
mean scores, with the total agreement measure well above the 90% mark for each.  The ideas in this section that were 
valued highly included:– 
 

1. The group discussion provided a valuable opportunity for young people to become more aware of the thinking, 
beliefs and values of others. 

2. The retreats generally, and the group discussions in particular, provided special opportunities for personal learning 
through which young people could identify with the views of others and at the same time review their own 
position.  In other words, personal learning was promoted through the interactions that occurred during the 
retreats. 

3. There was support the operation of the personal learning processes that Schien & Bennis (1965) described as 
‘identification’, ‘scanning values in the interactions’, ‘rehearsing new possible value positions’ and ‘retention of 
values and commitments after the emotion and euphoria of the peak experience have passed’ (c/f , Maslow, 1970). 

4. The community experience of acceptance played a valuable part in the personal learning.  The relationships 
between students and between students and staff were enhanced. 

5. There was healthy emotion and euphoria on the retreats, and this might have contributed to Maslow’s ‘peak 
experience’ learning, where important principles and values were taken on board during a special 
personal/community experience. 

 
The responses to 2 questions identified potential problems. 
 
Possible emotional manipulation:  While the majority of retreat teachers did not consider that there had been any emotional 
manipulation of students by teachers, especially in the group discussions, there were still 33% who considered that this has 
at times been a matter of concern.  This is consistent with this problem as identified by Tullio and Rossiter (2010A) where 
the emotional and intimacy needs of particular teachers seemed to distort their practical judgement in the group situation.  
They may have been more concerned with generating emotion and personal disclosures from the students to meet their 
own needs, rather than those of the students.  This became a problem when these teachers’ views of what constituted 
appropriate disclosures in the group discussions moved more in the direction of group therapy, which is more intensively 
personal than the general educational level of interactions that one would see as healthy in small group discussions on 
retreats.  It is not that personal comments in retreats were to be eschewed – they are appropriate and important for personal 
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and spiritual learning.  But there is always a need for care that this does not result in the emotional manipulation of 
students. 
 
Emotion and euphoria:  Tullio & Rossiter (2010A) argued a case for what was a ‘healthy’ expression of emotion and 
euphoria on retreats.  They considered that emotion generated as a natural ‘by-product’ of an educational process was 
appropriate and valuable.  This emotion could contribute to the sense of community and personal affirmation that were 
important aspects of personal learning on the retreat.  They also proposed, consistent with the earlier mentioned theory of 
retreat process, that at times young people can appropriate values/beliefs in the heightened personal experience of the 
retreat;  and when the emotion and euphoria declined after the event, a commitment dimension to those beliefs/values 
could remain (c/f Maslow’s theory of peak experience learning). 
 
The general conclusion proposed here is that personalism on retreats is not only healthy but an important contextual factor 
that promotes personal learning.  But caution is always needed so that the generation of personal interactions is appropriate 
and not manipulative.  It should never be forced by putting psychological pressure on young people to contribute at a 
personal level.  Personal interactions above all need a trusting, accepting environment of freedom. 
 
Attention to these issues would be an important part of training for retreat teachers. 
 
Follow up with students back at school:  37% of the teachers considered that there was not adequate follow up with 
students after the retreat.  The research was not able to probe this issue further to consider what sorts of follow up would be 
felt appropriate and helpful.  21% felt that there was adequate follow up.  The problematic nature of the issue was evident 
in that 42% of the participants were unsure. 
 
Follow up to the retreat could be considered under headings such as:- 
 

• Continuation of friendly relationships between staff and students so that the gains made in the quality of 
relationships during the retreat are not degraded;  also these gains should not be regarded as out of character with 
the way teachers and students are supposed to relate in the school context. 

• Opportunities for debriefing for students to confirm the valuable learnings that might have taken place during the 
retreat. 

• Possible harmonisation of issues considered on the retreat with the content of the formal school religion 
curriculum. 

• An opportunity to address any relationship or personal problems that surfaced on the retreat.  This might involve 
confidential individual counselling in a general way by teachers or in a more intentional, professional way by a 
designated school counsellor. 

• Follow-up prayer/reflection activities that might take the form of an optional twilight seminar etc. 
 
Just what would serve as appropriate follow-up would depend on the particular school, its resources, its teachers, and the 
time and context. 
 
B2.7   The personal level in small group discussions 
 
Group discussions were regarded as probably the most valuable activity within the early communitarian retreats (Firman, 
1968; McCarthy, 1974; Rossiter, 1975, 1978; Tullio, 2010).  Just how personal the groups needed to be became an issue 
then;  and this remains an issue for contemporary retreats.  Hence a detailed section of the questionnaire was devoted 
specifically to probing teachers’ and students’ thinking about the type and value of discussion groups.  This follows up 
some of the issues for personalism that were raised in the previous section.  With some justification, commentators could 
interpret the attention to this issue as excessive.  If the questionnaire were to be used again, the material in these two 
sections would need to be rationalised and cut back to avoid repetition. 
 
The starting view of this researcher was that while personal discussions are important and even central to valuable personal 
learning by students on the retreat, it is also an area where caution is needed so that discussions are free from any 
psychological pressure and any emotional manipulation (Tullio & Rossiter, 2010A).  From both personal and anecdotal 
evidence, the researcher considered that ‘telling your personal story’ has been over-emphasised both as a theme for 
retreats, and as a strategy for participating staff to stimulate personal discussion in groups.  At times, starting with a 
teacher’s personal story has appeared to be both artificial and stereotyped, or even contrived.  It is therefore of interest to 
see whether or not this view was reflected in the retreat teachers’ data.  Also, it will be important to see how the students 
responded to these same questions. 
 
At first sight, the data did not provide any substantial evidence of these problems.  Most of the retreat teachers did not 
register concern about them. 
 
The results for items D1 and D2 showed that a large majority of teachers affirmed that the sharing of personal views in 
small group discussions was a fundamentally important part of the retreat because it contributed to potential personal 
learning.  While 89% regarded personal discussion as important, 80% noted that students ‘needed’ to be able to contribute 
at this personal level.  This difference suggested that of those who affirmed the importance of personal discussion, there 
were some who would not regard this as a type of compulsory requirement for all students.  This seemed to acknowledge 
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that not all students would be ready or able to contribute at a personal level in all discussion groups. 
 
The results for item D3 showed that 64% of the teachers did not think that there was too great a pressure on young people 
to make personal disclosures in the discussion groups.  14% did consider that it was an issue, while a noticeable number 
(24%) were unsure of how to judge on this question.  This suggested that the majority of religion teachers did not see an 
excess of personalism as a problem in their experience of small discussion groups. 
 
Items D4 and D5, with 84% and 94% in agreement, showed that the large majority of the retreat teachers considered that 
their students and they themselves were comfortable with the level of personal sharing in discussion groups.  Again, this 
affirmed the view that personalism was not perceived as problematical. 
 
That there remains some ambiguity about potential problems with personal sharing was evident in the results for item D6.  
While 38% considered that small group discussion should be mainly focused on ‘self-disclosure’ or the ‘telling of your 
personal story’, an equal number disagreed.  The proportion of those who were unsure (25%) also showed that this was an 
item where the views were polarised.  This suggested that concurrent with the affirmation of the value of personal sharing, 
there was evidence that a number of the teachers were conscious of potential problems that might flow from too strong a 
focus on personal disclosures.  There might be potential for a conflict of purposes among retreat teachers about the place of 
personal disclosure in small group discussions.  Different retreat teachers might go to different lengths to promote personal 
disclosures.  This is a topic that would require further investigation and clarification in any retreat training program. 
 
By contrast, item D7 asked whether the main focus of discussion groups should be on social issues.  That 28% agreed 
while 39% disagreed, together with a large proportion (34%) who indicated uncertainty, suggested that there was 
considerable difference of professional opinion about what should be the principal purpose of the small discussion groups, 
and about the most appropriate content or focus.  This finding reinforces the suggestion about the need for further 
clarification of the purposes of the small group discussions.  An additional point that could be made here is to note that 
even where there might be a focus on social issues, this does not mean that the discussion is therefore impersonal.   There 
can well be personal interchanges in groups on a variety of topics without any necessary focus on the students’ own 
personal story. 
 
The results for item D8 showed that the majority of the retreat teachers affirmed the value of the teacher personal story 
telling strategy (84%).  This result was replicated in item D9 were 77% of participants did not believe that the personal 
story theme was over emphasised in the retreats.  Only 6% believed that it was.  The questionnaire was not able to gauge 
the frequency or commonness of the use of this strategy;  but the data showed that this group of retreat teachers considered 
it valuable and not problematical. 
 
The results for item D10 showed that the large majority of the retreat teachers (82%) considered that there should be no 
psychological pressure on young people to contribute or not at a personal level in the discussion groups.  This indicated an 
awareness of the need for personal freedom and a lack of any coercion as conditions for healthy personal sharing in groups. 
 
Items D11 to D15 were concerned with other aspects of the interactions in the small groups.  In item D11, 62% agreement 
indicated that many religion teachers accepted that a show of emotions in the small group discussion could be a normal 
part of the group interactions.  That 27% were unsure showed that there is still some ambiguity about this question. 
 
There had been anecdotal evidence of teachers who appeared to be manipulative by often having tears or hysteria in their 
group discussions, and regarding these as indicators of successful interactions (Tullio & Rossiter, 2010A).  In item D12, 
62% disagreed that becoming tearful was an indication of a good group discussion.  13% considered that it was a sign of a 
good discussion, while there was a large proportion unsure – 26%.  There was noticeable polarisation on this question. 
 
Item D13 was used to contrast with the items about tears and excess of emotion.  There was a good indication that laughter 
and humour were consistent with healthy group discussion, even though 13% disagreed and 19% were uncertain. 
 
The results for item D 14 showed an endorsement of the principle of confidentiality that the retreat teachers proposed for 
participation in the small group discussions (94%).   “What is said in the group should remain in the group”.  This principle 
supports the privacy of the students if and when they share personally about their own beliefs and values.  Tullio (2010) 
pointed out that this was an issue for the retreat teachers if and when disclosures by students might reveal personal 
problems or abuse that required mandatory reporting. 
 

That the retreat teachers had an understanding of the small group discussions as being generally educational and not 
psychotherapeutic was evident in the results for item D 15.  47% indicated that the small group was not regarded as a good 
place for discussing personal problems.  However, ambiguity about this issue is evident in that 28% agreed that it was an 
appropriate place for the discussion of personal problems and a further 25% indicated uncertainty. 
 

As far as the retreat teachers were concerned, the data in this section of the questionnaire showed positive endorsement of 
the educational and personal development value of personalism in small group discussions.  There was no evidence of 
alarm about potential problems, and retreat teachers showed awareness of the need for caution and respect related to 
personal freedom and privacy.  There was some evidence of ambiguity in interpreting just how personal the discussions 
ought to be, and about what strategies might be appropriate for catalysing personal discussion.  The personal dimension to 
group discussion continues to be a key area that needs clarification in retreat development and training programs. 
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B2.8   Some other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats 
 
Just as there is a contemporary prominence given to the ‘Catholic identity’ of Catholic schools, there is similarly an interest 
in the Catholicity or religiosity of retreats.  The difficulty here is not only in working out how Catholicity or religiosity 
might be identified and measured.  It also involves variation in understandings of what a spiritual/religious dimension is, 
and how this might relate to a more general personal dimension.  For these reasons, some may judge on the basis of overt 
Catholic religious behaviours like celebration of Eucharist, sacraments and formal prayer;  others may have a more holistic 
interpretation of personal and spiritual development that does not give the same weight to formal religious behaviour. 
 
While it was not possible to determine where the retreat teachers stood in relation to these issues, what the questionnaire 
data did show was that, overwhelmingly, the group considered that the retreat experience (whatever the debate might say 
about its religiosity) was valuable in both helping young people grow as persons and in enhancing their spirituality.  87% 
considered that the religious dimension was given appropriate attention during the retreats.   More than half considered that 
the retreat would help young people become more comfortable with their Catholic faith.  But there was also a high 
proportion who were unsure about this question (35%).  This ties in with ambiguity over the prominence of a new, secular, 
eclectic spirituality and how this relates to religion (Rossiter, 2010) 
 
The results in this section showed some ambiguity in the relationships between personal enjoyment and religiosity.  For 
example, 63% of the teachers considered that retreats should not be held if they were a little more than an enjoyable 
experience away with friends.  For them, it was a significant religious event;  but there was some polarity evident in this 
question.  71% considered that it was unnecessary to try to differentiate between levels of personal enjoyment and levels of 
spiritual/religious engagement;  they tended to see no conflict between the personal/enjoyment dimension and a religious 
dimension.  But there was polarisation on the question about not being concerned about how religious the retreat was, as 
long as the students were enjoying the experience. 
 
There was also polarisation on the question about the presence of a priest for celebration of Eucharist and Reconciliation.  
The questionnaire could not tap into the complexity behind the responses.  As considered in chapter A2, there were issues 
like:-  real problems with the availability of priests;  the suitability of some priests for retreat work which requires capacity 
for being comfortable with young people and for communicating with them freely, non-judgmentally and effectively. 
 
Collectively, the data in this section affirmed teachers’ views that a religious dimension was important for retreats and that 
adequate attention was given to it.  Retreats were considered to make a valuable contribution to young people’s spiritual 
and moral development.  Whether it is able to effectively communicate a clearer sense of Catholic identity and increased 
engagement with the local parish church, remains a problematical issue for some but not an issue for others.  The 
researcher’s interpretation of the thinking beneath the responses suggests that it is too great an expectation to put on the 
retreat to bring about change in personal Catholic identity and parish engagement.  These outcomes are determined on a 
much larger stage.  Retreats may be effective in doing what is possible in that context to promote young people’s spiritual 
and moral development;  but many outside factors come into play in affecting young people’s view of the church and their 
readiness to engage with it or not.  It would therefore, on these grounds, be inappropriate to try to judge the relevance and 
effectiveness of retreats in terms of any measurable contribution to Catholic identity and religious practice. 
 
B2.9   Potential issues and problems with retreats 
 
This section of the questionnaire examined a range of potential problems and issues that might arise during retreats.  
 
Initially, it checked some of the issues raised in previous sections providing triangulation in data.   For example, on the 
question of a relationship between enjoyment and spiritual dimensions of the retreat, just over 50% of respondents 
considered that this was not an issue – with 12% unsure and 35% noting that this was occasionally a problem. 
 
Items related to potential problems with personalism as noted earlier, included the following.  Only 20% considered that 
some sessions were too emotional and 23% that some activities appeared to be contrived or artificial.  Only 11% thought 
that too much emotion was sometimes generated intentionally.  Only 18% felt that some students experienced pressure to 
say something personal in group discussions.  Again, there was some ambivalence about the appropriateness of the 
discussion of personal problems in the small groups.  These findings are consistent with the earlier results which suggested 
that personalism was not perceived to be a problem in small group discussions. 
 
While there appeared to be general satisfaction with retreat venues, with appropriate facilities including places for quiet 
reflection, about 30% expressed concern about the quality of both the accommodation and the food, which had a bearing 
on student enjoyment. 
 
While about 30% indicated that student use of mobile phones, other electronic equipment and texting etc. created 
problems, there was not substantial evidence that these were perceived to be major difficulties.  Nevertheless, 60% 
indicated that students’ staying up late continued to pose a persistent problem. 
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B2.10   Levels of consensus about retreats in the whole school staff. 
 
There is anecdotal evidence that the timetabling and conduct of retreats may cause such disruption to the regular teaching 
program in the senior school that staff, particularly those not involved in retreats, tend to see them as not worth the trouble.  
This section included a number of items designed to see what the retreat teachers thought about this question. 
 
The majority of the teachers considered that there was a reasonable understanding of the purposes and practices of retreats 
on the part of all school staff, and they felt that there was a good level of staff consensus about the value and place of 
retreats in the senior school. 
 
However, the dispersion in the responses indicated diversity of opinion on these items.  The other characteristic of the data 
was that the items had high proportions of participants choosing the ‘not sure’ option – as if it was not clear what the rest 
of the staff really thought about retreats.  The first six items had the following percentages indicating uncertainty: –  48%, 
18%, 38%, 16%, 15%, 32%.  This suggested that it is difficult to determine what proportion of the whole school staff 
support and understand the purposes and practices of senior school retreats. 
 
Collectively, the results for the items in this section suggested that adequate information for all staff about the purposes and 
practices of retreats, together with efforts to minimise disruption to the school timetable may help in sustaining a high level 
of staff consensus about the value of retreats. 
 
B2.11   Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable 
 
Anecdotally, it is evident that staff involved in retreats, as well as those who are not, are aware of the difficulties that the 
planning, organisation and conduct of retreats cause for timetabling and classes at school.  It has usually been a matter of 
coping with the difficulties because of the important purposes of the retreats which justify that level of interruption. 
 
The results for the three items in this section showed that the majority of retreat teachers acknowledged and understand the 
problem of disruption at school caused by retreats, but they judged that these difficulties were not insurmountable, and they 
were worth negotiating because of the value of the retreats.  In particular, they were aware of the heavy demands made on 
both their time and energy by retreats.  It appeared that their commitment to the retreat movement included a readiness to 
take on board both the demands and stress that retreat work required for its efficient operation in the school. 
 
No doubt, whatever can be done to address the potential interruptions that retreats cause will help ensure their viability.  
Because it is inevitable that the retreats are going to cause some problems for timetabling and teaching at school, it is 
equally important to have a good consensus in the whole staff about the nature, purposes and value of retreats for senior 
school students.  This sort of commitment to the value of retreats will be necessary if the difficulties in timetabling are to 
be acknowledged, accepted and addressed. 
 
B2.12   Personal reflection on teachers’ own involvement in retreats 
 
As anticipated, a majority of the teachers surveyed (83%) agreed that the work in retreats seemed to go above and beyond 
the normal demands of school teaching because it is tiring, as well as physically and emotionally demanding.  What is their 
principal motivating factor to sustain such a commitment?  This was evident in the earlier data showing their interest in 
promoting the personal, spiritual and moral development of students;  and it was further endorsed in this section were 94% 
of the group indicated that it was the perceived value that the retreats held for the lives of their students that helped them 
feel that their commitments and personal efforts were worthwhile. 
 
It was also anticipated that the teachers (86%) considered that their work on school retreats enhanced their personal 
spirituality.  In the various retreat activities, and in their preparation, the retreat teachers valued the opportunities to reflect 
on spiritual/moral dimensions to life, together with implications for themselves – whether or not these implications were 
ever discussed with students. 
 
B2.13   Suggestions about retreat training and resourcing of retreats 
 
The retreat teachers who contributed to the study endorsed the need for more systematic training for staff who were to be 
involved in retreats (71%).  They also considered that there was a need for ongoing professional development opportunities 
for those who were experienced (78%). 
 
67% considered that schools needed their own documentation about retreats for informing parents and students.  46% 
considered that there was a need for more explicit material on the nature and purposes of retreats in diocesan religious 
education documents. 
 
Collectively, these results confirmed the view that professional development is important for staff who are going to 
participate in school retreats.  And it appears that explicit documentation about the content and processes of retreats is 
more important at school level than at diocesan level. 
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B2.14   Responses to the open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire 
 
The responses to open-ended questions focused on a number of issues that were already identified in the Likert scale items 
and discussed above.  Their value was in the direct and idiosyncratic way in which individuals themselves had an 
opportunity to voice their values and commitments, as well as concerns, about retreats. 
 
B2.15  Results of higher order statistical analyses 
 
This section discusses the results of higher order statistical analyses that looked at potential differences that may be related 
to gender, age, experience on retreats etc. 
 
Differences between the views of female and male retreat teachers 
 
As there were statistical differences less (than p < .05) for only 12 of the 152 items – 5 of which were about retreat 
activities (Table B1.16) – it was concluded that for this sample of retreat teachers there was no evidence of substantial 
differences in the way they responded to the questionnaire as a whole.  No attempt was made to investigate further 
potential differences according to gender together with either age or years of experience. 
 
Differences between the views of retreat teachers according to age cohorts 
 
The results of ANOVA and post hoc Scheffe tests for all 114 items, excluding the 38 items concerned with retreat 
activities, led to the general conclusion that overall there was no substantial evidence about significant differences in the 
views of retreat teachers according to age cohorts.  Significant differences in means at p < .05 level occurred for only 15 
items, with 2 being significant at the -001 level.  These two items were GP12 (An opportunity for students to be counselled 
on personal problems) and PL 14 (the usual school professional boundaries between staff and students can be maintained 
on retreats with no negative impact on the retreat process). 
 
Further inspection of the 15 items showed that for nine of these (Table B1.17), the statistically significant differences 
always involved the youngest cohort (20-30) contrasting with the oldest (50+), and or 40-50 groups.  This suggested that 
for some few aspects of thinking about retreats, there were differences between the thinking of the youngest and the oldest 
teachers.  In the next section, consideration will be given to the influence of years of experience on thinking about retreats.  
It will be interesting to see if a similar pattern of differences evident. 
 
Differences between the views of retreat teachers according to years of experience in retreat work 
 
The age cohorts defined in the questionnaire were:–  One year;  2 – 5 years;  6-10 years;  11-20 years;  More than 20 years. 
 
While in the previous section 15 items were identified where there were statistically significant differences in means 
according to age groups, when the ANOVA tests looked at cohorts according to years of experience, 28 items were 
identified showing experience-cohort effects at p<.05.  For only two items was there a significance level of p<.001.  These 
items were D7 (the main focus of small group discussion should be on social issues) and R4 (conducting retreats is tiring, 
and physically and emotionally demanding).  It is not surprising that the most experienced teachers registered higher means 
for item R4 – they have had long experience of the demands of retreat work. 
 
The ANOVA tests indicated that most of the differences in response patterns were across three areas – purposes, 
personalism in retreat process, and personal involvement of the teachers. 
 
It might well be expected that there would be variation in the thinking about retreats according to the level of experience of 
the teachers.  The survey results in part B1 .15 of the previous chapter have identified where these differences occur. 
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                Chapter C1 
The Non-Retreat Teachers’ Survey        
Presentation of data 
 
 
 
This chapter reports data from the survey of the views of teachers who were not involved in the conduct of retreats. 
 
C1.1   Characteristics of the sample 
 
Numbers of participants:  Teachers from 32 (43%) of the 75 schools that chose to participate in the research contributed 
responses.  159 usable data sets were recorded, but some respondents did not complete all of the questionnaire items.  In 
the results reported below, the tables show frequencies and percentages for those who responded to particular items, while 
those in the pie graph charts also show the number s and percentages where no answers were recorded.  Hence there are 
small differences in percentages as recorded in tables and charts, 
 
No significant differences between the views of male and female teachers:  113 (71%) of the respondents indicated that 
they were female and 40 (25%) male.   
 
t tests of differences in means for males and females showed that there were no statistical differences for all items with the 
exception of 4.  The p value for statistical difference for these 4 were:  GP1  p=.037;  GP4  p= .034;  GP15  p= .005;  RS3  
p= .031.  Given this finding and the relatively small size of the sample, no differences between the responses for males and 
females were investigated. 
 
Previous retreat experience:  87 (55%) had previously been involved at least minimally in the conduct of retreats 68 (43%) 
had not.  Given that more than half of the respondents had previous experience in retreats, it was initially evident that this 
was not a ‘pure’ sample of the thinking of teachers who have never conducted retreats – but a sample of the thinking of 
teachers currently not involved in retreats.  It was therefore likely that this non-retreat teacher group could well report the 
same views as the retreat teacher group.  But this proved not to be an issue, because independent t tests showed that in 54 
of the 57 items in the questionnaire there was no significant difference between the means of teachers who had never been 
to a school retreat and those who had.  The significance levels for differences in means for the three items were:- 

GP16 To promote some commitment to helping others in the community.  p = .02 
D6 The main focus of small group discussion should be on ‘self disclosure’ or telling your ‘personal story’.  p = .015 
D7 The main focus of small group discussion should be on social issues.  p = .027 

Given these results, no further attempt was made to differentiate between the views of those who had or had not been 
involved in school retreats. 
 
Of those who had experienced retreat, 26% had done this in their own school and 25% had experienced a school retreat at 
some of the school. 
 
Figure C1 shows the range of teaching experience of the teachers who participated in this survey. 
 
Table C1.1   Age range of the group of non-retreat teachers 
 

Age range Count Percentage 

20-30 26  16.4%   
31-40 31  19.5%   
41-50 43  27%   

51 or over 53  33.3%   
No answer  6  3.8%   
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Figure C1.1   Indicates the extent of experience of conducting retreats at the teachers’ current school 

Figure C1.2  Indicates the extent of experience of conducting retreats at another school. 

 
Figure C1.3   The Range of classes currently being taught by the non-retreat teachers 
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40% of the respondents considered that their own experience of retreats when they were at school had informed their views 
of current school retreats. 
 
Report of descriptive statistics data from the Likert scale items 
 
Colour coding of Questionnaire items 
Yellow Items unique to this questionnaire (non-retreat teachers) and 

not in the questionnaires for retreat teachers and students 
Green Items in common:-  retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 

Blue  Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, 
and  students 

 
Comparisons with data from the Retreat Teachers survey:  The main data presentation is from the descriptive statistics of 
the Likert scale items.  But in addition, the means and standard deviations from both the non-retreat teachers and retreat 
teachers have been included for comparison.  The retreat teachers’ means will be colour coded in pale green.  In addition, 
in the light of higher order statistical analysis using independent sample t tests, the items where there have been statistically 
significant differences in means (with a p level of less than .05) have been identified by including the p scores measuring 
the level of significance in differences, and these will be colour coded in pale mauve.  Further data on comparisons with 
the results from the retreat teachers’ survey will be made at the end of the presentation of descriptive statistics. 
 
C1.2   Place of retreats within Catholic school religious education 
 
Table C1.2 reports the data on non-retreat teachers’ views of the general place of retreats within Catholic school religious 
education. 
 
Table C1.2   The place of retreats within Catholic school religious education (views of non-retreat teachers)   Note the 
second set of means and standard deviations, coloured in green, are from the survey of those teachers who were involved in 
retreat work – for comparison. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
RP1  Retreats are 
an important part 
of a Catholic 
school’s overall 
religious education 
program. 

3 2% 3 2% 6 4% 46 32% 85 59% 91% 4.5 
SD  .85 
p=.007 

4.64 
SD  .58 

RP2  Retreats 
provide a more 
personal and 
reflective spiritual 
experience than 
can be achieved in 
classroom 
religious 
education. 

4 3% 3 2% 10 7% 43 30% 83 58% 88% 4.4 
SD .92 

p=.028 

4.57 
SD .77 

RP3  Retreats are 
a distinctive 
feature of 
Australian Catholic 
school education. 

2 1% 1 .7% 20 14% 56 39% 64 45% 84% 4.3 
SD .83 

 
4.3 

SD .8 
RP4  Retreats are 
highly regarded by 
the students. 

3 2% 10 7% 33 23% 57 40% 40 28% 68% 3.9 
SD .98 
p=.000 

4.2 
SD .8 

RP5  Retreats 
make a valuable 
contribution to 

2 1% 5 4% 14 10% 66 46% 56 39% 85% 4.18 
SD .85 
p=.005 
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young people's 
personal, social 
and spiritual 
development. 

4.4 
SD .63 

RP8  Because of 
various difficulties, 
the future place of 
retreats in Catholic 
schools remains 
uncertain. 

4 3% 33 23% 84 59% 21 15% 1 .7% 16% 2.9 
SD .71 

2.74 
SD .99 

RP9  Retreats are 
not worth having 
because what they 
achieve is not 
justified by the 
expense and loss 
of teaching time. 

60 42% 55 39% 15 11% 11 8% 2 1% 9% 1.9 
SD  .98 
p=.001 

1.55 
SD .87 

 
The data shows that the teachers not involved in retreat work very strongly endorse the religious purposes of retreats.  This 
includes: – an important place for retreats within religious education;  a more personal, reflective experience than can be 
achieved in the classroom;  the high regard for retreats by students; and a valuable contribution to young people’s personal 
social and spiritual development; and a distinctive feature of Australian Catholic school religious education. 
 
Figure C1.4  Retreats make a valuable contribution to young people’s personal, social and spiritual development.  The 
views of non-retreat teachers. 

 
Comparisons with the views of those who were involved in conducting retreats:  In table C2, the inclusion of means and 
standard deviations for the same questionnaire items as answered by those who are involved in retreat work, allows for 
some simple comparison between the responses of the two groups. 
 
In general, the pattern of the response for those who were not involved in retreats is similar to that for those who were 
involved in the conduct of retreats.  The mean scores for non-retreat teachers are lower than those for retreat teachers on 
the first five items (except for one where the means were the same).  This indicates lower positivity but not significantly 
lower. 
 
For item RP8, framed in the negative, there is less concern on the part of non-retreat teachers that because of various 
difficulties the future place of retreats in Catholic schools remains uncertain.  For the retreat teachers 36% chose the ‘not 
sure’ responses, while 59% of the non-retreat teachers chose that option. 
 
The other prominent difference was with item RP9, where 9% of the non-retreat teachers judged that retreats were not 
worth having because their achievements were not justified by the expense and loss of teaching time – whereas only 5% of 
the retreat teachers agreed with that statement.  This is in keeping with the general pattern of lower positivity than those 
involved in retreats as shown in 5 of the other items. 
 



RESEARCH ON RETREATS 

78 

Figure C5 illustrates diagrammatically the differences between the responses of the non-retreat teachers to the left and the 
retreat teachers to the right.  Whereas in the previous five items the non-retreat teachers had slightly less positive 
valuations of retreats, in RP8 it is the retreat teachers who seem more conscious of an uncertain future of retreats.  The 
non-retreat teachers were somewhat more conscious of the problems facing the future of retreats and the issue of whether 
or not the benefits outweigh the costs of retreats.  
 
Figure C1.5   Item RP8  Because of various difficulties, the future place of retreats in Catholic schools remains uncertain 

Non-retreat teachers’ views Retreat teachers’ views 

  
 
Figure C1.6  Item RP9  Retreats are not worth having because what they achieve is not justified by the expense and loss of 
teaching time 

Non-retreat teachers’ views Retreat teachers’ views 

  

 
C1.3   The general, practical purposes of senior school retreats. 
 
The data is reported in Table C3 
 
Table C1.3   Views of the general practical purposes of retreats, according to the sample of teachers who were not 
involved in the conduct of retreats, showing rank order of means. 
The items have been listed in an order of priority according to mean scores from 4.47 down to 3.03.  In turn, these have 
been colour coded into two groups with means between 4 and 5, and between 3 and 4.   
In addition, the rank given to that same item by the retreat teachers are provided after the non-retreat teacher ranking for 
comparison. 
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Table C1.3 1.  Strongly 
disagree 

2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 
agree 

Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 

Rank 
orders  

GP6  Provides 
an opportunity 
for reviewing life 
(thinking about 
the beliefs and 
values that 
affect personal 
life). 

2 1% 0 0% 4 3% 58 42% 75 54% 96% 4.47  
SD 695 
p =.04 

1  2 

4.59 
SD.52 

GP3  Provides 
students with an 
opportunity for 
personal and 
spiritual 
reflection. 

1 .7% 0 0% 6 4% 63 45% 70 50% 95% 4.44  
SD .65 
p =.002 

2  1 

4.62  
SD .49 

GP10  To give 
students the 
experience of 
‘time away’ 
from, and ‘time 
out’ from their 
normal life 
routines at 
home, school 
and socially. 

2 1% 4 3% 5 4% 62 45% 66 48% 93% 4.34  
SD.80 
p =.01 

3  3 

4.52 
SD .598 

GP11  To help 
students learn 
from sharing at 
a more personal 
level. 

2 1% 1 .7% 9 7% 70 50% 57 41% 91% 4.29  
SD .74 

 

4  4 

4.4  
SD .56 

GP4  Provides 
students with an 
opportunity to 
think about their 
relationship with 
God. 

2 1% 2 1% 11 8% 73 52% 52 37% 89% 4.22  
SD .77 
p =.018 

5  5 

4.39 
SD .61 

GP9  To give 
students an 
enjoyable 
experience 
away with their 
friends. 

2 1% 7 5% 10 7% 68 49% 52 37% 86% 4.16  
SD .87 

6  8 

4.25 
SD .74 

GP8  An 
opportunity to 
reflect on social 
justice issues. 

2 1% 5 4% 13 9% 68 49% 51 37% 86% 4.16  
SD .845 

7  13 

4.06 
SD .755 

GP5  Provides 
students with an 
opportunity to 
think about their 
relationship with 
Jesus. 

2 1% 2 1% 17 12% 72 52% 46 33% 85% 4.14  
SD .79 

8  9 

4.25 
SD .74 

GP18 The 
retreat is just as 
valuable for 
students who 
are not Catholic. 

1 .7% 6 4% 17 12% 66 48% 49 35% 83% 4.12  
SD .84 
p =.001 

9  6 

4.38 
SD .61 
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GP13  To 
provide time for 
personal prayer. 

2 1% 3 2% 11 8% 87 63% 36 26% 89% 4.09  
SD .74 

10  12 

4.13  
SD .72 

GP1  To give 
students a good 
experience of 
what it means to 
be in a 
community. 

2 1% 5 3.5% 10 7% 89 63% 35 25% 88% 4.06  
SD .77 

11  10 

4.19  
SD .63 

GP15  An 
opportunity for a 
more personal, 
engaging 
celebration of 
liturgy. 

2 1% 1 .7% 20 14% 81 58% 35 25% 83% 4.05  
SD .75 
p =.005 

12  7 

4.26  
SD .696 

GP2  The 
retreat 
community 
experience 
shows how 
people should 
be treated in a 
Christian 
community. 

2 1% 9 6% 10 7% 82 59% 37 26% 85% 4.02  
SD .85 

13  11 

4.14  
SD .71 

GP7  Provides 
an opportunity 
to think about 
one’s identity as 
a Catholic. 

2 1% 4 3% 18 13% 83 60% 32 23% 83% 4.00  
SD .78 

14  14 

4.03  
SD .77 

GP16  To 
promote some 
commitment to 
helping others in 
the community. 

4 3% 11 8% 29 21% 73 53% 22 16% 69% 3.71  
SD .93 

15  15 

3.74  
SD .82 

GP14  Time to 
get in touch with 
nature. 

2 1% 18 13% 36 26% 62 45% 21 15% 60% 3.59  
SD .96 

16  16 

3.61 SD  
.93 

GP12  An 
opportunity for 
students to be 
counselled on 
personal 
problems. 

12 9% 35 25% 39 28% 43 31% 10 7% 38% 3.03  
SD 1.1 
p =.021 

17  18 

2.77  
SD 1.09 

GP17  To 
encourage 
young people to 
become active 
members of 
their local 
parish. 

6 4% 33 24% 57 41% 37 27% 6 4% 31% 3.03  
SD .92 
p =.025 

18  17 

2.81 
SD .91 

 
The pattern of results in the table shows a distinct similarity with the same table for the data from the retreat teachers’ 
survey.  The same first 14 items are clearly differentiated from the bottom 4 in both tables.  The rank orders in each are 
very similar.  7 items had the same ranking, and a total of 15 of the total 18 items had a ranking difference of 2 places or 
less. 
 
All of the 14 general purposes in the first group were strongly endorsed by the non-retreat teachers. These included 
religious purposes like:- prayer and reflection; reflection about God and Jesus; participation in liturgy; Catholic identity.  
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Also strongly endorsed were personal development purposes such as: –  time away from the pressures of ordinary life; 
review of personal life;  enjoyable time away with friends. 
 
The non-retreat teachers also strongly supported the view that that the retreat was just as valuable a 
spiritual/religious/personal/community experience for students who are not Catholic as it was for Catholics. 
 
Moderate support was given to the purposes of promoting social engagement in the community and in getting in touch with 
nature. 
 
The purpose of encouraging young people to become active members of the local parish, and the purpose of being 
counselled on personal problems were not regarded as key purposes of the retreats, each with less than 40% agreement. 
 
C1.4   Selection of staff for retreat work 
 
Table C4 reports the data on the items concerned with criteria for the selection of staff for retreat work.  The added cells 
with green background report the mean and standard deviation for these same items in the retreat teachers’ survey. 
 
Table C1.4  
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
RS1  Selecting 
staff for 
participation in 
retreats is not a 
problem. 

7 5% 33 24% 46 33% 44 32% 8 6% 38%  3.3  
SD .1 

3.1   SD  
1.0 

p =.03 
3.3 

SD 1.1 

RS2  Criteria for 
judging what staff 
should participate 
in the retreat are 
clear. 

10 7% 36 26% 58 42% 29 21% 5 4% 25% 2.9   SD  
.95 

P =.000 
3..3 

SD 1.1 
RS3  I would feel 
uncomfortable 
about revealing 
aspects of my own 
personal/spiritual 
life to students if 
this was required 
of staff on retreats. 

19 14% 49 36% 22 16% 29 21% 19 14% 35% 2.9   SD 
1.3 

p =.000 

2.3 
SD 1.3 

 
38% of the non-retreat teachers considered that there is no problem related to the selection of staff for participation in 
retreats;  but a significant proportion, 29% considered that there is a problem and an even larger proportion 33% are unsure 
about the issue.  Also, only 25% considered that the criteria for judging appropriateness for Star participation were clear, 
with 33% considering that it is a problem. Again here there is a significant portion who are unsure of the issue – 42%. 
 
It is interesting to note that these are different from the views of the retreat teachers who have higher proportions believing 
that there are no significant problems in and around the selection of staff for involvement in retreat work. 
 
It is also interesting to note that a higher proportion of the non-retreat teachers expressed concern about potential problems 
with revealing aspects of their own personal/spiritual lives to students if this was required in retreat work (35% for non-
retreat teachers; 20% for retreat teachers). 
 
C1.5   Retreat processes:  Opportunities and potential problems and issues 
 
As shown in the coded numbers in the first column, this section of 14 questions has been compiled from across four 
sections of the retreat teachers’ survey.  They have to do with identification and evaluation of principal psychological 
dynamics in retreats, together with opportunities and potential problems within the retreat process.  To show comparisons 
with the responses of the retreat teachers to the same questions, the means and standard deviations from the retreat 
teachers’ survey have been included in the last column, coloured in green. 
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Table C1.5   Retreat processes:  Opportunities and potential problems and issues:  the views of non-retreat teachers. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
D2  Sharing at a 
personal level is 
one of the most 
valuable and 
influential aspects 
of retreats. 

1 .7% 10 7% 25 18% 71 52% 30 22% 74% 3.9   SD 
.86 

p=.003 
4.1  SD 

.79 
D3  There is too 
great an 
expectation that 
students reveal 
aspects of their 
personal lives. 

5 4% 58 42% 47 34% 21 15% 6 4% 19% 2.7   SD 
.92 

p=.007 
2.5  SD 

.86 
PL5  Sufficient 
information about 
the retreat was 
given to students 
beforehand. 

2 2% 9 7% 64 47% 51 37% 11 8% 45% 3.4   SD 
.79 

p=.000 
3.8   SD 

.88 
PL6  Parents were 
given adequate 
retreat information 
beforehand. 

1 .7% 7 5% 62 46% 54 40% 12 9% 49% 3.5   SD 
.76 

p=.000 
3.9   SD 

.82 
PL8  Staff do not 
tell students in 
advance about the 
content/activities 
of the retreat, 
giving the 
impression of 
some ‘secrecy’ 
about the retreat. 

3 2% 24 18% 74 54% 31 23% 5 4% 27% 3.08   
SD .8 

p=.000 

3.5   SD 
.93 

P10  The retreats 
enhance students’ 
relationships with 
other students. 

1 .7% 1 .7% 12 9% 76 55% 47 34% 89% 4.2   SD 
.69 

p=.042 
4.4  SD 

.57 
P11  The retreats 
enhance 
relationships 
between staff and 
students. 

1 .7% 1 .7% 14 10% 66 49% 54 40% 89% 4.3   SD 
.73 

p=.006 
4.4 

SD .55 
P13  Retreat staff 
appear to become 
too friendly with 
students. 

15 11% 66 48% 44 32% 8 6% 4 3% 9% 2.4   SD 
.87 

D6  The main 
focus of small 
group discussion 
should be on ‘self 
disclosure’ or 
telling your 
‘personal story’. 

10 7% 63 46% 40 29% 22 16% 2 2% 18% 2.6   
SDS .9 
p=.000 

3  SD 
.98 

D7  The main 
focus of small 
group discussion 
should be on 
social issues. 

1 .7% 30 22% 44 32% 59 43% 3 2% 45% 3.2   SD 
.85 

p=.000 
2.9  SD  

.89 
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P7  Students’ 
emotion and good 
feelings (euphoria) 
are valuable on 
retreats. 

1 .7% 4 3% 26 19% 85 62% 21 15% 75% 3.9   SD  
.72 

p=.000 
4.3  SD 

.69 
P9  Emotional 
manipulation of 
students by 
teachers on a 
retreat is of 
concern. 

22 16% 41 30% 41 30% 24 18% 9 7% 25% 2.7  SD 
1.14 

2.8  SD 
1.3 

O1  The religious 
dimension seems 
to get appropriate 
attention in 
retreats. 

2 2% 4 3% 36 26% 70 51% 25 18% 69% 3.8   SD 
.82 

p=.000 
4  SD 
.78 

O2  While the 
enjoyment level of 
retreats is high, 
the specifically 
religious 
dimension seems 
to be secondary. 

13 10% 59 43% 47 34% 14 10% 4 3% 13% 2.5   SD 
.91 

2.6  SD 
1.1 

O9  Retreats 
should not be held 
if they are little 
more than an 
enjoyable 
experience for 
students away with 
their friends. 

13 10% 36 26% 28 20% 47 34% 13 10% 44% 3.1   SD 
1.2 

p=.001 

3.5  SD  
1.15 

 
The data showed that the non-retreat teachers strongly supported the following views:- 
 

1. That sharing at a personal level was a most valuable psychological dynamic (74%). 
2. Retreats enhanced personal relationships among students (89%). 
3. They also enhanced relationships between students and teachers (89%). 
4. Healthy expression of emotion and euphoria was valuable in retreats (75%). 
5. The religious dimension of retreats was given adequate attention (69%). 

 
The adequacy of the religious dimension of retreats was also implied in their judgement that retreats should not be held if 
they are little more than an enjoyable experience (44% in agreement).  Their responses to previous items left no doubt that 
they considered the religious aspects of retreats to be both valuable and prominent. 
 
The one item exclusive to this section about whether retreat staff were appearing to become too friendly with students 
showed a strong negative response to the proposition with only 9% in agreement.  
 
The sample showed that opinions were divided about how adequate was the provision of information about retreats 
beforehand to both parents and students (percentages of agreement were 45%, 49% and 27%, with very high proportions 
choosing the unsure option (47%, 46% and 54%). 
 
In general, the pattern of response to this section paralleled the responses of the retreat teachers, but with the means being 
below those of the retreat teachers in 11 of the 13 items that were common to both questionnaires. 
 
C1.6   Levels of consensus or conflict about retreats in the whole school staff 
 
This section included the same eight items about whole school staff views about retreats as were used in the retreat 
teachers’ survey.  Means and standard deviations for the retreat teachers’ responses have been included in the last column, 
in green coloured cells for comparison. 
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Table C1.6   Levels of consensus or conflict about retreats in the whole school staff: the views of non-retreat teachers. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
C1  There is a 
good level of staff 
consensus about 
the value of 
retreats in the 
senior school. 

3 2% 9 7% 47 35% 57 42% 19 14% 56% 3.6  SD 
.89 

3.6 
SD .95 

C2 There is a poor 
staff 
understanding of 
the purposes and 
practices of 
retreats. 

12 9% 59 44% 39 29% 23 17% 2 2% 19% 2.6  SD  
.93 

2.6 
SD  1.0 

C4  A significant 
number of staff 
feel that retreats 
are not worth the 
loss of school time 
and the disruption 
to student 
learning. 

14 10% 49 36% 49 36% 20 15% 3 2% 17% 2.6  SD  
.94 

2.6 
SD .98 

C5  A significant 
number of staff 
think that retreats 
amount to little 
more than 
students having a 
good time away 
with their friends. 

14 10% 57 42% 44 33% 18 13% 2 2% 15% 2.5  SD  
.90 

2.5 
SD .95 

C6Supervision of 
classes back at 
school and ‘catch 
up’ with classes by 
retreat teachers 
cause stress 
and/or friction. 

6 4% 46 34% 27 20% 49 36% 7 5% 41% 3  SD  
1.05 

2.9 
SD 1.1 

C7  Some staff like 
attending and 
participating at 
retreats. 

1 .7% 0 0% 14 10% 79 59% 41 30% 89% 4.2  SD  
.67 

P<.001 
4.4 

SD .6 
C8  Some staff will 
avoid attending 
retreats if they 
can. 

1 .7% 8 6% 28 21% 72 53% 26 19% 72% 3.8  SD 
.83 

3.9 
SD .9 

 
Key findings about the views of the non-retreat teachers included the following: – 
 

• 56% considered there was a good level of staff consensus about the place of retreats in the school. 
• Only 19% noted that there was a poor staff understanding of the purposes and practices of retreats. 
• 46% disagreed that there were significant numbers of school staff who felt the retreat was not worth the disruption 

to regular student learning. 
• 52% disagreed that significant numbers of school staff thought about the retreats mainly students going away to 

have a good time with their friends. 
• 41% considered that retreats caused friction in relation to class supervision back at school. 
• While 89% considered that some staff liked attending and participating in retreats, 72% noted that there are also 

staff who would avoid attending retreats if they could. 
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The pattern of responses on the part of non-retreat teachers about the level of staff consensus about retreats closely 
paralleled the pattern from the retreat teachers. For four of the seven items in common they had the same means with 
slightly higher standard deviations for the retreat teachers’ results.  For the final three items one had a slightly higher mean 
for the non-retreat teachers and the other two the retreat teachers’ means were slightly higher. 
 
C1.7   Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable 
 
The means and standard deviations for the same items in the retreat teachers’ questionnaire have been included in the final 
column in green cells. 
 
Table C1.7   Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable:  The views of non-retreat 
teachers. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
F1 It is 
increasingly 
difficult to ensure 
security and 
adequate 
supervision of 
retreats. 

9 7% 44 33% 48 36% 26 19% 7 5% 24% 2.8  SD  
.99 

2.7 
SD 1.12 

F2  Retreats cause 
much 
organisational 
difficulty for 
supervision both 
on the retreat and 
back at school. 

8 6% 39 29% 29 22% 47 35% 11 8% 43% 3.1  SD 
1.1 

2.93 
SD 1.1 

F3  The retreat 
makes a heavy a 
demand on the 
time and energy of 
the staff who 
conduct them. 

1 .7% 7 5% 15 11% 67 50% 44 33% 83% 4.1  SD  
.85 

p=.018 
3.94 

SD 1.0 

 
The results for fees three items closely parallel the results in the retreat teachers’ survey.  The means for the non-retreat 
teachers were slightly higher than those for the retreat teachers. 
 
Only a minority of the non-retreat teachers (24%) considered that it is increasingly difficult to ensure security and adequate 
supervision at retreats.  43% acknowledged that retreats do cause organisational difficulty for supervision both on the 
retreat as well as back in the school.  However, 83% acknowledge that the retreats make substantial demands on the time 
and energy of the staff who conduct them.   
 
C1.8   Suggestions about retreat training and resourcing of retreats 
 
The means and standard deviations for the same items in the retreat teachers’ survey are included in the last column in 
green cells for comparison. 
 
Table C1.8   Suggestions about retreat training and the resourcing of retreats:  The views of non-retreat teachers. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
T1  There is a 
need for more 
systematic training 
for staff who are to 
be involved in the 
conduct of 
retreats. 

1 .7% 12 9% 42 31% 59 44% 20 15% 59% 3.6  SD  
.87 

3.8 
SD .89 
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T4  The school 
needs its own 
explicit 
documentary 
information about 
retreats for parents 
and students. 

1 .7% 20 15% 43 32% 57 43% 13 10% 53% 3.5  SD 
.89 

3.7 
SD  .85 

 
59% of the group (compared with 71% of retreat teachers) identified the need for more systematic training for those who 
are to be involved in retreat work. 
53% of non-retreat teachers (compared with 67% of retreat teachers) considered that schools needed their own 
documentation about retreats for the information of parents and students. 
 

C1.9   Responses to the open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire 
 

Detailed responses were received from 19 non-retreat teachers.  The themes evident in these comments paralleled those in 
the written responses to the retreat teachers’ questionnaire. 
 

The following is an example of general comments on a range of issues related to the operation of retreats in the school.  It 
is presumed the value of retreats and pointed out issues that need to be kept in mind in retreat training and in the conduct of 
retreats. 
 

I feel that retreats (as opposed to camps) are specialised areas which require specialised training and instruction.  I 
object to the expectation that a teacher needs to speak about their own spirituality or religious beliefs to the students in 
order to elicit a response or stimulate discussion.  Too much probing of student life issues often leads to the student 
being left with a set of unresolved problems and a sense of having exposed themselves for a fleeting sense of relief or 
recognition.  There is no possibility of follow up and sometimes this can be damaging.  Retreats cannot be used as 
pseudo counselling/group therapy sessions.  The purpose of retreats needs to be made explicit to parents, students and 
staff and appropriate time dedicated to planning specific workshops tailored to meet these aims.  Only staff trained in 
delivering these workshops should be required to attend and they should be remunerated or recompensed in some way 
for attending.  They are on call 24/7 and receive no recognition for this.  With the heavily increased demands on 
teachers' workloads,  it is unreasonable and bordering on exploitative to expect teachers to attend retreats without 
adequate recompense of some sort E.g. day/s off in lieu, extra payment, release from extra-curricular involvement, 
reduction in extras, etc.  The retreat model needs to change to meet the needs of 21st C students and teachers, currently 
it operates much as it did in the 1970's. 

 

Teachers who attend retreats, especially those overnight, should be given a day off in lieu to ensure fairness is 
maintained. 

 

A number of submissions endorsed the value of retreats. 
 

The retreats enable a deep level of spiritual growth and development for both students and staff.  Retreats build 
community within a senior cohort and promote friendships and understanding. 

 

I think retreats are worthwhile and worth persevering with. 
 

Which staff should participate on school retreats?  And what should be the focus of their contributions? 
 

Retreats are difficult logistically and that there are some staff in many schools who would not go on retreats.  Frankly, 
they shouldn't go because those who are forced to go do nothing but bring a negative feel to the whole experience.  
Despite the challenges in planning and organising retreats, they are invaluable in their contribution to the faith 
development and self-development of students. 

 

All staff should be given the opportunity to participate in the retreats, not just those who teach that year level.  All staff 
need to be informed on the value and process of retreats before they are held so that an opportunity for 
input/participation is available. 

 

Retreats are very valuable WHEN DONE WELL BY PEOPLE WHO ARE WILLING TO OPEN THEMSELVES UP 
THE EXPERIENCE.  Many staff are reluctant or make excuses not to attend, placing a heavier burden on those that 
do - much like a lot of things that happen at schools.  Retreats have the power to be transforming events for individuals 
and cohorts 

 

(This submission commented on problems with the approach being followed). 
The main problems I see with retreats, both as a past full time retreat worker with a religious order and as a classroom 
teacher in schools for 12 years full time, are  that the responses of staff on retreats all come from a lack of real 
expertise in the area.  Since the religious orders stopped running the senior retreats and the teachers started running 
them themselves, there has been evidence of teachers 'grandstanding' on retreats, using the platform to tell over and 
over the pain of their own lives.  There has been the dissolution of the retreat into a community-morale boosting event 
- organised in groups of over 80 which are very difficult to run without loss of the immediacy and engagement for 
each of the participants...and a general mismatch of programming such that the essential rise and fall of the retreat, 
whereby students experience more of themselves and then celebrate all of that self-revelation in the Eucharist or some 
other form of liturgy is not being supported.  Teachers are taking their same ego-driven style into retreats that I have 
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seen and meeting their own needs in the space rather than truly planning from a space of emptiness and prayerfulness, 
guided by premises that work in this particular area of catholic youth ministry. 

 

A system needs to be in place so that if students disclose personal information, that they later regret when back at 
school, they are supported.  Staff need to be specifically trained in how to empathise, without making themselves 
vulnerable 

 

Every Catholic School MUST have a night watchman/security to ensure the safety of students.  How God is revealed 
to us and is present to us must be a focus.  Staff who attend retreats must be ‘balanced' and mentally stable and 
preferably Catholic themselves otherwise the process is futile.  A debrief upon return is necessary.  Protocol for 
dealing with students whose stories inform us they are 'at risk'. 

 

Comments about the need for a more spiritual and religious focus 
 

Retreats need to become more spiritual and focus on prayer 
 

(This comment focused on the testimony or witness of the staff members) 
It concerned me some years ago that the (extra-staff) presenter of a year 11 Retreat began the event by downplaying 
the reality of the Christian life.  From there it was downhill as the students picked up the 'vibe' and a very secular event 
transpired.  It makes it harder for the Christians (Catholic and non-Catholic) amongst the student body to make a 
genuine contribution to discussion - they are likely to just clam up.  A focus on "where you are at personally" has been 
part of RE from year 7.  By year 11, students should be challenged, by the counsel and testimony of retreat leaders for 
whom a real Christian faith has made a difference in their life, to think outside themselves and look at the bigger 
picture.  Doesn't mean presenters have to be people like tele-evangelists who have (supposedly) got it all worked out, 
but they can feasibly be people who have been through hard times and been strengthened by their faith.  The sort of 
people that the occasional 'Australian Story' or 'Compass' programme focusses on. 

 

C1.10   Higher order statistical analyses of differences in means compared with the retreat teachers’ survey 
 

Inspection of the means for non-retreat teachers and retreat teachers showed that for the 54 items common to each 
questionnaire, the means for retreat teachers were higher and more positive with only 4 exceptions.  This took into account 
where the items were phrased in the negative – here a higher mean would be less positive. 
 

The five exceptions were as follows where the non-retreat teacher means were higher:- 
GP8.  An opportunity to reflect on social justice issues.   Difference of .1 
GP12  An opportunity for students to be counselled on personal problems. Difference of .26  p=.021 
GP17.  To encourage young people to become active members of their local parish.  Difference of .12 p=.025 
D7  The main focus of small group discussion should be on social issues  Difference of .3     p= .000 
 

The conclusion: The pattern in the non-retreat teachers’ responses was similar to that of the retreat teachers.  But all of the 
retreat teacher items were more positive in their valuations, apart from the 4 exceptions.  Independent sample t tests 
showed that in 30 of the items the differences in means were statistically significant at the .05 level.   Of these 30, 15 were 
significant at or below the .001 level.  This indicates that for just over half the items, the differences were statistically 
significant, with higher positivity registered by the retreat teachers. 
 

The list below shows where the statistically different items were grouped: 
C1.2   Place of retreats within Catholic school religious education 
Differences in means that were statistically different at .05 level were found for 5 of the 7 items.  RP1, 2, 4*, 5*, and 9*.  
The 3 items with asterisks were significant at or below the .001 level. 
 

C1.3   The general, practical purposes of senior school retreats. 
Differences in means that were statistically different at .05 level were found for 8 of the 18 items.  GP3, 4, 6, 10, 12, 15, 
17, and 18*.  The item with the asterisk was significant at the .001 level. 
 

C1.4   Selection of staff for retreat work 
Differences in means that were statistically different at .05 level were found for all 3 items.  RS1, 2*, and 3*.  The 2 items 
with an asterisk were significant below the .001 level. 
 

C1.5   Retreat processes:  Opportunities and potential problems and issues 
Differences in means that were statistically different at .05 level were found for 12 of the 14 common items.  D2, D3, 
PL5*, PL6*, PL8*, P10, P11, D6*, D7*, P7*, O1*, 09*.   The 8 items with an asterisk were significant at or below the 
.001 level. 
 

C1.6   Levels of consensus or conflict about retreats in the whole school staff 
Differences in means that were statistically different at .05 level were found for 1 of the 7 items.  C7*.  It was also 
significant below the .001 level. 
 

C1.7   Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable 
There were no significant differences in means for these 3 items. 
 

C1.8   Suggestions about retreat training and resourcing of retreats 
A difference in means that was statistically different at .05 level was found for 1 of the 2 items.  T4. 
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                Chapter C2 
The Non-Retreat Teachers’ Survey        
Discussion of the meaning and 
significance of the results 
 
 
 
This chapter interprets the meaning and significance of the results of the survey of the views of teachers who were not 
involved in the conduct of retreats. 
 
C2.1   The characteristics of the sample 
 
Gender, age and experience: 159 teachers from 32 schools contributed to the survey of the views of teachers who were not 
involved in retreats.  It was disappointing to get such a small sample from a large group of schools.  71% of the 
respondents were women.  Just over 100 were teaching across years 7 – 12, with the remainder teaching at years 11 – 12 
level.  16% were less than 30 years of age; 20% between 31 and 40; 27% between 41 and 50 and 33% over 50. 
 
Experience of retreats:  Given that 55% of the non-retreat teachers had previously been involved in retreat work, either at 
their own school or at another school, this sample represented the teachers not involved in retreat work at the time of the 
survey.  But it included a subgroup of 45% who had never experienced school retreats.  Nevertheless, t tests of differences 
between means showed that there were no significant statistical differences between their responses in all items, with only 
three exceptions.  Hence, the report of the results of descriptive statistics did not need to differentiate the views of the two 
subgroups.  A larger sample would have been needed to test for significant differences. 
 
General pattern in the responses compared with those of the retreat teachers:  The pattern of response from the whole 
sample was similar to that of the retreat teachers.  In all but 4 of the 54 items in common with the retreat teachers, the 
retreat teachers recorded higher means, signalling greater positivity (including score reversals for items phrased in the 
negative).  On inspection the differences in means were noticeable and when independent sample t tests were carried out 
the analysis showed that the differences were statistically different at the 05 level for 30 of the items, with 15 also being 
significant at or below the .001 level. 
 
The results showed that, just as did the retreat teachers, the majority of those teachers not involved also indicated positive 
valuations of retreats.  But as could be anticipated, those who conducted retreats were more positive in their judgments. 
 
It is possible that the non-retreat teachers who were prepared to complete the questionnaire would be more likely to be 
those who thought favourably about retreats.  Whereas staff who were opposed to retreats would not be as likely to 
volunteer their time to participate in the survey.  It was not possible with this limited sample to judge whether or not in 
some schools there was a difference in staff appreciation of retreats that would be problematic. 
 
C2.2   Views about the place of retreats within Catholic school religious education 
 
For this section, as stated generally above, the pattern of response of the non-retreat teachers mirrored that of the retreat 
teachers.  For all of the items except one, the scores indicated positivity about retreats, but not as positive as were the 
retreat teachers. 
 
Nevertheless, the collective data showed that staff not involved in retreats had a high regard for their contribution to young 
people’s religious education in Catholic schools.  They believed that the retreat provided a valuable opportunity for 
personal reflection and was likely to make a useful contribution to their spiritual, moral and social development.  They 
endorsed the valuable place of retreats within Catholic secondary schools. 
 
On the question about whether or not the costs and disruption to the school timetable outweighed the value of the retreats, 
they were more negative than the retreat teachers – again as might be expected.  However, on the question of uncertainty 
about how mitigating factors might create problems for the future of retreats, they were less negative than the retreat 
teachers.  Perhaps the retreat teachers’ direct involvement in the work made them more acutely aware of the personal cost 
of retreat work.  The data also showed evidence that there was a concern amongst both retreat and non-retreat teachers 
about securing a future for retreats within Catholic secondary schools in Australia. 
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As far as the views of this sample were concerned, there is no evidence of a significant difference or a gulf between the 
views of those who were involved in retreat work and other teachers who were not.  Both groups strongly endorsed the 
aims, purposes and practices of retreats – even though there were differences in mean scores as noted earlier. 
 
C2.3   The general, practical purposes of senior school retreats. 
 
As with the retreat teachers’ survey, this section examined a set of 18 aims and purposes for senior school retreats.  The 
analysis not only showed the high level of affirmation of practically all of the stated purposes for retreats, it also indicated 
a rank order according to means. 
 
The views of the non-retreat teachers were similar to those of the retreat teachers – again with less positivity.  The rank 
orders for these items in both surveys were almost the same. 
 
It is important to note that the non-retreat teachers, similar to their retreat teacher colleagues, had a high regard for both the 
religious and the personal development purposes of the retreat.  They considered that the experience was equally valuable 
for students who were not Catholics. 
 
The comments made in interpreting the data on the practical purposes of retreats in the retreat teachers’ survey are relevant 
here, and will not be repeated. 
 
The results here confirmed the earlier data that there is continuity and consistency between the views of retreat teachers 
and non-retreat teachers about the nature, purposes and practices of retreats.  This is good news for the future prospects of 
retreats in Catholic secondary schools.  Whether surveys across whole school staff groups would show the same level of 
consistency and coherence is yet to be determined. 
 
C2.4   Selection of staff for retreat work 
 
There were differences in the responses to these items by the non-retreat teachers, compared with those from retreat 
teachers.  38% indicated that the selection of staff for retreat work was not a problem, and while a smaller proportion 
(25%) considered that there was clarity in the criteria for selection, both of these questions showed that there were still a 
significant number of respondents who either disagreed or who were unsure.  This indicated that these two questions 
remain issues for the recruitment of staff for retreat work.  As noted in chapter B2, this suggests the need for greater 
transparency about the recruitment of staff and also about the expectations of staff participation in the retreats, as well as 
expectations of the qualities and skills that teachers might bring to retreat work. 
 
The non-retreat teachers registered a larger concern (35% as opposed to 20%) about a readiness to share at a personal level 
with students.  There was also polarisation on this question.  These results highlighted the critical and at times 
controversial issue of ‘personalism’ as a key aspect of retreat work – both important for the success of the retreats while at 
the same time being a potential problem area (c/f the discussion in chapters B2 and D2). 
 
C2.5   Retreat processes:  Opportunities and potential problems and issues 
 
This section of 14 questions was devised as an opportunity to compare and contrast the views of retreat teachers and non-
retreat teachers on a range of psychological processes at work in retreats, as well as about potential problem areas.  The 
items were selected from across four sections in the retreat teachers’ survey. 
 
In general, the overall pattern of response across the 14 items for the non-retreat teachers paralleled that for those similar 
items in the retreat teachers’ survey.  However, the mean scores for the non-retreat teachers were consistently lower than 
those recorded by the retreat teachers – in 11 of the 14 items.  One item was exclusive to the non-retreat teachers’ survey.  
In two items, the non-retreat teachers had higher means than the retreat teachers. 
 
The non-retreat teachers strongly affirmed that sharing at a personal level was one of the most valuable and influential 
processes in retreats.  But their total level of agreement was down from that of the retreat teachers.  Correspondingly, they 
reflected a higher level of concern that there was too great an expectation that students reveal aspects of their personal lives 
– even though this amounted to only 19% agreement with that item.  There was a lower level of concern than that 
registered by the retreat teachers about whether the main focus of small group discussion should be on self-disclosure or 
telling your own personal story (18% in agreement, with 29% unsure).  A higher proportion, 45% (with 32% unsure) felt 
that the main focus of small group discussion should be on social issues.  The discussion of these questions in the retreat 
teachers’ survey is equally pertinent here and will therefore not be repeated. 
 
The conclusion drawn is that, like the retreat teachers, the non-retreat teachers regarded personalism as a valuable part of 
retreats and they did not see it as a noteworthy problem. 
 
In the two items concerned with provision of explanatory information beforehand to students and parents, the non-retreat 
teachers were less affirming than the retreat teachers about the adequacy of this provision.  The levels of agreement were 
about 50%.  But it was notable that both of these items showed high levels of uncertainty (47% and 46%).  They were less 
concerned than retreat teachers about the impression of maintaining some ‘secrecy’ about details of retreat activities so as 
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not to compromise their novelty during the retreat.  For this item, more than half of the non-retreat teachers chose “not 
sure”.  The conclusion proposed here is that, similar to the views of the retreat teachers, the provision of information about 
retreats for parents and students was adequate, even though there is the potential for problems in some instances. 
 
The non-retreat teachers affirmed the community/friendship dimension of retreats, with 90% indicating that they believed 
the retreats helped enhance relationships between students, and between staff and students.  They also affirmed a natural 
place for healthy emotion and euphoria on retreats (75%) as well as confirming the appropriate attention to the religious 
dimension (69%).  Only 13% considered that the enjoyment dimension on retreats eclipsed the religious dimension.  
Similar to the retreat teachers, they did not see the potential emotional manipulation of students by teachers in small groups 
as a concern (25% did register concern, with 30% unsure). 
 
As noted in chapter B2, Tullio (2010) raised concern about the intentions and actions of some retreat teachers to promote 
an unnecessary familiarity with students, sometimes suggesting that they call the retreat teachers by their first names.  
There was one item on this question in this section – about whether retreat staff appeared to be becoming too friendly with 
students.  The judgement of the non-retreat teachers was in the negative.  Only 9% agreed with this proposition, with 59% 
disagreeing and 32% unsure.  From their perspective, it appeared that the normally accepted boundaries and proprieties 
governing the relationships between teachers and students at school were not being compromised on the retreats.  And they 
confirmed that retreats enhanced staff-student relationships. 
 
As far as the future of retreats was concerned, 44% of the non-retreat teachers considered that the retreat should not be held 
if they were a little more than an enjoyable experience for students with their friends.  Similar to the religion teachers, they 
considered that the retreats did not fall into this category. 
 
C2.6   Levels of consensus or conflict about retreats in the whole school staff 
 
This section was included in the non-retreat teachers’ survey specifically to test their views about whether there was 
consensus and/or potential conflict about retreats on the part of the whole school staff.  It provided an opportunity to 
compare and contrast their views with those of the retreat teachers.  Having a degree of consensus about the value and 
implementation of retreats would be crucial for the continuation of retreats in a school, and in the long term, for their 
survival and growth within Catholic education systems. 
 
Of the seven items in common with the retreat teachers’ survey, four had the same means;  in the other three, the means 
were close.  This indicated that the responses of the non-retreat teachers about whole staff views and attitudes regarding 
retreats were like a mirror image of those of the retreat teachers.  Both groups had similar estimates of the situation in their 
schools. 
 
The data acknowledged that the timetabling and staff involvement in retreats inevitably caused disruptions to the regular 
teaching program.  But this was regarded as acceptable and worth enduring, given the distinctive value of the retreats for 
the students. 
 
The comparable results from non-retreat teachers indicated a good understanding of the purposes and practices of retreats 
on the part of all school staff, and that there was a healthy level of staff consensus about the value and place of retreats in 
the senior school.  This was the case, even though the data (with high levels of participants choosing the ‘unsure’ option) 
also showed that these questions will continue to be a source of difficulty that needs to be addressed for retreats to continue 
effectively in Catholic secondary schools.  A high level of school staff consensus about the value of retreats is an essential 
ingredient. 
 
C2.7   Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable 
 
The non-retreat teachers’ responses about the future viability of retreats in the school timetable closely paralleled those of 
the retreat teachers.  In all cases, the means for the non-retreat teachers were higher.  For example, 83%, compared with 
69% of the retreat teachers, acknowledged that the retreat made a heavy demand on the time and energy of staff.  So, there 
was no evidence in this survey that the costly commitments of the retreat teachers were not identified, understood and 
appreciated by the teachers who were ‘back at school’.  Apparently, the school staff seemed to have a good idea of what 
that commitment entailed. 
 
As noted in chapter B2, there was a perception that the school staff as a whole acknowledged and accepted the difficulties 
created in the timetable because the important purposes of retreats justified that level of interruption. 
 
Whether or not this finding would be the same for a much larger sample of non-retreat teachers, or for the whole staff in 
particular schools is yet to be determined. 
 
C2.8   Suggestions about retreat training and resourcing of retreats 
 
The non-retreat teachers responded to the items in this section in a similar fashion to the retreat teachers although the 
means were somewhat lower.  They endorsed the need for more systematic training for staff who were to be involved in 
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the conduct of retreats (59%).  53% considered that schools needed their own particular documentation about retreats for 
informing parents and students. 
 
Similar to the conclusions drawn in chapter B2, the non-retreat teachers endorsed the need for professional development 
for those who were going to conduct retreats at senior school level.  And they supported the need for explicit 
documentation about the content and processes of retreats for parents and students. 
 
C2.9   Responses to the open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire 
 
Generally, the responses to open-ended questions picked up on the same issues which had been identified in the Likert 
scale items.  Their value was in the direct and idiosyncratic way in which individuals themselves had an opportunity to 
voice their views and concerns about retreats. 
 
C2.10   Higher order statistical analyses of differences in means compared with the retreat teachers’ survey 
 
This section of the data chapter tested for statistical differences between the means for all common items in the retreat and 
non-retreat teachers’ surveys.  That there were 30 of the 54 items where there was a statistical difference at the .05 level 
highlighted the expected greater positivity in the views of those teachers involved in retreats, compared with the views of 
those who were not.  Comments were made about these differences at the beginning of this chapter. 
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                Chapter D1 
The Student Survey           
Presentation of data 
 
 
 
The survey of the views of senior school students on retreats 
 
D2.1    Characteristics of the sample 
 
There were 1538 records entered for the online survey.  Not all of the records had a full set of data – hence the numbers 
completing the different items varied from item to item.  The percentages for Likert scale items are percentages of the 
responses for that item, whereas the percentages in the pie charts are slightly different because they are percentages of the 
number of records, including incompletes.  1415 entered a school code for their response. 
 
777 (54%) indicated that they were females and 654 (46%) males. 
 
1034 (72%) indicated that they were year 12 students, 407 (28%) as year 11 students and there were three who registered 
as past pupils. 
 
Table D1 illustrates the signified religious affiliation of the students. 
 
Figure D1.1  Indicated religious affiliation of the students 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For this item, 73% identified as Catholics. 10% as other Christian denomination. 3% were from a non-Christian religion, 
and 13% indicated that they did not identify with any religion. 
 
Schools represented:  Of the 1415 who completed the school identifier item, 70 identified coded numbers representing 
particular schools (confidentiality has been maintained).  Of this number, 23 individual responses showed incorrect 
numbers not related to any school;  their contributions were retained as a valid.  This left contributions identified as related 
to 47 different schools.  However, of this number 18 schools had only one or two students contributing responses.  This left 
29 schools that made substantial contributions to the overall number of responses.  The largest response from any school 
was 138. Two others had 129 and 113. 
 
Colour coding of Questionnaire items 
Yellow Items unique to this students’ questionnaire and not in the 

questionnaires for retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 
Blue  Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, 
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and  students 
Grey Items in common:  retreat teachers, and  students 
 
D1.2   Students’ views about the place of retreats within Catholic school education 
 
Table D1.1  Students’ views about the place of retreats within Catholic school education 
Note the second set of means and standard deviations, coloured in green, are from the survey of those teachers who were 
involved in retreat work – for comparison.  For all 4 items, the student means were lower than those of the retreat teachers, 
and independent sample t-tests confirmed that the difference in means for students and retreat teachers were all statistically 
significant at the <.001 level. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & Std 
deviation 

RP1  Retreats are an 
important part of a 
Catholic school’s 
overall religious 
education program. 

47 3% 76 6% 163 12% 687 50% 414 30% 80% 
 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

3.97 SD 
.97 

4.64 
SD  .58 

RP2  Retreats 
provide a more 
personal and 
reflective spiritual 
experience than can 
be achieved in 
classroom religious 
education. 

51 4% 64 5% 99 7% 522 38% 651 47% 85% 
 
 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

4.2  SD 
1.0 

4.57 
SD .77 

RP4  Retreats are 
highly regarded by 
the students. 

56 4% 95 7% 233 17% 584 42% 419 30% 72% 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

3.88 SD 
1.05 
4.2 

SD .8 
RP5  Retreats make 
a valuable 
contribution to young 
people's personal, 
social and spiritual 
development. 

52 4% 77 6% 174 13% 690 50% 393 28% 78% 
 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

3.93 SD 
.98 

4.4 
SD .63 

 
The data, as illustrated diagrammatically in figures D2 – D5, confirms a high student regard for the value of retreats as 
special opportunities for reflection and that it is not possible within the normal school religious education program. 
 
Figure D1.2.  Retreats are an important part of a Catholic school’s overall religious education program. 
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Figure D1.3  RP2  Retreats provide a more personal and reflective spiritual experience than can be achieved in classroom 
religious education 

 
Figure D1.4   Retreats are highly regarded by the students 

 
 
Figure D1.5  Retreats make a valuable contribution to young people's personal, social and spiritual development 
 



RESEARCH ON RETREATS 

96 

D1.3   How the general, practical purposes of senior school retreats are rated by students 
 
Table D1.2  Views of students about the general, practical purposes of senior school retreats in rank order of preference. 
The items have been listed in an order of priority according to mean scores from 4.35 down to 2.91.  In turn, these have 
been colour coded into three groups with means between 4 and 5, and between 3 and 4, and less than 3.   
In addition, in the final column, the rank order of that item for the students is followed the rank orders for the same items 
by retreat teachers and the non-retreat teachers.  This provides for a comparison of the rank orders of the 3 groups of 
participants.  Also, in the second last column, the mean scores for the retreat teachers’ survey were included beneath those 
for students, again for purposes of comparison; and measures of the statistical difference between the students and the 
retreat teachers’ means were included in the third column from the right. 
 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & Std 
devn. 

Rank order 
Students/Retr 

Tchrs/ 
non-Ret tchrs 

GP10  An experience 
of ‘time away’ from, 
and ‘time out’ from, the 
normal routines in life 
at home, school and 
socially. 

29 2% 46 3% 72 5% 479 35% 727 54% 89% 
 
 

Signif 
p<.05 

4.35   SD 
.89 

 
RT 4.52 

1  3  2 

GP9  An enjoyable 
experience away with 
my friends. 

39 3% 50 4% 87 6% 444 33% 734 54% 87% 
Not signif 

4.32   SD 
.96 

RT 4.25  

2  8  4 

GP3  Provides an 
opportunity for 
personal and spiritual 
reflection. 

34 3% 41 3% 72 5% 648 48% 559 41% 89% 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

4.22   SD 
.87 

 
RT 4.62 

3  1 3 

GP6  An opportunity for 
reviewing your life 
(thinking about the 
beliefs and values that 
affect personal life). 

45 3% 44 3% 94 7% 638 47% 553 39% 86% 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

4.16   SD 
.93 

 
RT 4.59 

4  2  1 

GP11  To learn from 
sharing at a more 
personal level. 

46 3% 59 4% 143 11% 709 52% 397 29% 81% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

4.00     SD 
.94 

RT 4.4 

5  4  5 

GP1  To provide a 
good experience of 
community. 

37 3% 64 5% 199 15% 770 57% 286 21% 78% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.89   SD 
.88 

RT 4.19 

6  10  11 

GP18 The retreat is 
just as valuable for 
students who are not 
Catholic. 

79 6% 89 7% 203 15% 559 41% 422 31% 72% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.86  SD 
1.11 

RT 4.38 

7  6  8 

GP4  Provides an 
opportunity to think 
about your relationship 
with God. 

59 4% 101 8% 168 12% 673 50% 354 26% 76% 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

3.86   SD 
1.03 

RT 4.39 

8  5  7 

GP13  Time for 
personal prayer. 

63 5% 110 8% 219 16% 702 52% 259 19% 71% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.73  SD 
1.01 

RT 4.13 

9  12 12 

GP5  Provides an 
opportunity to think 
about your relationship 
with Jesus. 

67 5% 118 9% 213 16% 667 49% 290 21% 70% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.73   SD 
1.05 

 
RT 4.25 

10  9  9 

GP8  An opportunity to 
reflect on social justice 
issues. 

49 4% 155 11% 238 18% 705 52% 207 15% 67% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.64   SD 
.99 

RT 4.06 

11  13  6 



Ch D1  Student Survey:   DATA 

97 

GP2  The retreat 
community experience 
showed how people 
should be treated in a 
Christian community. 

47 4% 124 9% 306 23% 686 51% 192 14% 65% 
 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

3.63   SD 
.95 

 
RT 4.14 

12  11 10 

GP16  To promote 
some commitment to 
helping others in the 
community. 

49 4% 132 10% 286 21% 719 53% 167 12% 65% 
 

Sig p<.05 

3.61   SD 
.95 

RT 3.74 

13  15  15 

GP7  Provides an 
opportunity to think 
about one’s identity as 
a Catholic. 

71 5% 128 10% 278 21% 671 50% 206 15% 65% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.60    SD 
1.02 

RT 4.03 

14  14 14 

GP15  An opportunity 
for a more personal 
celebration of 
mass/liturgy. 

74 6% 161 12% 278 21% 665 49% 174 13% 62% 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

3.52  SD 
1.04 

 
RT 4;26 

15  7 13 

GP14  Time to get in 
touch with nature. 

92 7% 242 18% 267 20% 551 41% 202 15% 56% 
Sig P<.05 

3.39  SD 
1.14 

RT 3.61 

16  16  16 

GP12  An opportunity 
to be counselled on 
personal problems. 

90 7% 248 18% 321 24% 525 39% 170 13% 52% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.32   SD 
1.11 

RT 2.77 

17  18  17 

GP17  To encourage 
young people to 
become active 
members of a local 
parish. 

148 11% 365 27% 388 29% 367 27% 85 6% 33% 
 

Not signif 

2.91  SD  
1.11 

 
RT 2.81 

18  17  18 

 
As in the retreat teachers’ survey, the same 18 items were used to provide a list of the general purposes that might be 
proposed four retreats.  The responses to the items were grouped in order of registered priority into three according to 
means. 
 
Some key personal development items (and comparisons with the results for retreat teachers):  The following figures D1.6 
illustrate the results for key items.  For comparison, the results from the retreat teachers’ survey for the same items has 
been included. 
 
Three significant items related to the personal development qualities of the retreat have to do with:-  
 

• The special quality of “time away” or “time out” from the ordinary routine (E.g. ‘retreat’ from regular life); 
• The special opportunity for personal reflection and review of life, with time for thinking about the individuals 

beliefs, values and behaviour; 
• The possibility that there can be significant learning through the personal sharing experiences that take place 

during the retreat. 
 
Another important item included in this point has to do with whether the retreat experience can be just as valuable for 
students who are not Catholic as it is for Catholic students. 
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Figure D1.6  Graphic comparisons of the responses of students with those of retreat teachers on four key personal 
development items 
GP10  An experience of ‘time away’ from, and ‘time out’ from, 

the normal routines in life at home, school and socially. 
GP6  An opportunity for reviewing your life (thinking about 

the beliefs and values that affect personal life). 
Students 

 

Students 

Retreat teachers 
 

Retreat teachers 
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GP11  To learn from sharing at a more personal level. GP18 The retreat is just as valuable for students who are 
not Catholic. 

Students 
 

Students 
 

Retreat teachers 

 

Retreat teachers 

 
For all four of these items, the agreement rate by the students was greater than 80%.  The highest student agreement was 
for the item on the retreat as a ‘time out’ or ’time away’ experience.  It was anticipated that spending time away with 
friends would also be a popular value in the retreats.  Also very prominently affirmed by the students was the opportunity 
the retreat provided for review of life, including the personal beliefs and values. They also strongly endorsed the idea of 
learning personally from the sharing of ideas during the retreat.  The fourth item – that the retreat was equally valuable to 
students who were not Catholic – was also strongly affirmed. All of these items were also strongly endorsed by the retreat 
teachers, all at a higher level than that shown by the students. 
 
Personal religious spirituality:  figure D7 illustrates comparisons between the views of students and retreat teachers about 
four items related to a personal religious spirituality.  The items were about students’ reflection about their relationship 
with God and Jesus;   and also about how the students regarded retreats as opportunities for personal prayer and for a more 
personal celebration of the liturgy.. 
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Figure D1.7   Comparisons of the views of students and teachers on four items about the relationships between the retreat 
and the development of a personal religious spirituality. 
GP4  Provides an opportunity to think about your relationship 

with God. 
GP5  Provides an opportunity to think about your 

relationship with Jesus. 
Students

 
 

Students

 
 

Retreat Teachers

 

Retreat Teachers

 

GP13  Time for personal prayer. GP15  An opportunity for a more personal celebration of 
mass/liturgy. 

Students

 

Students
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Retreat Teachers

 

Retreat Teachers

 
 
The data shows that on all four items there is a strong affirmation by the students that the retreat experience seems to 
contribute to the development of personal religious spirituality. This includes the relationships with God and Jesus;  
personal prayer and a more personal celebration of the liturgy. 
 
Purposes related to Catholic identity and parish participation.  Figure D8 shows comparisons between students’ and retreat 
teachers’ views of the extent to which they see the retreat as linked with the reflection on Catholic identity and in inclining 
young people towards participation in a local parish. 
 
Figure D1.8   Items related to reflection on Catholic identity and links with parish participation 
GP7  Provides an opportunity to think about one’s identity as 

a Catholic. 
GP17  To encourage young people to become active 

members of a local parish 
Students Students

 

Retreat teachers 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Retreat teachers 

 
 
While 65% of the students considered that one of the purposes of retreats would be an opportunity to reflect on what it 
means to be a Catholic, less than half that percentage (33%) agreed that it should be an opportunity for encouraging them 
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to become participants in a local Catholic parish.  On the second item, only 24% of the retreat teachers agreed with that as 
an appropriate purpose for retreats. 
 
Students’ priority in the list of the purposes for retreats  The first six purposes in order of priority for the students were to 
do with personal and social development.  The highest means were for ‘time out’ / ‘time away, an enjoyable experience 
with friends, opportunity for personal and spiritual reflection, review of life (thinking about beliefs and values), learning 
from personal sharing, and community experience.  All of these except the final item (78%) had agreement levels above 
80%. 
 
The next nine purposes of retreats in order of priority, with agreement levels from 72% down to 62%, were about personal 
religious spirituality.  The three items with the lowest agreement were about getting in touch with nature, an opportunity 
for counselling on personal problems, and encouragement to become active members of the local parish. 
 
Comparisons with the priorities in aims registered by the retreat teachers:  The 18 items were prioritised according to the 
mean scores and grouped in three parts.  When compared with the order of priority for aims registered by the retreat 
teachers, the students showed a similar pattern, with less positivity in the overall mean scores.  For example, of the 18 
purposes, in 13 there was a difference in ranking of two or less places (of these, to have the same ranking). 
 
Both students and retreat teachers registered the same top five purposes, with the understandable exception that the 
students rated being away with their friends as a more important purpose than did their teachers. 
 
For the 18 items in this section, the students had lower means than the retreat teachers for 15 items.  The student means 
were higher for three items: GP9 (being away with friends – the difference not statistically significant), GP12 (counselling 
on personal problems – statistically significant difference at p<.001), andGP17 (encouragement to join a parish – not 
statistically different).  All of the other 15 items showed statistically significant differences at p<.001, with the exception of 
GP 10, GP 14 and GP 16 where the significance level was at p<.05. 
 
D1.4    Rating of students’ own experience of the retreat, retreat activities and venue 
 
Table D1.3 reports the results on the items reflecting students’ views of the retreat experience. 
 
Table D1.3    Students’ views of the retreat experience.  For purposes of comparison, the means for the retreat teachers’ 
response on the same items have been included in the final column in cells with green background. Note that five of the 
items were exclusive to the student survey.  Measures of the statistical difference in means between the students and the 
retreat teachers were included for the 6 common items in the second last column of the table.  Apart from items PL5 and 
PL9, the other 4 common items showed statistically significant differences in means at the level p<.001. 
 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  

Disagree 
3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total %   

agreement 
Mean & 

Std 
deviation 

S1  I enjoyed the retreat 
experience. 

47 4% 45 3% 81 6% 493 37% 655 50% 87% 4.26 SD 
.97 

S2  I found the retreat a valuable 
experience. 

41 3% 64 5% 113 9% 517 39% 586 44% 83% 4.17 SD 
.99 

S3  The staff on retreat were 
friendly. 

33 3% 24 2% 74 6% 558 42% 632 48% 90% 4.31 SD 
.86 

PL5  Sufficient information was 
given about the retreat beforehand. 

70 5% 175 13% 209 16% 608 46% 260 20% 66% 
 

Not signif 

3.62 SD 
1.1 

RT 3.76 
S5  I did not like not knowing in 
advance what would happen on the 
retreat.   (relate to PL8) 

192 15% 385 29% 309 23% 270 20% 165 13% 33% 2.87 SD 
1.25 

PL9  Not knowing about some 
retreat activities in advance added 
to their impact. 

64 5% 108 8% 230 17% 584 44% 335 25% 69% 
 

Not signif 

3.77 SD 
1.07 

RT 3.88 
S7  Talking with my friends on the 
retreat was important for me. 
(relate to A32 , GP9  C5  I1) 

28 2% 51 4% 89 7% 515 39% 638 48% 87% 
 

4.27 SD 
.91 

I12  The quality of the 
accommodation affected my 
enjoyment of the retreat. 

83 6% 224 17% 174 13% 509 39% 331 25% 64% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.59 SD 
1.21 

RT 2.3 
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I13  The quality of the meals 
affected my enjoyment of the 
retreat. 

79 6% 175 13% 173 13% 500 38% 394 30% 68% 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

3.72 SD 
1.19 

RT 2.4 

I14  The retreat venue had a quiet 
place for personal reflection. 

42 3% 71 5% 147 11% 652 49% 409 31% 80% 
 

V Signif 
p<.001 

4.0 SD 
.96 

RT 1.96 

I15  The location for the retreat was 
attractive. 

45 3% 63 5% 193 15% 612 46% 408 31% 77% 
V Signif 
p<.001 

3.97 SD 
.97 

RT 1.54 
 
Results for the this section show the great enjoyment of retreats by the students (87%), their appreciation of talking with 
their friends (87%), their high valuation of the experience (83%) and their perception of the friendliness of staff on retreats 
(90%). 
 
The majority (66%) indicated that pre-retreat information was adequate and only 33% considered that lack of advanced 
knowledge of details of retreat activities was a problem.  Consistent with this latter view was the judgement by 69% that 
not knowing about some activities in advance added to their novelty and impact. 
 
The importance of the quality of the accommodation and of the meals for the overall retreat experience was acknowledged 
with approximately 65% agreement for these two items. 
 
For the six items in common with the retreat teachers’ survey, the student means were lower for the two items related to 
student knowledge about retreats before attendance.  For the remaining four, about meals and accommodation, the student 
means were higher.  The differences for items PL5 and PL9 were not statistically significant;  but for the remaining four 
items, the statistically significant differences were at the p<.001 level. 
 
80% considered that the retreat venue had a quiet place for personal reflection.  The high mean contrasted with the much 
lower mean registered by the religion teachers on this question where only 19% were in agreement.   Similarly, there was a 
significant difference between the students (77%) and the retreat teachers (6%) in their judgement that the location for the 
retreat was attractive.   
 
D1.5    Students’ rating of particular retreat activities and resources used during the retreat 
 
This section has used the same structure and items from the retreat teachers’ survey to get an indication of how the students 
perceived different retreat activities.  The 38 items provide a comprehensive list of activities that might be used on retreats.  
It was intended that the number of participants entering a score would be an indication of how frequently each of the 
activities might have been used, and the score of between 1 and 5 an indication of how useful/helpful each activity was 
considered to be.  The numbers who commented on the various items ranged between 1136 and 1280 – most students 
commented on all the items.  Hence, the numbers could not be used to give a reliable estimate of frequency of use, and the 
data was therefore limited to commentary on the valuation of the different activities. 
 
The value participants ascribed to the activities was measured on a scale of 1-5 
1.  Of no worth at all 2.   Little worth 3.   Just OK  4.  Valuable 5.  Very valuable 
 
For simplicity, only the numbers of contributors, mean, standard deviation and rank order are recorded here.  The full 
results for the items are available on the Project website. 
 
The rankings are colour coded as follows.  A mean of less than 3 would indicate an activity of little or no worth (1 item);  
A mean between 3 and 4 (33 items) is interpreted as satisfactory and useful, while a mean of more than 4 (4 items) is 
interpreted as an activity that is regarded as valuable to very valuable and very useful. 
 
In addition the activities have been categorised according to the following types: 

Type of activity Code 
Group and personal interactions  Personal 
Personal prayer, reflective activities, liturgy and 
paraliturgy 

Personal reflective/prayer 

Relating with friends Friends 
Organisation and purposes of retreats explained Organisation 
Staff presentations Staff input 
Other inputs: guest speaker, film, activities Other inputs 
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A further categorisation of some of the items is made according to whether they have a personal/community dimension to 
them, and / or whether they have a personal/private dimension..  This may help give some perspective to the 
communitarian dimension of the prayer/reflection type activities.  It is presumed that community interaction and reflective 
experience will have both communal and private dimensions. 
 
The rank order and means for the same items in the retreat teachers’ survey have been included for comparison.  In all 
cases except for five, the mean scores of items for the students were lower than those registered by the retreat teachers 
indicating an average lower level of positivity about those items.  The five instances where the students had the same or a 
higher mean valuation than the teachers are colour coded in mauve.  The third last column shows the difference in rank 
order are recorded by students compared with that of the retreat teachers.  Plus numbers indicate a higher ranking than the 
teachers order and negative numbers indicate a lower ranking. Colour coding is also differentiated between items were the 
rank difference is less than 10 (25 items) from those were the ranking difference is greater than 10 (13 items). 
 
Table D1.4  Student estimates of the value of different retreat activities 
Item Numbers 

commenting 
on  this 
activity  

Mean score 
. 

Rank order R 
teachers 
mean 

Rank 
diff  
<10 

Type of activity P Personal or C 
communal/perso
nal 

Mean 
score 

Standard 
devn. 

Students R 
teachers 

Rank 
diff 
>10 

A28  Free time or 
recreation period 

1269 4.44 .9 1 8 4.36 +7 Friends C & P 

A32  Students talking 
with their friends 

1269 4.32 .91 2 19 4.15 +17 Friends C 

A22  Staff sharing their 
personal story as a 
stimulus for personal 
sharing in small groups 

1271 4.21 .95 3 9 4.35 +6 Staff input  

A29  Time for student 
private reflection 

1253 4.01 1.0 4 5 4.42 +1 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

 Only four of the activities had a mean of four or greater, whereas for the teachers there were 26 with means between 
four and five 

A31  Small group 
discussions 

1266 3.99 .96 5 2 4.52 -3 Personal C & P 

A15  Meditation 1253 3.98 1.06 6 11 4.32 +5 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A10  Writing a letter to 
self or some other 

1261 3.9 1.16 7 6 4.38 -1 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A36  Particular physical 
activities or ‘challenges’ 

1156 3.86 1.04 8 29 3.86 +21 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A24  Creative activities 
(art, craft, drama etc. in 
groups or individually) 

1245 3.77 1.12 9 23 4.04 +14 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A12  Affirmation activity 1235 3.75 1.1 10 1 4.62 -9 Personal P & C 
A37  Inputs/short 
stimulus talks by staff 
members 

1236 3.75 .97 11 20 4.14 +9 Staff input  

A02  Listening to music 
(may include reflecting 
on lyrics) 

1280 3.73 1.05 12 18 4.16 +6 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A33  ‘One-to-one’ 
discussions in pairs 

1207 3.70 1.04 13 28 3.87 +15 Personal P 

A35  Whole group 
forums 

1220 3.68 1.01 14 25 4.03 +11 Personal C 

A34  Rotation around a 
series of workshop like 
activities 

1136 3.67 1.03 15 27 3.91 +12 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A19  Healing or 
reconciliation activity 

1233 3.6 1.05 16 7 4.36 -9 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C 

A18  Short film or video 
as stimulus material 

1244 3.58 1.04 17 14 4.25 -3 Other 
inputs/activities 
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A20  Outside guest 
speaker 

1202 3.57 1.08 18 31 3.65 +13 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A16  Full length feature 
film 

1209 3.54 1.12 19 38 2.94 +19 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A03  Introduction 
explaining the purposes 
of the retreat 

1278 3.5 .96 20 3 4.46 -17 Organisation  

A01  Getting to know 
you or ‘ice-breaker’ 
games 

1266 3.48 1.08 21 18 4.16 -3 Friends  

A08  Receiving a letter 
from parents and/or 
writing a letter to 
parents 

1213 3.48 1.36 22 12 4.25 -10 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A13  Small group 
prayer 

1247 3.46 1.09 23 13 4.25 -10 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P & C 

A11  Whole group 
prayer 

1267 3.45 1.13 24 4 4.43 -20 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C 

A17  Sacramental 
reconciliation 

1219 3.42 1.14 25 22 4.09 -3 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C & P 

A26  Concert (students 
and possibly staff) 

1179 3.42 1.21 26 35 3.42 +9 Friends  

A23  Prayer celebration 
(or paraliturgy) as an 
alternative to Mass 

1219 3.4 1.1 27 21 4.11 -6 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C 

A21  Celebration of 
Mass 

1250 3.38 1.15 28 10 4.34 -18 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

C 

A30  Short input from a 
past pupil 

1169 3.37 1.08 29 34 3.45 +5 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A14  Role plays 1223 3.35 1.21 30 30 3.7 0 Personal P 
A06  Writing in a 
personal journal 

1246 3.21 1.23 31 17 4.19 -14 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

A05  Stating the 
discipline policy and 
retreat rules 

1252 3.19 1.08 32 15 4.21 -17 Organisation  

A25  Students spend 
time preparing for mass 
or prayer celebration 
(paraliturgy) 

1211 3.17 1.15 33 24 4.03 -9 Personal/reflecti
ve prayer 

C 

A07  Printed retreat 
booklet 

1238 3.13 1.12 34 26 4.0 -8 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A38  Sing-alongs 1197 3.11 1.4 35 35 3.18 0 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A09  Handouts 1241 3.09 1.05 36 32 3.54 -4 Other 
inputs/activities 

 

A27  Reflection on 
poetry or short writing 
extracts 

1186 3.05 1.14 37 33 3.45 -5 Personal 
reflective/prayer 

P 

33 activities had means between three and four.   For the retreat teachers there were 11 in this category, with a higher proportion 
with means over four. 
A04  Dancing 1223 2.88 1.31 38 37 3.02 -1 Other 

inputs/activities 
 

 
Comparisons of the means between the students and retreat teachers showed that for 35 of the 38 items, student means 
were lower than those of the retreat teachers.  Three where they were higher are shaded in mauve.  Independent sample t-
tests showed that for all of the items except 4 there were statistically significant differences in the means, and for 32 of the 
items the significance level was at p<.001.  The 4 items where there was no statistically significant difference were A23 
prayer celebrations, A16 feature film, A26 concert and A31 small group discussion 
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Table D1.5  Difference in ranking of students and retreat teachers as regards the valuation of various retreat activities. 
This table highlights the differences in rank order in the last column.  Starting with the items with a higher ranking by 
students Positive values through to those with a Negative value where the ranking was below that of the retreat teachers.   
At the top and bottom of the table are the items where there was greatest difference in valuations.  In the centre were the 
items where the ranking was the same or close. 
 
Item Mean score for 

students 
. 

Rank order 
Students and teachers 

Teachers’ 
mean 

Difference 
in means 

Rank diff 
<10 

Mean 
score 

Standard 
devn. 

Students R 
teachers 

 Rank diff 
>10 

A36  Particular physical activities 
or ‘challenges’ 

3.86 1.04 8 29 3.86 -.003 +21 

A16  Full length feature film 3.54 1.12 19 38 2.94 +.6 +19 
A32  Students talking with their 
friends 

4.32 .91 2 19 4.15 +.18 +17 

A33  ‘One-to-one’ discussions in 
pairs 

3.70 1.04 13 28 3.87 -.17 +15 

A24  Creative activities (art, craft, 
drama etc. in groups or 
individually) 

3.77 1.12 9 23 4.04 -.27 +14 

A20  Outside guest speaker 3.57 1.08 18 31 3.65 -.08 +13 

A34  Rotation around a series of 
workshop like activities 

3.67 1.03 15 27 3.91 -.24 +12 

A35  Whole group forums 3.68 1.01 14 25 4.03 -.35 +11 

A37  Inputs/short stimulus talks by 
staff members 

3.75 .97 11 20 4.14 -.39 +9 

A26  Concert (students and 
possibly staff) 

3.42 1.21 26 35 3.42 -.003 +9 

A28  Free time or recreation period 4.44 .9 1 8 4.36 +.09 +7 
A22  Staff sharing their personal 
story as a stimulus for personal 
sharing in small groups 

4.21 .95 3 9 4.35 -.15 +6 

A02  Listening to music (may 
include reflecting on lyrics) 

3.73 1.05 12 18 4.16 -.46 +6 

A15  Meditation 3.98 1.06 6 11 4.32 -.34 +5 
A30  Short input from a past pupil 3.37 1.08 29 34 3.45 -.08 +5 

A29  Time for student private 
reflection 

4.01 1.0 4 5 4.42 -.4 +1 

A14  Role plays 3.35 1.21 30 30 3.7 -.35 0 
A38  Sing-alongs 3.11 1.4 35 35 3.18 -.07 0 
A10  Writing a letter to self or 
some other 

3.9 1.16 7 6 4.38 -.49 -1 

A04  Dancing 2.88 1.31 38 37 3.02 -.14 -1 
A31  Small group discussions 3.99 .96 5 2 4.52 -.53 -3 
A18  Short film or video as 
stimulus material 

3.58 1.04 17 14 4.25 -.67 -3 

A01  Getting to know you or ‘ice-
breaker’ games 

3.48 1.08 21 18 4.16 -.68 -3 

A17  Sacramental reconciliation 3.42 1.14 25 22 4.09 -.67 -3 
A09  Handouts 3.09 1.05 36 32 3.54 -.45 -4 
A27  Reflection on poetry or short 
writing extracts 

3.05 1.14 37 33 3.45 -.4 -5 

A23  Prayer celebration (or 
paraliturgy) as an alternative to 
Mass 

3.4 1.1 27 21 4.11 -.72 -6 

A07  Printed retreat booklet 3.13 1.12 34 26 4.0 -.87 -8 
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A12  Affirmation activity 3.75 1.1 10 1 4.62 -.86 -9 
A19  Healing or reconciliation 
activity 

3.6 1.05 16 7 4.36 -.75 -9 

A25  Students spend time 
preparing for mass or prayer 
celebration (paraliturgy) 

3.17 1.15 33 24 4.03 -.86 -9 

A08  Receiving a letter from 
parents and/or writing a letter to 
parents 

3.48 1.36 22 12 4.25 -.78 -10 

A13  Small group prayer 3.46 1.09 23 13 4.25 -.8 -10 
A06  Writing in a personal journal 3.21 1.23 31 17 4.19 -.98 -14 

A03  Introduction explaining the 
purposes of the retreat 

3.5 .96 20 3 4.46 -.96 -17 

A05  Stating the discipline policy 
and retreat rules 

3.19 1.08 32 15 4.21 -1.02 -17 

A21  Celebration of Mass 3.38 1.15 28 10 4.34 -.96 -18 

A11  Whole group prayer 3.45 1.13 24 4 4.43 -.98 -20 
 
Table D1.6  Differences in means for the rating of the value of retreat activities.   
This table highlights the differences in means for the students and the retreat teachers in their rating of the value of the 
various retreat activities.  The items with the largest difference in means are at the top of the table, with those with the 
smallest difference at the bottom.  Of the 37 items, 30 showed a statistically significant difference.  Two of the 30 were 
significant at the level of p<.05 while 28 were significant at the level of p<.001 – listed in the last column as a “Very 
significant” statistical difference.  Seven items at the bottom of the table had no statistically significant difference. 
 
Items Students’ 

means 
Teachers’ 
means 

Difference in 
means 

Statistical 
significance. 
All differences 
in means were 
significant at 
p<.001 with the 
exceptions 
noted below 

A05  Stating the discipline policy 
and retreat rules 

3.19 4.21 -1.02 Very significant 

A06  Writing in a personal journal 3.21 4.19 -.98 Very significant 

A11  Whole group prayer 3.45 4.43 -.98 Very significant 
A03  Introduction explaining the 
purposes of the retreat 

3.5 4.46 -.96 Very significant 

A21  Celebration of Mass 3.38 4.34 -.96 Very significant 

A07  Printed retreat booklet 3.13 4.0 -.87 Very significant 
A12  Affirmation activity 3.75 4.62 -.86 Very significant 
A25  Students spend time 
preparing for mass or prayer 
celebration (paraliturgy) 

3.17 4.03 -.86 Very significant 

A13  Small group prayer 3.46 4.25 -.80 Very significant 
A08  Receiving a letter from 
parents and/or writing a letter to 
parents 

3.48 4.25 -.78 Very significant 

A19  Healing or reconciliation 
activity 

3.6 4.36 -.75 Very significant 

A23  Prayer celebration (or 
paraliturgy) as an alternative to 
Mass 

3.4 4.11 -.72 Very significant 

A01  Getting to know you or ‘ice-
breaker’ games 

3.48 4.16 -.68 Very significant 

A17  Sacramental reconciliation 3.42 4.09 -.67 Very significant 
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A18  Short film or video as 
stimulus material 

3.58 4.25 -.67 Very significant 

A16  Full length feature film 3.54 2.94 +.6 Very significant 
A31  Small group discussions 3.99 4.52 -.53 Very significant 
A10  Writing a letter to self or 
some other 

3.9 4.38 -.49 Very significant 

A02  Listening to music (may 
include reflecting on lyrics) 

3.73 4.16 -.46 Very significant 

A09  Handouts 3.09 3.54 -.45 Very significant 
A27  Reflection on poetry or short 
writing extracts 

3.05 3.45 -.40 Very significant 

A29  Time for student private 
reflection 

4.01 4.42 -.40 Very significant 

A37  Inputs/short stimulus talks by 
staff members 

3.75 4.14 -.39 Very significant 

A14  Role plays 3.35 3.7 -.35 Very significant 
A35  Whole group forums 3.68 4.03 -.35 Very significant 
A15  Meditation 3.98 4.32 -.34 Very significant 
A24  Creative activities (art, craft, 
drama etc. in groups or 
individually) 

3.77 4.04 -.27 Very significant 

A34  Rotation around a series of 
workshop like activities 

3.67 3.91 -.24 Very significant 

A32  Students talking with their 
friends 

4.32 4.15 +.18 Sig p<.05 

A33  ‘One-to-one’ discussions in 
pairs 

3.70 3.87 -.17 Not significant 

A22  Staff sharing their personal 
story as a stimulus for personal 
sharing in small groups 

4.21 4.35 -.15 Sig  p<.05 

A04  Dancing 2.88 3.02 -.14 Not significant 
A28  Free time or recreation period 4.44 4.36 +.09 Not significant 
A20  Outside guest speaker 3.57 3.65 -.08 Not significant 
A30  Short input from a past pupil 3.37 3.45 -.08 Not significant 

A38 Sing-alongs 3.11 3.18 -.07 Not significant 
A26  Concert (students and 
possibly staff) 

3.42 3.42 -.003 Not significant 

A36  Particular physical activities 
or ‘challenges’ 

3.86 3.86 -.003 Not significant 

 
Tables D1.4 and D1.5 show that by contrast with the results from the retreat teachers survey, only four items scored means 
above 4, interpreted as activities that were regarded as valuable to very valuable, and very useful.  The retreat teachers had 
26 items in this ‘valuable’ category.  For the students, the top priority was related to the time they were spending with their 
friends.  Also very prominent, ranked 3, was the activity where teachers shared elements of their personal story as a 
stimulus for personal sharing in the small groups.  Fourth rank went to time spent in personal/private reflection. 
 
Next in rank order then followed a cluster of personal activities – meditation, writing a letter, affirmation activity, one to 
one discussions, and whole group forums – together with other activities such as: physical activities/challenges, creative 
activities, staff inputs, listening to and reflecting on music. 
 
All of the items coloured blue in column 1 of table D4 were registered as activities that could be interpreted as satisfactory 
and useful.  Those  activities toward the bottom of this group were less popular and less highly regarded. 
 
Table D1.5 was included to highlight Difference in rankings.  The activities in the centre of the table had smaller 
differences in rankings.  Positive numbers indicate where the students rank this activity with a higher priority than did the 
retreat teachers and negative numbers indicate where activities were ranked lower than those registered by the retreat 
teachers.  At the extremities of the table are the items where there are the most significant differences in ranking on the part 
of teachers and students – representing different estimates of the value of these activities. 
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Students had significantly higher rankings for the following items:-  physical activity/challenges, feature film, talking with 
friends, one-to-one discussions, and outside speakers, rotated activities and whole group forums.  The students had 
significantly lower rankings in valuation for the following items:– journal writing, outline of retreat purposes, stating the 
discipline policy, celebration of mass, and whole group prayer. 
 
Table D1.6 was included to highlight the differences in means between the student and the teachers’ valuation of retreat 
activities.  The table shows that for all but 5 items, the student ratings were lower than those for the teachers. And these 
differences were statistically significant for 30 of the 38 items. 
 
Summary of the written comments on activities provided by the students 
 
69 students added written comments at the end of the question on activities.   
 
Five comments noted that not all of the activities commented on were experienced on their most recent retreat. This 
confirmed the earlier note that the intention of using this question for scoring frequencies of the use of items was not 
successful 
 
All except four of the comments were positive about retreats (E.g. “I love retreat and everything about it”; “It was fun and 
a good day”;  “They were all really enjoyable and made a difference”;  and,” looking forward to retreat this year!”)  
 
An example of the negative comments:  “Sitting down on the floor all day for 3 days was not worth it at ALL.  Waste of 
my time and not good for my posture.” 
 
General comments:  Most of the comments were general reflections about the whole retreat experience rather than focusing 
on particular activities.  Some examples: 
 
It was a very rewarding experience.  I learnt a lot about myself and the people around me.  Due to the retreat I feel that I 
now have a different outlook on life because I found out so much about those around me.  I enjoyed hearing things about 
teachers and their experiences because it allowed me to know that people have gone through similar things as me.  Very 
amazing and enriching few days. 
 
When we arrived at the retreat we had no idea what we were going to be participating in. The activities were effective as 
long as the students took it seriously and were willing to express themselves to allow others to reflect on a deeper level.  
The activities were varied which was good but the days were long and there wasn't much time to spend with our friends 
and not to be as rushed in the morning and at night.  The teachers' participation was also extremely effective as it allowed 
the other students to also share their personal experiences. 
 
A few comments highlighted the value of time with friends: “Just chilling with friends and others. no set schedule makes 
the experience even better!” 
 
Four comments were about student freedom in activities:  “More free time at night after activities”. 
 
Religious dimension:  A few comments suggested that more attention should be given to a religious dimension. 
 
There should've been more personal prayer, so students can really keep in contact with god.  Sing alongs and mass worked 
very well, and were very emotional. 
 
Less free time more prayer and maybe a mass to heighten the spiritual experience. 
 
A few comments suggested that less attention should be given to the religious dimension. 
 
Just because we are a catholic school, not everyone necessarily believes in god or religion.  I think it should be more so 
about personal development mentally and just about relaxing and kicking back than learning about something not even half 
the grade cares about (religion/faith) 
 
If it was less religious, more students would get involved.  It is sometimes felt that the Catholic or Christian education 
system forces students to take a particular view and as young people they are likely not to listen to forced viewpoints.  Too 
much focus on the religious aspect - activities were 'overdone' 
 
Personal dimension:  There were eight comments affirming the personal dimension of the retreat. 
 
In our small group, we had the opportunity to develop a great atmosphere in which we all felt comfortable.  The 
unstructured, group chats were of by far the most benefit.  Everybody in the group came 'out of their shell' and felt 
comfortable discussing and talking about 'STUFF'.  The best part in particular was writing a message to the other people in 
their journal, highlighting what we thought about them.  Receiving one's own messages back is a powerful experience. 
 
Letter writing:  Four comments affirmed the value of the letter writing or letter receiving activity. 
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Personal letter to yourself, allows one to express entirely the feelings within.  It allows myself to gain strength and reflect 
upon myself in that moment of my life.  I gave me hope that one day I may reach my dreams. 
 
D1.6    Students’ views of personal learning processes in retreats 
 
Table D1.7  Students’ views of personal learning processes in retreats 
In the cells with green shading in the last two columns, the percentages in overall agreement and the means for the same 
items in the survey of retreat teachers have been included for purposes of comparison. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
P1  Small group discussion helped 
me become more aware of the 
personal and spiritual views of 
others. 

51 4% 29 2% 165 13% 621  49% 391 31% 80% 4.01 SD 
.95 

99% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.39 
SD .53 

P2  I identified with the values or 
beliefs that became evident in 
some others. 

44 4% 41 3% 197 16% 698 56% 275 22% 78% 3.89 SD 
.9 

97% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.28 
SD .54 

P3  I learnt personally from what 
others said about themselves, 
relationships, prayer, God, etc. 

45 4% 45 4% 164 13% 664 53% 336 27% 80% 3.96 SD 
.93 

95% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.34 
.59 

P4  I liked the way I was accepted 
by others on the retreat. 

39 3% 34 3% 127 10% 578 46% 477 38% 84% 4.13 SD 
.92 

97% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.46 
SD .56 

P5  The retreat prompted me 
towards personal change through 
‘imagining’ possible new directions 
in my life. 

59 5% 86 7% 233 19% 571 46% 304 24% 70% 3.78 SD 
1.04 

85% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.17 
SD .69 

P6  On the retreat I think I learned 
something valuable through a 
memorable experience in a caring 
environment. 

48 4% 60 5% 190 15% 609 49% 347 28% 77% 3.91 SD 
.98 

91% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.29 
SD .64 

P7  The emotion and good feelings 
on the retreat were valuable. 

41 4% 30 2% 138 11% 576 46% 467 37% 83% 4.12 SD 
.93 

90% 
Sig p<.05 

4.26 
SD .69 

P8  Personal insights from the 
retreat may remain after the good 
feelings ‘wear off’. 

48 4% 81 7% 264 21% 565 45% 294 24% 69% 3.78 SD 1 

90% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.17 
SD .66 

P9  I am concerned about students’ 
emotions being manipulated by 
staff on the retreat. 

243 19% 289 23% 301 24% 272 22% 147 12% 34% 2.83 SD 
1.29 

33% 
Not sign 

2.84 
SD 1.3 
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P10  The retreat enhanced my 
relationships with other students. 

37 3% 55 4% 146 12% 626 50% 388 31% 81% 4.02 SD 
.93 

96% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.35 
SD .57 

P11 The retreat enhanced 
relationships between staff and 
students. 

38 3% 37 3% 149 12% 633 51% 394 32% 83% 4.05 SD 
.91 

98% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

4.44 
SD .55 

P12  There was good follow-up to 
the retreat on our return to school 
(E.g. in RE classes and/or with 
home room teachers.) 

140 11% 225 18% 308 25% 416 33% 162 13% 46% 3.19 SD 
1.2 

37% 
Not sign 

3.21 
SD .92 

 
For all of the 12 items in this section, the student mean scores were lower than those for the retreat teachers (even though 
for the two highlighted items the percentage in agreement was larger).  For nine of the items, the differences in means were 
statistically significant at the p<.001 level.  Item P7 had statistically different means at p<.05, while items P9 and P 12 
showed no statistically significant difference in means. 
 

Following the same pattern in the results for this block of items in the retreat teachers survey (Table B8), the data showed 
that students affirmed the importance of personal learning during the retreat.  For only two items (shaded in yellow) of the 
12, did the students have the same or higher means and levels of overall agreement than did the teachers.   The two items 
with the lowest means were phrased in the negative.   
 

The data showed strong student support for the following:- 
 

• The value of becoming more aware of the thinking and values of others. 
• Learning about their own beliefs and values through interactions on the retreats. 
• The development of better relationships with both other students and staff. 
• The retreat experience promoted personal learning for students, as well as what might be considered ‘peak 

experience’ learning. 
• The expression of emotion and euphoria was healthy on the retreats 

 

 
However, on all of the items with the exception of two (with data shaded in yellow), the student means and the percentages 
indicating overall agreement with the items were significantly lower than those reported by the retreat teachers.   This was 
also evident in independent sample t-tests which showed that for most of the items, statistically significant difference in 
means was at the level p<.001. 
 

34% of the students, similar to 33% for the retreat teachers, considered that they had some concern about the possibility 
that students’ emotions might be manipulated by staff on the retreat, particularly during the small group discussions.  There 
was also 24% who registered unsure for this item. 
 

46% of the students considered that there was good follow-up to the retreat on their return to school – contrasting with the 
37% of retreat teachers. 
 

Results from some of the key items illustrating students’ affirmation of a personal learning process in the retreat are 
illustrated diagrammatically below. 
 

Figure D1.9  Personal learning from what others said about themselves, relationships, prayer, God, etc. 
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Figure D1.10  The retreat prompted me towards personal change through ‘imagining’ possible new directions in my life 

 
 
Figure D1.11   Personal learning through community experience – On the retreat I think I learned something valuable 
through a memorable experience in a caring environment. 

 
 
Figure D1.12  Aspects of ‘peak experience’ learning – Personal insights from the retreat may remain after the good 
feelings ‘wear off’. 
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Figure D1.13 looks at views as to the possibility that teachers might have manipulated students emotionally, particularly in 
small group discussions. 
 
Figure D1.13  I am concerned about students’ emotions being manipulated by staff on the retreat. 

 
 
D1.7    Students’ views about the personal level in small group discussions 
 
Table D1.8  Student views about the personal level in small group discussions.   
In cells with green shading in the last two columns, the percentages in overall agreement and the means for the same items 
in the survey of retreat teachers have been included for purposes of comparison. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  

Disagree 
3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
D1  Students need to contribute to 
small group discussion at a 
personal level. 

62 5% 101 8% 201 16% 602 49% 257 21% 70% 3.73 SD 
1.04 

80% 
Sig p<.05 

3.9 
 SD .79 

D2  Sharing at a personal level is 
one of the most valuable aspects of 
retreats. 

39 3% 67 6% 174 14% 589 48% 353 29% 77% 3.94 SD 
.97 

89% 
Sig p<.05 

4.1 
SD .64 

D3  There is too great an 
expectation that students reveal 
aspects of their personal lives. 

85 7% 246 20% 290 24% 441 36% 160 13% 49% 3.28 SD 
1.13 

14% V Sig 
p<.001 

2.49 
SD.86 

D4  I was comfortable with the level 
of personal sharing in groups. 

40 3% 66 5% 194 16% 665 54% 257 21% 75% 3.85 SD 
.93 

84% 
Sig p<.05 

3.97 
SD.63 

D5  The teachers were comfortable 
with the level of personal sharing in 
groups. 

39 3% 36 3% 204 17% 649 53% 294 24% 77% 3.92 SD 
.9 

94% V Sig 
p<.001 

4.19 
SD .56 

D6  The main focus of small group 
discussion should be on ‘self 
disclosure’ or telling your ‘personal 
story’. 

61 5% 173 14% 342 28% 485 40% 161 13% 53% 3.42 SD 
1.04 

38% V Sig 
p<.001 

2.99 
SD .98 
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D7  The main focus of small group 
discussion should be on social 
issues. 

74 6% 205 17% 425 35% 400 33% 118 10% 43% 3.23 SD 
1.04 

28% V Sig 
p<.001 

2.89 
SD .89 

D8  Staff sharing personal aspects 
of their lives has been a valuable 
catalyst for students sharing their 
personal views. 

28 2% 47 4% 171 14% 631 52% 345 28% 80% 4.0 SD 
.89 

84% 
Not sig 

4.02 
SD .71 

D9  The theme of ‘telling your 
personal story’ was 
overemphasised on the retreat. 

92 8% 343 28% 335 27% 330 27% 122 10% 37% 3.04 SD 
1.12 

6% V Sig 
p<.001 

2.21 
SD .71 

D10  There should be no pressure 
on students to contribute at a 
personal level. 

27 2% 76 6% 185 15% 562 46% 372 30% 76% 3.96 SD 
.95 

82% Not sig 3.97 
SD .78 

D11  It is good to have a show of 
emotions in small group 
discussion. 

33 3% 57 5% 212 17% 670 55% 215 21% 76% 3.86 SD 
.89 

62% V Sig 
p<.001 

3.52 
SD .8 

D12  Students becoming tearful is 
an indication of a good group 
discussion. 

100 8% 179 15% 336 28% 393 32% 214 18% 50% 3.36 SD 
1.17 

13% V Sig 
p<.001 

2.33 
SD 1 

D13  Laughing and good humour 
are an indication of a good group 
discussion. 

37 3% 45 4% 177 15% 570 47% 393 32% 79% 4.01 SD 
.94 

68% V Sig 
p<.001 

3.63 
SD .87 

D14  The confidentiality of the 
small group was stressed by the 
teachers. 

51 4% 104 9% 246 20% 516 42% 305 25% 67% 3.75 SD 
1.05 

94% V Sig 
p<.001 

4.52 
SD .65 

D15  The small group was a good 
place for discussing personal 
problems. 

58 5% 110 9% 273 22% 519 43% 262 21% 64% 3.67 SD 
1.06 

28% V Sig 
p<.001 

2.74 
SD 1.04 

 
While earlier in the survey the trend has been for lower means for students in common items, in this block of 15 items 
there were eight where the student means were noticeably higher than those of the retreat teachers, with statistically 
significant differences at the level of p<.001.   For the other seven items, the student means were lower, with two having no 
statistically significant difference and the others with 3 different at the p<.05 level and 2 at the p,.001 level, as shown in the 
second column from the right. 
 
Sharing at a personal level in groups: The data for Items D1 and D2 shows that the majority of students considered that 
sharing at a personal level is one of the key purposes of the small discussion group on retreats.  70% of students considered 
that they need to be able to engage at this level in the group discussions – the item suggesting that this is almost an 
‘expectation’, perhaps even a ‘requirement’.  Where the element of expectation was removed in Item D2, the percentage 
agreeing rose to 77%, considering that sharing at this level is one of the most valuable aspects of retreats.  This pattern of 
response was similar to that in the retreat teachers’ survey, but with lower means. 
 
Expectation to share at a personal level: While the sharing of personal views was highly regarded by students,49% 
indicated that they felt there was too great an expectation of students to reveal aspects of their personal lives.  A further 
24% were not sure.  As shown in the yellow shading, the students had significantly different views on this issue compared 
with those of the retreat teachers. 
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Being comfortable with the level of personal sharing in groups:  The data for items D4 and D5 paralleled that in the retreat 
teachers’ survey, showing that the majority of students (75%) were comfortable with the level of personal sharing in 
groups and 77% considered that the retreat teachers also appeared to be comfortable with it. 
 
The main focus of group discussions – personal sharing:  personal sharing When asked in item D6 whether the focus of 
small group discussion should be on ‘self-disclosure’ or ‘sharing your personal story’, 53% agreed while 19% disagreed – 
the number indicating they were unsure of this item was a high 28%.  By comparison, student percentage agreement on this 
item was almost twice that of the teachers, while the level of disagreement was half;  for both groups approximately a 
quarter were unsure. 
 
Discussion of social issues:  For item D7, also concerned with what might be the main focus of discussion groups, 43% of 
students agreed that the emphasis should be on the discussion of social issues. 23% disagreed and a large proportion (35%) 
indicated uncertainty.  On this item too, the pattern of response was quite different from that of the retreat teachers. 
 
Teachers telling their personal story  Paralleling the results for item D8 in the retreat teachers’ survey, 80% agreed about 
the value of the strategy of teachers sharing their own personal story as a catalyst for prompting students to talk about their 
own personal lives in the discussion groups.  This was also completely consistent with their response to Item A22 in Table 
D4 where this activity was rated by students as third in popularity.   
 
Telling your personal story over emphasised?  Despite the level of positive agreement in Item D8, in Item D9, 37% of the 
students considered that the theme ‘telling your personal story’ was overemphasised on the retreat;  an additional 27% 
were unsure.  As indicated by the yellow shading, this differed significantly from the views of the retreat teachers where 
only 6% thought it was over emphasised, with 77% disagreeing and 17% unsure.  
 
Psychological pressure to contribute at a personal level?  Item D10 scores showed that 76% of students (82% of retreat 
teachers) considered that there should be no pressure on them to have to contribute at a personal level in group discussion. . 
 
Emotionality in group discussions:  The results for items D11, 12 and 13 show higher levels of agreement than did the 
retreat teachers. 
 

• 76% agreed that a  show of emotion was an indication of a good group discussion. 
• 50% of students considered that becoming tearful was an indication of a good group discussion. 28% indicated 

uncertainty about the issue 
• Laughing and good humour were considered by 79% of students as an indication of a good group discussion.  

 
Confidentiality:  67% of the students agreed that the confidentiality of the small group discussion had been stressed by the 
retreat teachers. 
 
Discussion of  personal problems:  64% of students (with 22% unsure) indicated that the small group was a good place for 
discussing personal problems.  Only 28% of the retreat teachers agreed with this view. 
 
D1.8    Other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats 
 
This section included seven items with general questions about student perceptions of the religious dimension of retreats. 
 
Table D1.9   Student views of other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats. 
In cells with green shading in the last two columns, the percentages in overall agreement and the means for the same items 
in the survey of retreat teachers have been included for purposes of comparison. 
 1.  Strongly 

disagree 
2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly 

agree 
Total % in  
agreement 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
O1  The religious dimension got 
appropriate attention in the retreat. 

59 5% 59 5% 256 21% 636 53% 198 16% 69% 3.71 SD 
.96 

87% V Sig 
p<.001 

4.05 
SD .78 

O2  While the enjoyment level of 
the retreat was high, the 
specifically religious dimension was 
secondary. 

58 5% 152 13% 357 30% 468 39% 173 14% 53% 3.45 SD 
1.04 

25% V Sig 
p<.001 

2.59 
SD 1.1 

O5  As a result of the retreat I feel 
more comfortable in my Catholic 
faith. 

112 9% 149 12% 353 29% 453 38% 141 12% 50% 3.30 SD 
1.12 

58% V Sig 
p<.001 

3.57 
SD .71 
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O6 The presence of a priest during 
the retreat for the sacraments is 
important. 

121 10% 159 13% 291 24% 443 37% 193 16% 53% 3.35 SD 
1.19 

63%  
Sig p<.05 

3.6 
SD 1.15 

O7  I think that the retreat has 
helped my growth as a person. 

62 5% 68 6% 239 20% 560 46% 279 23% 69% 3.77 SD 
1.03 

89% V Sig 
p<.001 

4.18 
SD .65 

O8  I think that the retreat has 
enhanced my spirituality. 

104 9% 131 11% 283 23% 480 40% 210 17% 57% 3.46 SD 
1.15 

76% V Sig 
p<.001 

3.95 
SD .7 

O10  For me, the retreats 
amounted to little more than a fun 
experience away with my friends.  
(relate to O9 which was worded 
differently) 

121 10% 212 18% 216 18% 389 32% 270 22% 54% 3.39 SD 
1.28 

  

 
For the six items here, the student means were lower than those of the retreat teachers with the exception of item about the 
enjoyment level of the retreat O2.  All of the differences were statistically significant at the level of p<.001, with the 
exception of item O6 about the presence of priests where the significance level of difference was p<.05. 
 
Prominent elements in the data for this section are:- 
 

1. 69% of students consider that the religious dimension was given appropriate attention of the retreat. 
2. 69% considered that the retreat page some positive contribution to their growth as persons, and 57% noted that it 

enhance their spirituality. 
3. 50%  considered that the retreat help them feel more comfortable with their Catholic faith and 53% noted that the 

presence of a retreat for sacramental celebration was important. 
4. 53% indicated that while they found the enjoyment level on the retreat to be high, the specifically religious 

dimension was secondary (with a further 30% registering unsure). 
5. 54% agreed with the item that the retreats amounted to little more than a fun experience away with their friends.. 

 
Figure D1 14 contrasts the views of students and teachers on a block of items related to the perception of the religious 
dimension of retreats. 
Item O1  The religious dimension got appropriate attention in the retreat. 
Students’ views    Total agree 69%    Mean 3.71 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 87%  Mean 4.05 
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Item O2  While the enjoyment level of the retreat was high, the specifically religious 
dimension was secondary. 
Students’ views    Total agree 53%    Mean 3.45 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 25%  Mean 2.59 

  

Item O5  As a result of the retreat I feel more comfortable in my Catholic faith. 
Students’ views    Total agree 50%    Mean 3.3 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 58%  Mean 3.57 

  

O7  I think that the retreat has helped my growth as a person.. 
Students’ views    Total agree 69%    Mean 3.77 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 89%  Mean 4.2 
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Item O8  I think that the retreat has enhanced my spirituality 
Students’ views    Total agree 57%    Mean 3.46 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 76%  Mean 3.95 

  
Item O10  For me, the retreats amounted to little more than a fun experience away with my 
friends.  (relate to O9 which was worded differently) 
Students’ views    Total agree 54%    Mean 3.39  

 

 

 

45 of the six items where comparisons were possible with the results from the teachers’ survey, the student means were 
positive but significantly lower than those recorded by the teachers.  For item O2 (shaded in yellow), the student mean was 
higher indicating twice the percentage level of agreement of the teachers about whether the religious dimension to the 
retreat was secondary to that of enjoyment.. 
 
D1.9   Students’ views of potential issues and problems with retreats 
Table D1.10   Summary of student views of potential issues and problems with retreats. 
In cells with green shading in the last two columns, the percentages in overall agreement and the means for the same items 
in the survey of retreat teachers have been included for purposes of comparison.  Because all of the items were phrased in 
the negative – in terms of identification of the frequency of problems – higher means and higher total agreement would 
indicate that this item is perceived to be a significant problem.  A low mean and low total percentage of agreement would 
indicate that this question is not considered to be much of a problem. 
 No 

applicable 
1.  Never a 

problem 
2.  Rarely 
a problem 

3.  Not 
sure 

4.  
Occasionall
y a problem 

5. 
Frequently a 

problem 

Total % in  
agreeme

nt 

Mean & 
Std 

deviation 
I4  Use of mobile phones 
and texting would distract 
from retreat participation. 

100 8% 252 21% 309 26% 125 10% 295 25% 119 10% 35% 2.52 SD 
1.5 

42% 
Sig p<.05 

2.77 
SD 1.4 

I5  Some sessions were too 
long. 

21 2% 105 9% 272 23% 158 13% 465 39% 179 15% 54% 3.23 SD 
1.29 
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46% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

2.76 
SD 1.17 

I6  Some sessions were too 
emotional. 

51 4% 275 23% 383 32% 218 18% 203 17% 70 6% 23% 2.38 SD 
1.28 

20% 
Not sign 

2.31 
SD 1.0 

I7  Some retreat activities 
appeared to be artificial. 

61 5% 228 19% 226 19% 362 30% 230 19% 93 8% 27% 2.63 SD 
1.33 

23% 
Sig 

p<.05 

2.32 
SD 1.17 

I8  Staying up late 
exhausted students and 
affected their participation 
the next day. 

93 8% 319 27% 298 25% 158 13% 217 18% 115 10% 28% 2.36 SD 
1.47 

60% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

3.27 
SD 1.2 

I9  Too much emotion 
seemed to be generated 
deliberately. 

72 6% 272 23% 276 23% 315 26% 173 14% 92 8% 22% 2.43 SD 
11.35 

15% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

2.01 
SD 1.03 

I10  Some students 
experienced pressure to 
say something personal in 
groups. 

65 5% 249 21% 247 21% 253 21% 278 23% 108 9% 32% 2.63 SD 
1.4 

18% 
Sig 

p<.05 

2.29 
SD 1.1 

I11  There was too much 
emphasis on personal 
problems in group 
discussion. (worded slightly 
differently for retreat 
teachers) 

56 5% 270 23% 276 23% 296 25% 203 17% 99 8% 25% 2.51 SD 
1.35 

37% 
V Sig 

p<.001 

2.84 
SD 1.06 

 
Fall five of the 8 items, the student means were higher than those of the teachers.  Statistically, there were significant 
differences in the means for all eight items except I6 (some sessions were too emotional).  Four of the differences were 
statistically significant at the level of p<.001 and three at the level of p<.05. 
 
D1.10    Open ended questions.  (Students were asked to write brief comments). 
 
Question 1:  What are the three things you liked most about retreats 
 

914 statements were recorded.  The responses were analysed according to key themes, and key words. 
 

Table D1.11   Key themes for the analysis of student responses.  The frequency is the number of times these themes were 
recorded as the things most liked about retreats.  The themes have been grouped for coherence according to their focus. 
Theme Description Frequen

cy 
Time away Time away from school, from the routine of ordinary life, from 

stressful situations, from family, from society 
150 

Friends Enjoying time away with friends, renewing friendships, bonding 
with friends 

484 

Others Getting to know better other students who were not regarded as 
friends;  the Relating specifically to others who were not close 
friends, making new friends, interacting with those who they 
usually have little or no contact 

213 

Teachers The relating to teachers in a different more relaxed way from the 
pattern that usually applied at school;  seeing a more human and 
personal side of teachers;  better relationships with teachers. 

143 
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Teachers telling their 
‘personal story’ 

Valuing the inputs by teachers to the whole and small groups.  
Talking about aspects of their own lives, showing emotion.  

54 

Groups Small group activities;  mainly discussion. 121 
Personal sharing Noting that the discussion or conversation had a  personal quality 

to it.  Exchange of personal views on topics.  Making comments 
about their own lives and experience. 

176 

Affirmation Specifically and affirmation activity.  Giving and receiving 
affirmation.  The general affirming atmosphere of the retreat 
group. 

72 

Emotion Individuals being emotional in discussion groups.  A general 
euphoria in enjoyment of the experience.  Emotion shown by the 
teachers. 

9 

Stories Mainly the giving of a brief personal account of aspects of one’s 
life and experience;  staff and students telling their ‘personal 
stories’.  Stories and ‘yarns’ about past events, interesting and 
humorous experiences. 

79 

Community The development of a sense of community in the retreat.  Feeling 
of group well-being and acceptance of everyone present. 

84 

Reflection An opportunity for personal reflection – in the whole group, in 
small groups and when alone. 

113 

Review of personal life Reflection about the individuals’ own beliefs and values of 
behaviour and lifestyle in the fashion of a review of how they are 
going. 

71 

Meditation and Prayer Activities such as guided meditation, and whole group and small 
group prayer, as well as individual opportunities for praying and 
meditating alone. 

52 

Spirituality Specific use of the word spirituality 25 
Faith Reference to an individual’s own personal faith 12 
God and Jesus Development of the individuals relationship with God and/or 

Jesus 
39 

The Religion and 
Catholicism 

Reference to a religious dimension to life;  one’s Catholic faith. 12 

Non-Catholic / non-
Christian 

Reference to the perceptions of students who are non-Catholic or 
non-Christian 

1 

Mass/liturgy Celebration of mass 26 
Reconciliation/healing 
service 

Sacramental reconciliation with a priest;  a community service 
and celebration of healing/reconciliation. 

15 

Personal problems/issues Opportunity for talking about personal problems. The possibility 
of getting help for resolving a personal problem or issue. 

18 

Food Interest in food and meals 158 
Free time Free time for games, sport, relaxation, various activities including 

bushwalking and swimming. 
271 

Journal writing the Writing in a journal 2 
Writing/receiving letters Receiving letters from parents.   Writing a letter to self or others. 42 
Role plays Role plays conducted by teachers and or students 14 
Movies/Film Watching a movie.  Watching videos. 26 
Guest speakers Presentations by guest speakers 8 
 
Table D1.12   The same key themes for the analysis of student responses arranged according in descending order.. 
Theme Description Freque-

ncy 
Friends Enjoying time away with friends, renewing friendships, bonding 

with friends;  making friends. 
484 

Free time Free time for games, sport, relaxation, various activities including 
bushwalking and swimming. 

271 

Others Getting to know better other students who were not regarded as 
friends;  the Relating specifically to others who were not close 
friends, making new friends, interacting with those who they 
usually have little or no contact 

213 
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Personal sharing Noting that the discussion or conversation had a notab will le 
personal quality to it. Exchange of personal views on topics.  
Making comments about their own lives and experience. 

176 

Food Interest in food and meals 158 
Time away Time away from school, from the routine of ordinary life, from 

stressful situations, from family, from society 
150 

Teachers The relating to teachers in a different more relaxed way from the 
pattern that usually applied at school;  seeing a more human and 
personal side of teachers;  better relationships with teachers. 

143 

Groups Small group activities;  mainly discussion. 121 
Reflection An opportunity for personal reflection – in the whole group, in 

small groups and when alone. 
113 

Community The development of a sense of community in the retreat.  Feeling 
of group well-being and acceptance of everyone present. 

84 

Stories Mainly the giving of a brief personal account of aspects of one’s 
life and experience;  staff and students telling their ‘personal 
stories’.  Stories and ‘yarns’ about past events, interesting and 
humorous experiences. 

79 

Affirmation Specifically and affirmation activity.  Giving and receiving 
affirmation.  The general affirming atmosphere of the retreat 
group. 

72 

Review of personal life Reflection about the individuals’ own beliefs and values of 
behaviour and lifestyle in the fashion of a review of how they are 
going. 

71 

Teachers telling their 
‘personal story’ 

Valuing the inputs by teachers to the whole and small groups.  
Talking about aspects of their own lives, showing emotion. The 

54 

Meditation and Prayer Activities such as guided meditation, and whole group and small 
group prayer, as well as individual opportunities for praying and 
meditating alone. 

52 

Writing/receiving letters Receiving letters from parents.   Writing a letter to self or others. 42 
God and Jesus Development of the individuals relationship with God and/or 

Jesus 
39 

Mass/liturgy Celebration of mass 26 
Movies/Film Watching a movie.  Watching videos. 26 
Spirituality Specific use of the word spirituality 25 
Personal problems/issues Opportunity for talking about personal problems. The possibility 

of getting help for resolving a personal problem or issue. 
18 

Reconciliation/healing 
service 

Sacramental reconciliation with a priest;  a community service 
and celebration of healing/reconciliation. 

15 

Role plays Role plays conducted by teachers and or students 14 
Faith Reference to an individual’s own personal faith 12 
The Religion and 
Catholicism 

Reference to a religious dimension to life;  one’s Catholic faith. 12 

Emotion Individuals being emotional in discussion groups.  A general 
euphoria in enjoyment of the experience.  Emotion shown by the 
teachers. 

9 

Guest speakers Presentations by guest speakers 8 
Journal writing  Writing in a journal 2 
Non-Catholic / non-
Christian 

Reference to the perceptions of students who are non-Catholic or 
non-Christian 

1 

 
Friends:  The most prominent theme in student indication of what they liked most in retreats was friends (484 items).  Also 
distinctive was the acknowledgment that during the retreat, students got to know better others who had not been close 
friends and who they usually had very little to do with at school (213 items).  Phrases like “getting to know better”, 
“bonding”, “renewing friendships”, “mending relationships” were used.  Examples included: 
 
Getting to know my friends better 
It helped me bond with students outside my normal friendship group. 
Getting to know a new side of people;  becoming closer with those who I did not really know prior to retreat;  getting an 
insight into the teachers’ life outside of school. 
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I got to become closer to the people who mean most.  
The reconciliation of relationship with old friends. 
How our whole year could bond and become closer as a year. 
 
Free time:  Given the prominence of the theme of being with friends, it is not surprising that the next highest frequency 
theme was free time. 
 
Time away - getting away from it all:  The theme of ‘time away’, ‘time out’, ‘retreat’ was very prominent (150 items) 
Having time out from school  -- been away from technology 
Quality time away from home;   
Getting quite time to yourself without the distractions of home, i.e. phone, tv, homework, school. 
Being away from society. 
No homework, no classes, we were fed a lot. 
Being a relaxed place where we could go and forget about the stress of school and outside life. 
 
Personal sharing and small group participation:   Consistent with earlier data about the valuing of personal sharing on 
retreats were the number of items on this theme 176 with an additional 121 referring to the small group activities. 
It gave us a good oppertunity to open up to each other without judgement. 
Getting everyone out of their comfort zones talking about personal things in small groups. 
Sharing of experiencing and being able to feel comfortable with your sharing. 
Connecting with others' personal stories. 
Sharing past experiences in small groups, hearing other's experiences and attiudes. 
I liked how I could share my own opinions;  I liked listening to people's opinions and view. 
 
Teachers and their sharing elements of their personal lives:  The prominence of the presence and role of teachers in the 
students’ perceptions of the retreats was evident in the 143 statements that valued the teachers’ contribution on the retreats.  
Most of these focused on their perception that on the retreat the teachers were more personal, more human and closer to the 
students than they had been accustomed to in the school setting.  Also significant were 54 of these statements that 
identified a distinctive teacher contribution in terms of saying something about their personal lives or ‘sharing their 
personal stories’.  This confirms the high priority given to item A22 in table D1.4 and in Item D8 in TableD1.7  
 
The open relationships between teachers and student. 
I loved the personal stories teachers shared as it made them so much relatable to me 
 
I loved how the teachers told stories about there life, and how they got emotional;  it made us students feel more 
confrontable in telling our story;  I liked the fact that they could trust us – I became closer with my friends by listened to 
there stories. 
 
Getting an insight into the teachers’ life outside of school. 
Getting to know the teachers better. 
 
Food:  The prominence of statements about food and meals (158) highlighted the important contribution that the quality of 
food could make to the student’s overall enjoyment of the retreat. 
 
Letters and emotion:  42 statements identified the value of a letter from parents or the writing of letters or statements of 
affirmation of other students. 
Letters from parents/family, seeing everyone else emotional made me realize the importance of them. 
Writing a letter to my future self. 
Writing a letter to yourself so that you can read it once you finish school and see how far youve come and developed and 
matured. 
 
Reflection and review of life:  An opportunity for personal reflection (113) and the idea of a review of personal life and 
lifestyle (71) were prominent.   
Reflective time, hearing other peoples view points, time away to tink about life. 
The personal exploration and realisation of identity as a result of group discussion and reflection. 
 
Affirmation and community:  the theme of affirmation, particularly as regards and affirmation exercise was identified in 
72 comments. Closely aligned to this were comments about acceptance, sense of community, and good feelings about the 
group as a whole (84 items) 
The affirmations from other students were the most valuable part of the retreat. 
I loved the affirmations the most, if there was one thing I would say to keep it would be the positive things people said to 
me. 
Individual expression in a non-judgmental environment. 
Being forced to define something good about yourself. 
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Mixture of enjoyment with friends and religious reflection:  A number of comments indicated that students saw no 
mutual exclusivity between an enjoyment dimension and a religious dimension. 
Personal reflection with my God;  amazing time with friends and teachers. 
 
Spirituality, faith, God and religion:  There were comparatively fewer references to ideas such as spirituality (25), faith 
(12), God/Jesus (39),  religion (12), and celebrating mass (26) and reconciliation (15).  
Challenges to personal spirituality posed by certain stories/questions/etc.  The way faith was a subtle theme throughout, not 
pushed on too much. 
Being able to spend more with God;  being able to enhance my faith. 
Made you feel relieved of all the hurt you have been through. 
The chance to reflects and connect with life and god;  the openness and compassion shown by the people that surrounded 
you. 
Growing spiritually and intellectually. 
I was able to improve my relationship with God;  I had plenty of opportunity for personal reflection. 
It was nice to be able to develop some sort of faith and hear other's stories. 
 
Non catholic:  Only one student drew attention to the perception of students who were not Catholic 
It was not too strongly catholic, so non christians/Catholics can take from it. 
 
Negative:  There were 13 negative comments, mainly with the word “Nothing” 
 
Just for fun: 

Fooooooooooooooooooood !  lunch, recess, afternoon tea, morning tea ! 
I hated it coz miss x was in my room. 
Being able to talk to someone of the oppostie sex for the first time in my life besides my mum. 

 
Teachers’ favourite students:  

Pulling pranks, anoying teachers, waking everyone up. 
 
English teachers help! 

yea i reckon the best thing is gittin a day off school but a we didnt have a prest or stay overnight or do half a what they 
was on bout on some page a few back. 

 
Question 2:  What changes would you make to the retreat program 
 
927 written statements were analysed initially according to frequency counts for key words.  Keywords have been arranged 
in six of relatively coherent groups.  This result is shown in table D1.xx.   Following the table, a range of quotations have 
been included in an impressionistic way to highlight some of the ideas put forward in the students views of how they think 
the retreats might be changed for the better. 
 
Table D1.13   Frequency of key words used by the students in statements about what they might propose to change in the 
retreat program. 
Word Frequency of use 

in 914 statements 
Word 914 statements In 

order of frequency 
Good 23 More 445 

Great 16 Active / Activities 152    (9 +143) 
Fun 31 Less 145 
More 445 Time 139 
Better 65 Free 135 
Less 145 Free time 127 
Free 135 Groups 126 
Time 139 Nothing 105 
Free time 127 Not 103 
Long / longer 77  (17 + 60) Food/meals 95 
Shorter 37 Religion/religious 83 
None 57 Long / longer 77   (17 + 60) 
Nothing 105 Better 65 
Not 103 None 57 
Everything 6 Personal 53 
Emphasis 38 People 52 
Too 39 Friends 48 
Boring 8 Too 39 
Friends 48 Emphasis 38 
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Friendship 5 Shorter 37 
Others 9 Reflection 32 
People 52 Fun 31 
Teachers 26 Games 27 

Individual 6 Teachers 26 
Personal 53 Discussion 26 
Together 6 Experience 26 
Bonding 13 Sharing 25 
Community 0 Accommodation / cabins 24   (9 + 15) 
Open  6 Good 23 
Talk 16 Spirituality 20 

Reflection 32 Emotion 20 
Discussion 26 Great 16 
Sharing 25 Talk 16 

Groups 126 God 16 
Life 6 Catholic 15 
Stories 7 Sleep 15 
God 16 Bonding 13 
Jesus 0 Movie/film 12   (8 + 4) 
Spirituality 20 Recreation 11 
Faith 8 Meditation 10 
Beliefs 4 Issues 10 
Meaning / meaningful 2 Others 9 
Identity 0 Social 9 
Religion/religious 83 Mass 9 
Catholic 15 Boring 8 
Non-Catholic & Non-
Christian 

1 Faith 8 

Emotion 20 Prayer 8 
Crying/tears 3 Stories 7 
Experience 26 Problems 7 
Revealing 2 Jesus 7 
Help 4 Everything 6 
Closer 2 Individual 6 
Alone 2 Together 6 
Quiet 3 Open  6 
Meditation 10 Life 6 
Prayer 8 Friendship 5 
Food/meals 95 Music 5 
Sleep 15 Beliefs 4 
Accommodation / cabins 24  (9 + 15) Help 4 
Social 9 Creative 4 
Recreation 11 Crying/tears 3 
Games 27 Quiet 3 
Letters 3 Letters 3 
Writing 2 Reconciliation 3 
Reconciliation 3 Meaning / meaningful 2 
Mass 9 Revealing 2 
Creative 4 Closer 2 
Active / Activities 152    (9 +143) Alone 2 
Problems 7 Writing 2 
Issues 10 Non-Catholic & Non-

Christian 
2 

Movie/film 12  (8 + 4) Community 1 
Music 5 Identity 0 
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General impression from word frequencies:  The word frequencies and an inspection of the phrases where these words 
occurred showed that the overall impressions given in the comments were: – 
 

• The retreats are good and enjoyable experiences as they are. 
• Perhaps to be expected, the students would like to see more free time and activities. 
• The impression was that not too much needed to be changed – the current retreat formula was valuable. 
• The quality of food is important for students, and can always be improved. 
• The time and relationships with friends are central to the experience and therefore should be maximised, while the 

discussions and religious elements were reasonably well accepted, with some reservations. 
• Problems and areas of dissatisfaction were recorded. 

 
General comments, length of the retreat, and length of sessions:  a number of comments called for a longer retreat, even 
when the current one was three days. 
 

I would make the retreat program longer. We were away for four days, and while that was quite a while, what we 
experienced at retreat was amazing and I would love to have a longer amount of time to experience what we did and 
even more.  Also more teachers coming along and us as students having the chance to listen to what they've been 
through and who they are. 

I would of liked more time with everyone and more time to relfected or have small groups with different people 
each time.  i would of liked it to be longer. 

Some activities didn't need to go for so long. eg. reflections - Sometimes there needs to be less of a religious 
focus. 

Better food. Shorter sessions. More free time with friends 
Less pretentious youth leaders who attempted to be our friends and thought that they were the coolest things since 

sliced bread.  Ruining the overall experience.  Less happy clappy bible bashing. 
 
Emotionality on the retreat:  A number of comments picked up on issues with the level of emotion during activities 
 

Not as long sessions, speakers don't talk as long, not so much emotional stuff and more reflection time but instead 
with friends. 

Less emotional, More focus on learning about dealing with year 12 problems, learning about relaxation. 
Theres not a lot to change, however, a little less emphasis on emotional response in terms of exploitation would 

be required, as personal exploration conceptually is sufficient to enact spiritual and emotion change! 
We had a session that was too emotional and full on and dont think it was handled well at the end such as a 

debeief. 
Not to make a large group of people get into such an emotional state all at once.  Have more on aspirations and 

issues to discuss.  More about now and the future, not of demons from our pasts. 
 
Personal sharing and telling one’s personal story and psychological freedom for any personal disclosures:  The following 
comments identified potential problems in these areas.  For example: there were five statements which recommended more 
personal sharing whereas there were 17 identifying it as a problem and calling for less emphasis on sharing. 
 
Personal sharing 

I would make personal sharing less forceful so not all students have to share. 
More sharing time as a whole year level. 
Less emphasise on personal revealing ! 

Broader issues in large groups, then i personal, so that they can then in smaller groups reveal more about 
themselves, why they have certain values etc. 

There should be more of an emphasis on the direction each student is taking.  This would make the day useful, 
instead of a sad, emotionally propelled day of tears. 

 
Personal story  

More teachers sharing personal experiences no boring, soft music (play death metal!!!!) more banana muffins 
Encourage that teacher participate wholeheartedly in all exercises as an example to students, hence choose 

teachers with the right attitude to life.  
Not so much demand to share your story.  It is extremely rude and degrading to an individual who is already 

experiencing feelings of self consciousness. 
Less religious Less 'life story' orientation.  Actually doing the activities that were outlined otehr than just the 

religious aspects which were frankly for me, a Catholic, quite incredibly boring 
Less emphasis on competition within the larger group;  more interesting games;  less emphasis on sharing 

personal stories; less emphasis on Catholicism, more emphasis on ethics in general. 
Less about god and less emphasis on sharing personal stories! 

 
Psychological pressure to make personal disclosures 

Leave out activity where all students need to openly indicate whether or not they believe in God.  Some students 
didn't feel comfortable saying so because they are in a Catholic school.  Some people felt judged by the more 
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'evangelical' students and felt pressured into sharing their views. While being open is good, people should have a right 
to keep things private if they want to. 

Less pressure should be placed on students to exspress themselves.  Personal time with teachers and students 
(one-on-one) 

I think I would try to stop pressuring students to believe in God or trust in Jesus.  If they do that's great, but 
teachers and staff shouldn't automatically assume every student has faith in Catholicism. 

 
 
Religious, Catholic emphasis, Mass and reconciliation:  There were more comments about reducing the proportion of 
specifically religious elements or emphasis than there were of statements that wanted an increase.  A number commented 
on the need for more personal reflection time. 

 
There was too much emphasis on the religious aspect. Yes, it is a Catholic school and some element of religion is 

expected.  But the retreat seemed to turn into a convert us all to catholicism excercise.  Sessions were very long and 
often went too late.  Students became emotional and tired - e.g. expected to stay up till 12pm to attend mass and then 
must get up at 7am the following morning. I would have shorter sessions with a less religious focus. 

Finish earlier, it was very late when we finished the mass at nearly 10pm. Shorter sessions (more breaks) 
Less of an emphasis on religion or an option for students of differing religious faiths to not participate in the overtly 
Catholic/Christian parts of the retreat.  
Less emphasis on religous aspect, for those that are non-catholics, atheist etc. 

At the reconciliation the year group was spilt into two: a quiet sharing group and a loud group who did not care 
very much.  It would of been nice if those loud girls had an oppertunity to go outside.  Some of the students did not 
like the religious aspect of it.  But I don't know if that you can change any of that.  I guess it's just an attitude problem.  
Offer counciling as well as a priest. 

 
Variety in themes: 
 

The activities need to tie in a bit better. At times the order of activities seemed random. Maybe have a day themed 
around personal reflection, a day on spiritual growth, a day on social justice? 

 
Food and free time:  There was a prominent interest in improving the quantity and quality of food;  and in having more free 
time. 
 

Order pizzas and kebabs 
Not much, better food / healthier option and less meals maybe only 3 meals per day rather than 7!  

A little more free time, to recharge the batteries a bit better and be able to complete activities with more energy. 
Let me stay up late:  note teachers standing in the middle of a dorm in the dark waiting for every one to sleep is 

freaky. 
 
Question 3:  Is there anything more you want to say about issues raised in the questionnaire. 
 
The comments were analysed according to key word frequency and themes.  Of the 758 comments recorded, 530 indicated 
that there was nothing further they wished to say. 
 
For this data, an attempt has been made to highlight what additional points the students wished to raise in the light of the 
various issues raised up to this point in the questionnaire.  A number of student comments have been listed under the most 
prominent themes in their responses. 
 
General positive valuation of the retreat: 
 

It was one of the best experiences of my life.  It's important that the staff that attend are close with the students for 
them to be confortable in expressing themselves.  our religious leader of the school did an absolutely amazing job in 
organising and implementing this retreat and all retreats throughout the year. 

Retreat for me was just as much about gettin away with your friends, as well as reflecting and understanding your 
spirituality.  The way retreat was mainly based on communication activites was nice and calming.  The teachers were 
friendly and open to share their stories, it felt as if we were level with them. 

I think retreats provide a sense of relaxation and time out especially for VCE students.  I think they are an 
important aspect of a catholic school education. 

Retreats should be conducted every year.  It shouldn't be until year 12 that relationships are formed with staff and 
students.  We miss out on getting to know each other. 

 
Community and general exper4ience of the retreat 
 

I think retreats are important as they allow student and teacher relationships to grow.  These relationships then 
carry on throughout school life and help individuals feel like they are apart of a community. 
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I find that the retreats are really good, although when you're with people who dont take it seriously, its not good 
anymore. i find that when people arent contributing or are just laughing all the time, i dont take in as much. they ruin 
the experience, but i guess nothing can really be done about that. 

I favoured the Year 11 retreat more than the Year 12 retreat as there seemed to be a happier atmosphere, even if it 
was a leadership retreat.  Unfortunately, the Year 12 retreat seemed to create more problems among friendship groups 
and a considerable number of girls left unhappy, due to feeling that many people were being fake or artificial with 
what they were saying and then doing.  I also realised that the teachers didn't notice how the students really felt, 
instead choosing to continue with small group discussions which the students may not have been greatly interested in 

 
Religious and personal development dimensions to the retreat:  A number of comments pointed out that the level of 
religiosity of students varied considerably, and that the retreat experience was valuable principally because of its 
contribution to more general personal development.  There were 17 statements that considered that too much attention was 
given to the religious aspects, with the implication that a less religious, more personal development orientation would 
probably have been more beneficial for the whole group.  7 statements proposed that the religious dimension needed more 
attention. 
 
Proposal that the retreat be less religious 

For me, the relgious dimention was adequately played down, although i found those religious sessions less useful. 
It should be more spiritual and less Catholic 
Even at Catholic schools, retreats should focus on personal development as opposed to spiritual. 

Although personally, I am not religious, I can see that it benefitted others who are and it definitely helped me in 
other aspects of my life with community, respect and service to others. 

Though I concede that at times I haven't appeared to have gained as much as others do from retreats, nevertheless 
they do have a great meaning for many other students.  I see too many young men and women confronted by a 'fast-
paced' society where too great an emphasis is placed on the wealth and the health of the individual, rather than one's 
community.  It is a sad and unfortunate reality that many individuals do not see the wellbeing and fundamental needs 
of others as more important than their desire for '21st-century' wants.  Retreats offer people an insight into a 
worldview that is undervalued in our society, that is the ability of one to reflect, to question, to ponder and maybe 
through a little of god's 'grace' imagine for themselves a world where they are fixated more on the happiness of others 
than themselves.  This 'questionaire' deals with many questions of religious participation.  I am a practising catholic, 
but I have witnessed the spiritual despair of my father and many of my close friends who reason that God just isn't 
relevant in the 21st Century.  I commend the efforts of all those who seek to give those of a 'dis-illusioned' society a 
little help.  however, it saddens me to hear daily the response that 'well, every religion is just as valid, thus there are 
none that can be absolutely valid'.  I impore the efforts of those from the catholic school system who aim to correct 
this inbalance, and I hope that this dis-illusionment is contained just in my school. 

I think that my experience on retreat was not really a religious one.  what people gain from retreat is more to do 
with being social and understanding others rather than religion.  i enjoyed that aspect of the program, but if it is 
supposed to be a religious program and we are supposed to feel more spiritual or connected to god etc, maybe there 
should be some more religious activities included? though it was a good experience, i dont think it had any significant 
impact on me, the only difference was everyone was nicer to each other for the next two weeks 

You can mainatin a strong spiritual focus without having any Catholic Values and rituals/sacraments.  A more 
secular retreat would definately be more fun and enlightening to people. 

Discrepency as to whether the reason for the retreat was personal exploration or religious indoctrination. 
I feel a push for religious aspects of the retreats weakenes the experience.  let students decide their own level of 

belief without being fed it.  Having a setting that allows growth whilst also personal deviation from 'religious norms' is 
important 

 
Positive evaluation of the religious elements of the retreat. 

Retreat was a great experience that allowed me to express my faith and beliefs, and questioned my faith and my 
belief in God.  it was a great retreat and enjoyed the company of friends and teachers, as it was in a beautiful 
environment and the nature was beautiful. 

The enjoyable activities, mixed with personal reflection and religious conversations allowed student to identify 
their own beliefs and values perfectly. 

Retreat was a great experience. Helped me get in touch with my spiritual side and sharing it with others in the 
year group. 

Overall, i have found retreats to be of great personal and community value.  Some of the best memories of being 
part of a Catholic community were made there.  The time away on retreat prepared me spiritually and mentally for the 
stresses of exams ahead of me. 

 
How the retreat was perceived by relatively non-religious students and religious students or:  For the students who were 
happy with the religious elements of retreats, it appeared unlikely that they would need to comment further.  However, for 
the students who were not comfortable with the religious aspects of the retreat, this was a question where they could 
elaborate.  
 
Comments that reflected an uncomfortable feeling with the religious orientation and practices. 

As opposed to building my Catholic faith, the retreat reitherated my atheism. 
DID THEY PUSH GOD.. ANSWER YES!! 
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You can mainatin a strong spiritual focus without having any Catholic Values and rituals/sacraments, A more 
secular retreat would definately be more fun and enlightening to people. 

While I'm sure that religious students were very happy with the amount of religious content, as I am not religious 
it did feel uncomfortable and like I was being forced to 'conform' to the high level of religious content 

I think the religious beliefs of the students should not be the main emphasis of the retreat;  most students are 
unsure of their faith, and thus don't relate to questions about their 'Christianity'.  Also, referring to ethics and morals as 
'christian values' is bigoted. 

If a retreat is organised for those who are not religious, how would it be different to those religious ones? 
The religious component was the largest barrier for valuable response to the retreat.  making reigion less of a 

focus would further enable a variety of responses, rather than emphasising the Catholic response. 
They are all irrelevant.  the only reason people will say they like retreats is to keep them going to get a day off 

school.  they dont want all of that religious bs and groupd work … to take up some leisure time. 
They try and make it all catholical... more than half the school doesn't even care about religion 
This retreat, save the guest speaker who spoke of his walk for unity, was quite terrible.  There was little more than 

recreation and a religious aspect so heavy i couldnt do anything.  This camp has made me if anything an agnostic. 
Uber-religiousness alienates more people than it engages with in our mild catholic group, where many don't 

believe much of the religion and don't appreciate it very much. 
While I'm sure that religious students were very happy with the amount of religious content, as I am not religious 

it did feel uncomfortable and like I was being forced to 'conform' to the high level of religious content 
Yea, religion shouldn't be made so important, change in self doesn't stem from your religious beliefs, so if the 

concern for the wellbeing of your students starts with the repair of their spiritual relationship with "god" then you're 
wrong 
 

Comments showing appreciation of the religious orientation and practices 
My religious growth was slightly improved and it is a valuable thing!!! 

Religion was a big part of the retreat, but it wasn't overbearing and I enjoyed the recreation time as well as 
activities and personal reflection time. 

 
Small group experience 

I think the retreat is an extremley worthwhile experience. For me, the small groups were an extremley important aspect 
as I think this should be continued.  I think the teachers that go on the retreat should be ones that are willing to 
participate and can get along well with the students as my small group leader was and they made it that much better. 

 
Personal sharing and issues of freedom and privacy 

Sometimes it hard to share in a group because you dont know whether a person is actually just there to gossip and get 
information out of you.  Its also where some nasty rumours can start if you share something personal about your life.  
It makes it hard to get the courage up to share anything at all even if you really need to get something off your chest.  
Its important to be with a group of people that you trust when you are in small groups and sharing personal facts. 

If you are to call it a retreat, treat it as such, let us relax and retreat from school, don't continuously bring up 
personal issues.  At a girls school especially, it's a bad idea.  There were times when I felt pressured into making 
decisions that I wouldn't have made if not under the pressure.  Being asked to share personal issues to whole group, 
big or small, of girls who I've shared 6 years with was stressful. 

I think that you are right about people being forced to let out some of their problems.  Although I didn't 
experience any of that, I know from others that they felt it was important to do so.  So they dragged up problems from 
years ago.  Which is great, but needed.  Some other people had real problems.  I honestly felt better at the end of the 
retreat but I don't know if others did. 

I don't think there was an issue with the sharing of personal information.  It was stressed, and should be further 
stressed in the future, that you don't have to share deeply personal issues if you don't want to.  Each person was given 
the choice in the groups 

I didnt feel like this myself, but I worry that some people felt that they had to reveal things about their personal 
life... more stress on the fact that you can contribute as much as you feel comfortable with?? 

I dont think personal exposure was a poblem at all.  the opputunity was there but there was no pressuer to expose 
your self if u did not want to. 

I was pleased with the retreat, i especially enjoyed the time allowed in groups and individully to adress the 
question of where I would be taking my life. 

 
Observations about the questionnaire:   That the questionnaire was too long and excessive in its focus on some of the issues 
was reflected in the comments of the students.  Below are some of the critical comments, together with some that indicated 
that they found the task to be rewarding. 
 
Problems with the questionnaire 

The Questionnaire was set out in an unprofessional layout, it was difficult to understand what questions were 
being asked, therefore results are incomplete.  Improvments on survey could be made to make it easier to understand 
and also so that the questionnaire can achieve accurate results make shorter or more efficient in the layout.  Other than 
the terrible layout of the questionnaire, the retreat was very enjoyable.  Questions were not clear.  Thank you. 

1. make questionnaire shorter! 123 questions is to much!  2. some of the questions were stupid. i.e. "people crying 
is a sign of good group activity" NO!  3. questions in questionnaire were too repeditive!  4.some questions were 
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irrelivant to the retreat that we were on.  waste of questions, time and space! 5.stop wasteing time thinking up stupid 
questions and spend more time making the retreats better!!! 
Repetitive Questions 
Some questions are ridicous 
Thanks for taking 40 minutes of my life away. 
Thanks, missed out on 15 minutes off class. 

 
Positive evaluation 

Some of the issues raised in the questionnaire were very relevant to the retreat; 
This was a very constructive piece.  I am very glad that i participated in this survey.  Thank you for this 

oppurtunity.  I hope that you get a decent set of answers, and everyone took this serious.  I was pretty happy with all of 
these questions but some of them needed to be worded a bit better. For example the use of double negatives in a 
question might confuse some students, and therefore would not collect the correct information needed. 

The questionnaire was good, as it helped to bring back what we learnt and exsperienced on retreat. 
You are a good questionnaire, i love you 
It was a good questioner. 
I feel inligthened that i have answered these questions. 
I think all questions/statements posed by the questionnaire covered all aspects.  In my opinion, having a school retreat 
in both an important and valuable experience in my final year. 

 
From an unhappy participant: 
I didnt get to smoke and i dont want miss X in my room ever again !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
 
Questionnaire confusion 
Yea mate half them questions use were on about i dont even no what they ment so i just put dunno or the middle button. 
 

*          *          *          *          *          *          *          * 
 
D1.11    Higher order statistical analyses 
 
This section reports the findings of higher order statistical analyses. 
 
D1.11-1  Differences between the views of students and retreat teachers 
 
For all the items that were in common between the retreat teachers and the students’ surveys, independent sample t-tests 
were conducted to test the level of statistical significance of the differences between the means.  This statistical data was 
included above within tables D1.1 to D1.10, together with comments highlighting where differences in means occurred.  In 
chapter D2, the differences in the valuation of common items in students and teachers’ surveys were discussed in each of 
the major sections dealing with particular blocks of items. 
 
D1.11-2   Difference between the views of female and male students 
 
While not all students answered all questionnaire items, the numbers of female respondents was 742 and males 645.   By 
the end of the questionnaire, respondents to the final items were 632 females and 567 males. 
Table D1.14  Students’ views about the place of retreats within Catholic school education.  Differences between the 
views of female and male students. (relate to Section D1.2 above) 
 
 Females Males Statistical 

difference 
RP1  Retreats are an 
important part of a 
Catholic school’s 
overall religious 
education program. 

4.07 3.85 Very 
significant 

P<.001 

RP2  Retreats 
provide a more 
personal and 
reflective spiritual 
experience than can 
be achieved in 
classroom religious 
education. 

4.3 4.08 Very 
significant 

P<.001 

 

 Females Males Statistical 
difference 

RP4  Retreats are 
highly regarded by 
the students. 

4.08 
Largest 

difference 
.44 

3.64 Very 
significant 

P<.001 

RP5  Retreats make 
a valuable 
contribution to young 
people's personal, 
social and spiritual 
development. 

4.04 3.83 Very 
significant 

P<.001 
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For all four items, the means of female students were higher than those of males.  The largest difference was +.44 for item 
RP4.  The differences in means were all statistically significant at the level of p<.001 
 
Students views about the general, practical purposes of retreats (relate to section D1.3 above) 
 
For all 18 items in this section, the means for female students were higher than those for the males.  The largest difference 
was for item GP9, +.468 about enjoyable experience away with friends. 
 
For all of the items with the exception of two, the differences in means were statistically significant at the level of p<.001  
The exceptions: the difference for item GP 17 about becoming active members of a local parish was statistically significant 
at the level of p<.05;  and there was no significant difference between means for item GP 12 an opportunity to be 
counselled on personal problems. 
 
Rating of students own experience of the retreat, activities and venue. (Relate to section D1.4 above) 
 
For all but one of the 11 items in this section, the means for female students were higher than those of males.  The female 
mean was slightly lower for item S5 (-.09) about not liking advance knowledge of what would happen on the retreat.  The 
difference here was not significant statistically.  The largest difference in means was for item PL5 (+.472) sufficient 
information given about the retreat beforehand. 
 
For three other items the difference in means was also not statistically significant (PL9 not knowing about activities 
beforehand added to their impact;  I12 quality of accommodation;  I13 quality of meals.)  For all the other seven items in 
the section, the statistical difference between means was at the level of p<.001 
 
Students’ rating of particular retreat activities and resources used during the retreat (relate to section D1.5 above) 
 
For all 38 items in this section, the means for female students were higher than those of males.  For only two items there 
was no significant difference between the means – A20 guest speakers, and A30 past pupil input.  Two items had 
statistically significant differences at the level p<.05  A9 handouts, and A36 physical challenges. For all of the other items 
(34 out of 38) the differences in means were statistically different at the level of p<.001. 
 
Some of the larger differences in means were:-  +.963 Singalongs (A38), +.814 Dancing (A4), +.747 Creative activities 
(A24), +.648 Concert (A26), +.623 Personal journalling (A6), +.583 Affirmation activity (A12).  Differences for religious 
activities were +.442 Mass (A21), +.454 Prayer celebration (A23), +.404 Healing activity (A19).  
 
Students’ views of personal learning processes in retreats (Relate to Section D1.6 above). 
 
For all except one of the 12 items in this section the female students’ means were higher than those of the males.   The only 
item where the female mean was slightly lower was forP9 concern about students’ emotions being manipulated, 2.72 as 
opposed to the male mean of 2.96.  For all of the items except one, the differences in means were statistically significant at 
the level of p<.001.  The difference was for item P12 good follow-up at school, where the significance level of the 
difference was at p<.05 
 
The largest difference of means was for item P7, emotion and good feelings on retreat were valuable where the difference 
in means was +.399. 
 
Student views about the personal level in small group discussions (Relate to Section D1.7 above 
 
Statistical differences between the means for female and male students on these questions were reported in section D1 .7.   
Of the 15 items, consistent with the trend throughout the survey, the means of the female students were higher than those 
of the males for 12 items.   For 8 of the items the level of statistical difference was that the level p<.001.  For one item the 
difference was at the level p<.05.  There was no statistical difference for six of the items. 
 
The three items where the female students’ means were lower were to do with:-  

D6 Too great an expectation that students reveal aspects of their personal lives (Difference was not statistically 
significant). 
D7 the main focus of the small group discussion should be on social issues (Difference was not statistically 
significant). 
D9 the theme of telling your personal story was overemphasised (Difference was not statistically significant). 

 
Other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats (Relate to Section 1.8 above) 
 
For the six items in this section, the means for female students were higher than those of the males.  For 4 items the 
differences were statistically significant at the level of p<.001.  One was statistically different at p>.05 and 2 were not 
significant. 
 
Potential issues and problems with retreats (Relate to section 1.9 above) 
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As this section was concerned with the identification of potential problems, the items were phrased in the negative.  The 
higher the mean, the greater the potential problem was perceived. 
 
Different from the previous sections, here, for only two of the eight items were the female means higher, with the 
differences being not statistically significant.  These were:- I4 mobile phones would be a distraction;  and I8 staying up late 
affected participation the next day. 
 
For two other items the differences were not significant.  One item showed a significant difference at the level p<.05 (item 
I9 about deliberate generation of the motion), and three items were statistically different at the significance level p<.001 
(I7, I10 and I11). 
 
Table D1.15  Summary of the differences in means for female and male students across all Likert scale items in the 
questionnaire. 
 
Section numbers and focus No of 

items in 
this 
section 

Number of 
items with 
female 
student 
means higher 

Number of 
items with 
male student 
means 
higher 

No. of Items 
with 
statistically 
significant 
difference in 
means 
p<.001 

No. of Items 
with 
statistically 
significant 
difference in 
means p<.05 

No. of 
Items with 
no 
statistically 
significant 
difference 
in means 

D1.2  Students’ views about the place of retreats 
within Catholic school education 

4 4 0 4 0 0 

D1.3  Students views about the general, practical 
purposes of retreats) 

18 18 0 16 1 1 

D1.4  Rating of students own experience of the 
retreat, activities and venue.  

11 10 1 7 0 4 

D1.5  Students’ rating of particular retreat 
activities and resources used during the retreat  

38 38 0 33 2 3 

D1.6  Students’ views of personal learning 
processes in retreats  

12 11 1 11 1 0 

D1.7  Student views about the personal level in 
small group discussions  

15 12 3 8 1 6 

D 1.8  Other general questions about the religious 
dimension of retreats  

7 7 0 4 1 2 

D1.9  Potential issues and problems with retreats  8 2 6 3 1 4 
Totals across the questionnaire 113 102 11 86 7 20 
 
Because at least six items (In section D1.9) were phrased in the negative, the number of items where the female students 
registered higher valuations of the retreat than males would go up to 108 out of the total number of 113 items.   For 93 of 
the items there were statistically significant differences in the means (86 at p<.001) with only 20 items having no statistical 
difference. 
 
D1.11-3   Differences in student views according to religious identification 
 
The purpose of the ANOVA higher order analyses reported here was to see whether or not there was any significant 
difference in responses to the items on the part of the four different religious groups of students who identified as one of 
the following:– Catholic, Other Christian denomination, Non-Christian religion and No Religion,  In other words, if there 
were no differences then the results would indicate that the whole sample responded as a relatively homogeneous group.  
The ANOVA results were able to show up differences between the groups in four ways. 
1.)  Descriptive:  Inspection of the means and differences in means showed which groups had higher or lower valuations 
for each item.   
2.)  ANOVA: Statistically significant differences in means across the whole four groups on any item – but this did not show 
the direction of the differences. 
3.)  Multiple comparisons:  Identification of any statistically significant differences between each of the four groups. 
4).  Post Hoc Scheffe test:  Identification of relatively homogeneous subsets within the data for each item.  If only one 
subset, then the whole sample had responded homogeneously with no significant difference in their patterns of response.  
On the other hand, if more than one homogeneous subset was identified, then this pointed towards identifiably different 
patterns of group response, with a clustering of the subgroups into relatively homogeneous subsets as far as response to 
particular items was concerned. 
 
It was considered to be not useful or relevant for readers to provide a detailed account of the ANOVA results here.  The 
reports from the SPSS ANOVA analyses resulted in large masses of data.  Below, some general report of the overall trends 
in the findings will be given.   
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Table D1.16   differences in students’ views for items in sections D2 and D3 according to religious identification. 
 
The following data comes from one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) looking at differences between the views of 
students who recorded the following religious identification:  Catholic (1067 students, 73%), Other Christian denomination 
(149 students, 10%), Other non-Christian religion (52 students, 3%), No religion (185, 13%).  The number of students who 
are nominally retained the religious identification of their parents but who chose to identify as “no religion” in the survey 
could not be determined.  The confidence levels for the ANOVA were set at p<.05.  And the Scheffe test was used to 
identify homogeneous clusters of responders for each item.  The Scheffe test identifies where there appears to be relatively 
homogeneous subgroups responding to the survey items in different ways.  In particular cases, there will also be 
statistically significant differences between the means of the subgroups.   Where there are significant differences between 
sub-groups these will be designated as between the letters C (Catholic) O (Other Christian) N (Non-Christian religion) X 
(No religion) –  E.g.  significant difference between the means for Catholic and no religion: C-X  and between non-
Christian religion and no religion  N-X    etc. 
 
Section D1.2   Student 
views about the place of 
retreats within Catholic 
school education 

Catholic Other 
Christian 

Non 
Christian 

No 
religion 

Statistical 
Significance 
of differences 
across 
subgroups 

Scheffe test for 
more than one 
homogeneous 
subsets 

Statistically 
significant 
differences 
between 
means for 
particular 
subgroups 

RP1  Retreats are an important 
part of a Catholic school’s 
overall religious education 
program 

4.05 3.95 3.83 3.56 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 

RP2  Retreats provide a more 
personal and reflective spiritual 
experience than can be 
achieved in classroom religious 
education 

4.24 4.16 4.18 3.98 P<.05 NO C-X 
 

RP4  Retreats are highly 
regarded by the students 

3.89 3.99 3.70 3.77 No 
statistically 
significant 
differences 

NO No 
significant 
differences 

RP5  Retreats make a valuable 
contribution to young people's 
personal, social and spiritual 
development 

3.99 4.07 3.80 3.50 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 

Section D1.3  Student 
views about the 
general, practical 
purposes of retreats 

       

GP1  To provide a good 
experience of community 

3.91 3.98 3.90 3.66 P<.05 NO C-X; O-X 

GP2  The retreat community 
experience showed how people 
should be treated in a Christian 
community 

3.70 3.74 3.60 3.13 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 
N-X 

GP3  Provides an opportunity 
for personal and spiritual 
reflection 

4.29 4.31 4.05 3.8 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 

GP4  Provides an opportunity 
to think about your relationship 
with God 

3.984 4.12 3.70 2.93 P<.001 YES 3 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X;O-X 
N-X 

GP5  Provides an opportunity 
to think about your relationship 
with Jesus 

3.86 4.07 3.38 2.80 P<.001 YES 3 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-N; C-X 
O-N; O-X 
N-X 

GP6  An opportunity for 
reviewing your life (thinking 
about the beliefs and values 
that affect personal life) 

4.22 4.23 3.93 3.79 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 
 

GP7  Provides an opportunity 
to think about one’s identity as 
a Catholic 

3.77 3.30 3.40 2.82 P<.001 YES 3 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-O; C-X 
O-X; N-X 
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GP8  An opportunity to reflect 
on social justice issues 

3.68 3.70 3.65 3.35 P<.001 NO C-X;O-X 
 

GP9  An enjoyable experience 
away with my friends 

4.33 4.41 4.25 4.15 No 
statistically 
significant 
differences 

NO No 
significant 
differences 

GP10  An experience of ‘time 
away’ from, and ‘time out’ from, 
the normal routines in life at 
home, school and socially 

4.39 4.44 4.05 4.10 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 
 

GP11  To learn from sharing at 
a more personal level 

4.02 4.17 3.80 3.77 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 
 

GP12  An opportunity to be 
counselled on personal 
problems 

3.36 3.37 3.48 3.05 P<.05 NO C-X 

GP13  Time for personal prayer 3.84 3.88 3.45 2.99 P<.001 YES 3 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 

GP14  Time to get in touch with 
nature 

3.41 3.40 3.30 3.30 No 
statistically 
significant 
differences 

NO No 
significant 
differences 

GP15  An opportunity for a 
more personal celebration of 
mass/liturgy 

3.61 3.58 3.25 2.97 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X;O-X 
 

GP16  To promote some 
commitment to helping others 
in the community 

3.66 3.59 3.45 3.34 P<.001 NO C-X; 
 

GP17  To encourage young 
people to become active 
members of a local parish 

2.97 3.02 3.08 2.41 P<.001 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

C-X; O-X 
N-X 

GP18 The retreat is just as 
valuable for students who are 
not Catholic 

3.85 4.11 3.88 3.66 P<.05 YES 2 
homogeneous 
subsets 

O-X 

 
The purpose of this ANOVA was to see whether there were any statistically significant differences between the way 
students with different religious affiliation responded to items about the purposes of retreats.  There were statistically 
significant differences across groups for 19 of the 22 items, and within these, there were also significant differences 
between the means of some of the subgroups.  E.g. differences in the means for Catholic and No Religion.  And in 
addition, for 10 of these items the Scheffe test indicated that there were two or three relatively homogeneous subsets within 
the pattern of responses.  For example, the Catholic and Other Christian students responded as one homogeneous subset in 
a way that was statistically different from the other subset – Non-Christian and No religion 
 
The responses from the other Christian students were very similar to those of the Catholic students.  And for 16 of these 22 
items, the other Christian students had higher means than the Catholics, but in only one instance was the difference 
between the two statistically significant: Item GP7 An opportunity to think about one’s identity as a Catholic. 
 
For 17 of the items the highest two means were from Catholic and Other Christian students; and for 11 of these, the 
Scheffe test showed two or more homogeneous subsets in the data.   The Scheffe test also showed that there were 14 items 
where the Catholic and Other Christian students responded as a homogeneous subset. 
 
Section D4A students’ general rating of the retreat 
 
For nine of the 11 items in this section, the pattern was similar to that noted above where the Catholic/Christian group had 
higher means than those of the other groups – non-Christian and No religion.  And for only one of these nine was Catholic 
mean higher than that of other Christian denomination.  For item S5 (not knowing in advance about retreat activities), this 
was the only item where the non-Christian students had the highest mean – but the differences between groups were not 
significant.  For item I11 (the quality of meals at the retreat), the means for the non-Christian and no religion groups were 
higher than those of the Catholic/Christian groups.. 
 
The ANOVA showed that for only 4 of the 11 items were there statistically significant differences across the groups, three 
at p<.05 level and only one at p>.001.  And, for only three items were there statistically significant differences between the 
means of the subgroups –between the Catholic/Christian groups and the no religion group: items: S1 Enjoying the retreat 
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experience, S2 The retreat a valuable experience and PL9 Not having advance knowledge of activities enhanced the 
experience.  For only three items the Scheffe test showed more than one homogeneous subsets. 
 
Section D4 B The rating of retreat activities 
 
The pattern, with the means spreading from the highest with Christian/Catholic, groups, then the non-Christian group with 
the lowest mean for the No religion group, was typical for practically all of the 38 listed retreat activities. 
 
Summary of results for the students’ rating of retreat activities according to religious identification 
Descriptive 
 Number of times a group had the 

highest mean for an item 
Number of times a 

group had the 
lowest mean for an 

item 
Religious 
group 
identified 

Other 
Christian 
denominat-
ion 

Catholic Non-
Christian 
religion 

Non-
Christian 
religion 

No 
religion 

Number  of 
items 

31 5 2 8 30 

 
ANOVA 
 Highly 

significant 
Significant No 

significant 
difference 

Level of statistically 
significant difference 

P<.001 P<.05 p>.05 

Number of items 14 18 6 
 
Multiple comparisons  C = Catholic; O = Other Christian;  N = Non-Christian religion; X = No religion 
Statistically 
significant 
differences in 
means 
between 
subgroups 

C-X O-X Both C-X 
and O-X 
for the 

same item 

C-N O-N C-O Nil – no 
significant 

differences in 
means 

between sub 
groups 

Number of 
items where 
these 
differences 
occurred 

22 22 17 4 2 2 11 

The only significant differences in means for Catholic and other Christian students were for the items on 
Affirmations and Concerts.. 
 
Scheffe test 
For 21 items there was one homogeneous subset; for 15 items there were two homogeneous subsets; and for 
two items there were three homogeneous subsets. 
 
D1.11-4   Differences between the perceptions of year 11 and year 12 students. 
 
An ANOVA of the results for all 113 items in the student questionnaire showed the following range of 
differences between the means for year 11 students and year 12 students. 
 
Table D 1.17 summarises the difference in means for the 113 items of items showing numbers of items where 
the means of Year 11 students were higher, and where the year 12 students had higher or similar means.  The 
numbers of items where there was a statistical difference between the means were also noted. 
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Table D 1.17 differences between the means for year 11 and year 12 students for items across 8 areas 
 
Area Tot 

no. 
Items  

Y11 
Higher 

Y12 
Higher 

Y11-Y12 
Same 

Stat Sig 
Difference 

<0.05 <0.001 

Place of retreats in Catholic schooling 4 3 1 0 2 1 1 
General practical purposes of retreats 18 13 2 3 8 3 5 
Freighting retreat experience 11 7 4 0 3 3  
Range of retreat activities 38 22 11 5 11 8 3 
Personal learning processes 12 9 1 2 1 1  
personal level in small groups 15 10 2 3 2 2  
Religious dimension of retreats 7 5 1 1 3  3 
Potential problems and issues 8 3 2 3 0   
 113 72 24 17 30 18 12 
  64% 21% 15% 26.5% 16% 10.5% 
 
Of the 30 items where there was a statistical difference, 26 of these were for higher year 11 means and only 4 for higher 
Y12 means. 
 
For 72 (64%) of the items the means of the year 11 students were higher than those of year 12 students.  For 26 (36%) of 
these 72 items, the difference was statistically significant.  Of the 26 statistically different means, 15 (58%) were explicitly 
concerned with religion. 
 
For 24 items (21%) the year 12 means were higher, while for a further 17 (15%) items, the means were the same. 
 
This pattern showed a consistent higher valuation of the retreats by the year 11 students. 
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                Chapter D2 
The Student Survey          
Discussion of the meaning and 
significance of the results  
 
 
 
D2.1   Characteristics of the sample 
 
This is the most comprehensive survey of student views of retreats in Australian Catholic schools.  It involved 1500 
students.  Given that the data came from 29 of the 75 schools that agreed to participate, and from the 49 schools that 
eventually participated, it was considered that the response rate was disappointing;  it should have been possible to get 
more than 4000 students.  The principal reason for the lower than expected response rate was most probably the difficulty 
in organising the participation of students where signed parental permission slips had to be returned.  In the first phase of 
the project, this was a requirement of the University Ethics Committee.  Then in the second year of data collection, the 
conditions were revised so that 17-18 year-old students could voluntarily participate without signed parental permission 
slips.  The main reason: those who were 18 technically did not need parental permission, and in a sense this discriminated 
against those who were 17.  Had this condition applied at the start of the project, it would have been easier for students to 
complete the online questionnaire at school and perhaps in class groups.  Not requiring signed consent from parents did not 
compromise the adequacy of information about the survey provided in advance to students and their parents.  As one of the 
teachers involved in the research commented: “Getting signed permission slips from senior school students is like trying to 
extract teeth without anaesthetic”. 
 
Another problem that affected response rates, for both students and teachers, was the extent of other research that was 
compulsory for the schools at the time.  In a sense, there was ‘research overload’.  Verbal feedback from some retreat 
teachers indicated that in their context, some potential participants chose not to do the questionnaire simply because it was 
the one where participation was voluntary.  Another difficulty, was the varied times retreats were scheduled in the schools;  
it was desirable to wait until after the retreats before the questionnaires were completed. 
 
As noted in the introduction to the study, the scope and detail of the teachers’ and students’ questionnaires were too 
extensive.  This inevitably resulted in some ‘questionnaire fatigue’ for those participating.  This was evident in some 
student responses where, after a number of items had been completed, they filled in the remainder of the questionnaire with 
the same response “not sure”.  For others, items towards the end of the questionnaire were not completed.  Because of time 
constraints, no systematic removal of such datasets was undertaken.  It was considered that given the large number of 
participants, this problem should not change the results significantly. 
 
The researcher is particularly grateful to all participant students and teachers who undertook the burdensome task of 
completing the questionnaires. 
 
There was a good gender balance in the responses with 56% indicating female.  1034 (72%) indicated that they were year 
12 students and 407 (28%) as year 11 students. 
 
73% of the students identified as Catholic, and 10% as another Christian denomination.  3% identified with a non-Christian 
religion, and 13% said they did not identify with any religion.  This meant that there were 386 responses from students 
who were not Catholic – the first time that a sample of this size has contributed views about senior school retreats in 
Catholic schools.  This breakdown of numbers appeared to be consistent with the overall proportion of students who are 
not Catholic in Catholic schools, although this varied from school to school.  In one of the schools in the survey, the 
proportion of students who were not Catholic was higher than 50%. 
 
Differences in response according to religious identification will be considered in the last part of this chapter in the light of 
higher order statistical analyses. 
 
In the future, the fully online nature of the questionnaires makes it possible for a more comprehensive survey of student 
views across Catholic schools around Australia (and possibly in other countries) if this is desired by education authorities.  
If so, the student questionnaire would be cut back in size while remaining comprehensive. 
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D2.2   Students’ views about the place of retreats within Catholic school education 
 
The four items on student views about the general place of retreats within Catholic school education showed that they 
strongly affirmed the value of retreats as a special, reflective opportunity that is not possible in the classroom religion 
curriculum.  72% confirmed that retreats were highly regarded by their fellow students.  78% considered that retreats made 
a valuable contribution to their personal, social and spiritual development;  while a further 13% were not sure, only 10% 
disagreed. 
 
While not as positive as were the retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers, the students valued their school retreats highly.  
This evidence is the most recent part of a long, continuous history of positive student valuation of retreats since it was 
reported in the surveys of year 12 students in Catholic schools by Marcellin Flynn in the 1970s-1990s (Flynn, 1975, 1985, 
1993). 
 
As might have been expected, the student means for these items were all lower than those of the retreat teachers, with the 
differences statistically significant at below the p<.001 level. 
 
It is clear that the students regarded the retreat as valuable for them personally.  Just how they felt about its religious 
dimension will be considered below. 
 
D2.3   How the general, practical purposes of senior school retreats are rated by students 
 
In her empirical study of the views of teachers in one Catholic diocese, Tullio (2010) concluded that one of the principal 
values in the retreat was ‘taking time out’ or ‘time away’ from the regular routine of daily life and school.  She considered 
that this was consistent with a key theme in the origins of the earliest retreats in the Christian church where the desert 
monks saw that ‘retreat’ from the world was an important element in their spirituality.  Even in popular parlance today, one 
of the meanings for the word ‘retreat’ is a place where individuals get away from their ordinary life routine to a place that 
is protected, somewhat isolated and which communicates some feeling of freedom from the demands and pressures in their 
ordinary lives.  This was confirmed in the student survey, where the experience of time away and time out had the highest 
mean, ranking it first in order of priority of students’ perceptions of the purposes of retreats.  It ranked slightly ahead of 
what might have been anticipated as a priority – the item about the retreat as an enjoyable experience away with friends. 
 
Order of priority in the perceived purposes for retreats:  As might have been anticipated, the students strongly affirmed 
purposes that were in the personal/social development area.  The first six items in order of priority fitted this pattern.  The 
first priority, time away, registered 89% agreement.  The next four were 81% or above and the sixth item 78%.  Following 
the first priority, the other five personal development items were: –  an enjoyable experience away with friends;  an 
opportunity for personal and spiritual reflection;  an opportunity for reviewing life by thinking about beliefs and values that 
affect them;  learning from sharing at a personal level;  having a good community experience. 
 
The time out, personal/spiritual reflection, review of life and values, and sharing at a personal level are all purposes that 
overlap with what might be categorised as spiritual and religious purposes.  While personal and social elements of retreats 
were highly regarded, the data affirmed the students’ view that the retreat was an important spiritual experience that could 
enhance their personal, social and spiritual development. 
 
Students who were not Catholic:  The seventh purpose in the priority listing was the view that the retreat is just as valuable 
for students who were not Catholic (72% in agreement with 15% unsure).  This same item was 16th in the order of priority 
for the retreat teachers. 
 
The data on this item for both students and teachers affirmed the important point that this element of the school’s religious 
life and religious education is equally valuable for students who are not Catholic.  Given the situation that the majority of 
the students in Catholic schools these days now have a relatively secular spirituality (Rossiter, 2010;  Mason et. al.2007), 
one could also conclude that the retreat is a valuable spiritual development experience for all the students who are not 
particularly religious. 
 
Religious dimension of retreats:  As regards the items that were intentionally included to identify the religious dimension 
of retreats, nine figured as a group in the next purposes in order of priority. 
 
These items included: – reflection about relationship with God and Jesus; time for personal prayer; a more personal 
celebration of liturgy; an experience of Christian community; potential to promote commitment to helping others in the 
community; reflection about students’ personal identity as Catholic. 
 
While levels of agreement were not as high as for the preceding items, the data showed that a majority of the students 
(ranging from 72% to 62% across the items) affirmed these religious purposes.  Even though the majority of the students 
may currently, and in the future, not be regular participating members in a local parish, they are not opposed to the 
possibility of religion entering into their spirituality and sense of personal identity.  Just how these relatively secular young 
people relate to religion is a complex issue and is discussed at greater length elsewhere (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006; 
Rossiter, 2010, 2011A, 2011B).  Perhaps they are more indifferent to, than opposed to, religion.  It is likely that they are 
not seeing that what is regarded as ‘organised religion’ has much that can help them make meaningful sense of life.  While 
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this issue was not investigated in any detail in the survey, anecdotal evidence provided by retreat teachers has confirmed 
that many educators in Catholic schools are aware of the problems with young people’s relatively secular spirituality;  and 
this is one of the reasons why they see the popular personal development/spiritual/religious experience of the retreats as so 
important.  They believe that the retreats offer experience that may well have a long term positive bearing on young 
people’s spirituality, whether or not they ever take up formal affiliation with a Catholic parish. 
 
Personal religious spirituality, Catholic identity and parish engagement:  As noted above, it is considered that young people 
and their teachers see retreats as helpfully connected with the promotion of spirituality.  However, somewhat inevitably, 
items on these questions will connect with ongoing debate and controversy over what constitutes Catholic identity, and 
about how important this is as an aim for Catholic schooling, and whether the extent of regular mass going is a good 
criterion for judging the success of retreats, religious education or Catholic schooling. 
 
65% of the students considered that reflection about Catholic identity was an appropriate purpose for the retreats.  
However, only 33% of the students (and 24% of retreat teachers) considered that encouragement to become active 
members of a local parish was a relevant purpose for the retreats.  As noted in chapter B2, this judgment is in all likelihood 
not about the value in encouraging parish participation, but rather that this is not a purpose that readily connects with the 
sort of experience that is natural to retreats.  Whether or not young people are going to voluntarily become part of a parish 
community will be determined by a larger range of factors over a longer period of time.  As with evaluations of religious 
education in Catholic schools, attempts to make judgments on the basis of how successfully they might incline young 
people to join a parish and go to mass regularly, are not regarded by this researcher as relevant or valid.  It is not that 
encouragement to engage with Catholic parishes is not worthwhile or unimportant.  And, no doubt Catholic schooling, 
religious education and retreats may well contribute in this direction.  But, expecting them to bring about measureable 
change in mass attendance is regarded as being unrealistic and creating inappropriate expectations for all three.  One might 
add that it would be similarly inappropriate to have the same expectation for participation in Catholic World Youth Day. 
 
Other items:  While there was moderate support for the purpose of the discussion of social issues (67%), and promoting 
commitments to helping others in the community (65%), there was only moderate support for getting in touch with nature 
(56%).  This last mentioned aim might figure more prominently in retreats that have an ecological focus. 
 
Personal problems:  Discussion and counselling:  In the early part of the survey, 52% of students agreed that the retreat was 
an opportunity to be counselled on personal problems (Item G12).  But this was the second last ranked item in that block of 
retreat purposes where the top item registered 89% agreement.  Then in item D15, 64% agreed that the small group was a 
good place for discussing personal problems – whereas only 28% of the retreat teachers agreed.  This data suggested that 
the students saw the discussion of personal problems as a potentially important part of the retreats.  This was not 
inconsistent with their not seeing the retreat as primarily having a counselling and / or psychotherapeutic focus.  This is 
also consistent with their concerns about freedom to make personal comments or not. 
 
What could not be determined in the survey was the way in which discussion of personal problems might be most helpful 
for students.  For example, it could be that a more general discussion of problems with which they could identify would be 
more beneficial and appropriate than a disclosure of an individual’s particular problems.  Different interpretations of how 
personal problems were discussed could have affected the ways in which students and teachers answered this question.  
This difference could have determined how ‘counselling’ as opposed to ‘discussion’ of personal problems was interpreted. 
 
While there was evidently strong student support for the idea of personal sharing and personal learning in retreats, how this 
related to identifying and discussing personal problems remained unclear. This an issue that needs clarification as regards 
the purposes of retreats and also an important issue for retreat training. 
 
Comparison with retreat teachers:   The overall order of student priority for the purposes for retreats was not all that 
dissimilar from that of the retreat teachers.  There was the same clustering of priority items around personal/social 
development and the religious dimension.  For 13 of the items, the priority ranking for students and teachers differed by 
two places or less. 
 
The data suggested that there was a congruence between the teachers’ and students’ valuations of retreat purposes.  While 
the pattern of priority was similar across the 18 items, with only two exceptions, the retreat teachers registered higher 
means than did the students, showing a higher level of positivity.  The two items where the students had higher means were 
firstly, as anticipated, about enjoying time away with friends, and secondly, surprisingly, about encouragement to become 
active members of a local parish.  As noted in the previous chapter, the differences in means were statistically significant 
for 16 of the 18 items. And for 15 of these the significance level was p<.001 
 
D2.4   Rating of students’ own experience of the retreat, retreat activities and venue 
 
The students’ high regard for the personal and spiritual value of the retreat was complemented by their view that it was a 
very enjoyable experience.  As noted earlier, this finding is both consistent and continuous with what the earlier Flynn 
research on Catholic schools had indicated.  Also this was consistent with earlier findings about sense of community and 
good relationships on retreat. 
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The potential problem with pre-retreat ‘secrecy’ about special activities was raised by Tullio (2010).  The data here 
suggested that this was not perceived as a problem by many students.  The majority felt that pre-retreat information was 
adequate.  They indicated that advanced knowledge of the details of special activities would have lessened their novelty 
and impact (69%).  Only about a third considered that lack of detailed advance knowledge of retreat activities was a 
potential problem. 
 
The students showed more concern about the quality of the accommodation and food than did the teachers.  The 
importance of food in both quality and quantity was also reflected in the open-ended responses at the end of the survey.  
However, the teachers were more concerned about the need for a quiet place for personal reflection, as well as about the 
overall attractiveness of the retreat location. 
 
D2.5   Students’ rating of particular retreat activities and resources used during the retreat 
 
Tables D1.4 and D1.5 illustrate the students’ responses where they estimated the perceived value of 38 different activities 
that have been recorded for communitarian retreats.  The majority of students commented on all of the activities; hence 
nothing could be concluded about the frequency of these activities. 
 
As for the discussion of the results in the retreat teachers’ survey, the activities were grouped in six categories as follows: – 
 
Type of activity Code 
Group and personal interactions  Personal 
Prayer, reflective activities, liturgy and paraliturgy Reflective/prayer 
Relating with friends Friends 
Organisation and purposes of retreats explained Organisation 
Staff presentations Staff input 
Other inputs: guest speaker, film, activities Other inputs 
 
Only four activities were rated in the valuable to very valuable range (with mean scores over 4), by contrast with 26 ranked 
as valuable by the retreat teachers 
 
4 activities were rated in the valuable to very valuable range. 
The two highest ranking items had to do with the students being with their friends. 
The third ranked item was about staff sharing their personal stories as a stimulus for personal sharing in the small groups.  
(Staff input category) 
The fourth-ranked item was time for student private reflection. (Reflective/prayer category) 
 
33 activities were regarded as satisfactory and useful. 
Of the first 17 of these activities in order of priority,  
7 items were in the other inputs and activities category; 
7 were collectively in the personal and personal reflective/prayer categories;  
And one each for the categories friends, organisation and staff input. 
 
Of the second 16 items (the bottom half of the cluster), in order of priority, there were, 
9 items in the personal and reflective/prayer categories; 
5 in the other inputs and activities category; 
and one each in the categories friends and organisation. 
 
Only 1 activity scored a mean of less than three, an indication that it was regarded as of not much worth or use. 
The item in this category was dancing. 
 
The trend right throughout the student data on the valuation of retreat activities was that there valuations were significantly 
lower than those of the retreat teachers.  For 28 of the items the differences were statistically significant at the p<.001 level.   
Two others were significant at the p<.05 level.  For only 5 items were the student valuations more positive than, or equal 
to, those of the teachers – and these, predictably, had to do with talking with friends (A32) and free time (A28).  But these 
differences were not statistically significant. 
 
As far as the questionnaire items were concerned, the students valued the retreat activities less than did the teachers. 
 
It could  be expected that the students would give a high priority to activities related to their friends.  It was surprising to 
find that the third priority was staff sharing their personal story.  This indicated that the students liked and appreciated this 
form of staff input.  It also rated highly for the retreat teachers themselves.  Before the survey data was analysed, one 
teacher suggested that this activity was much liked by students for a variety of reasons, one of which is that they are 
naturally curious and interested to find out anything about the personal lives of teachers.  In a sense, this makes their 
teachers more ‘real’ and ‘human’.  It helps break down any perception that they might be distant, aloof and not connected 
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with the same issues in life that are of concern to young people.  The data here suggested that in the retreat context the 
senior school teachers may well serve as important spiritual and moral role models for their students. 
 
It was unlikely that dancing (the lowest priority item) would be a popular activity on retreats for boys or girls separately.  It 
would depend to on what sort of dancing – some teachers reported that given the right kind of ‘rave’ music that groups of 
girls on retreats could enjoy such an activity as a break from the formal retreat activities. 
 
Contrasting priorities for students and teachers:   Table D1.5 was included to highlight differences in priority for retreat 
activities. 
 
At the top and bottom extremities of the table are the items with the greatest difference in mean scores between students’ 
and teachers’ valuation of activities.  At the top, with positive scores, are items which the students ranked more highly than 
did their teachers. At the bottom of the table, with negative differences, are the items which the students rated below the 
teachers’ rankings. 
 
Around the centre of the table are the items where the rankings were closer.  Overall, there were 2 items with the same 
ranking, and 9 with a difference of ranking of 3 or less.  Then followed 16 items with a ranking difference between 4 and 
10;   and finally, 13 items with a ranking difference ranging from 11-  21. 
 
Some of the standout items with positive differences in priority (ranked more highly by students) were ‘Students talking 
with their friends’, ‘one-to-one discussions in pairs’, ‘full length feature film’, ‘creative activities - art, drama etc.’ , 
‘outside guest speakers’, ‘rotation around workshops’, and ’whole group forums’. 
 
Many educators would have anticipated that talking with friends would naturally be an activity where there was a big 
difference in priority according to the views of teachers and students.  While the teachers had a full length feature film as 
the lowest item in order of priority (38), it was midway in priority for the students.  One teacher pointed out that a film that 
the students already knew well, and for which they may even have some of the dialogue word perfect can be for them a fun 
experience. 
 
By contrast, the standout items with negative differences in priority showed the items that were ranked below the teacher 
rankings.  The most prominent differences were for ‘whole group prayer’, ‘celebration of mass’ , ‘stating the discipline 
policy’, ‘introductory explanation of retreat purposes’, and ‘writing in a personal journal’. 
 
As far as celebration of mass and group prayer are concerned, the students have not valued these activities with the same 
priority as did their teachers.  Similarly, as might have been anticipated, they were not very interested in introductory 
explanations or discipline policy. 
 
Overall, the data on the valuation of activities suggests that there seems to be reasonable congruence between the activities 
that are conducted on senior school retreats and the needs and interests of the students.  There was no evidence of strong 
antagonism to any of the activities.  But the differences in means and rank order highlighted the different perceptions of 
teachers and students.  It is probable that these differences in valuations are already being taken into account by many 
retreat teachers. 
 
Table D6 highlighted the size of the difference in means between the students and the teachers’ valuation of retreat 
activities.  It will be salutary for retreat teachers to acknowledge that the students do not appear to rate a number of the 
retreat activities with the same positivity that they do. 
 
D2.6   Students’ views of personal learning processes in retreats 
 
As noted in chapter B2, this block of items was used to compare and contrast the teachers’ and the students’ views of how 
the retreat provided opportunities for ‘personal learning’.  This construct is about the way people negotiate some potential 
personal change (in beliefs, attitudes, dispositions, values and behaviour) as influenced by a range of factors.  Here, the 
focus is on the psychological dynamics of group processes that can affect personal learning.  What follows will 
complement the discussion of this question in chapter B2 
 
As generally acknowledged, and as affirmed by the data in this study, the retreat is not a psychotherapeutic group, 
encounter group or sensitivity group.  The retreats are by intention not as therapeutically focused and are more generally 
educational.  However, it is possible to make use of some of the theory for personal change in such groups to help interpret 
what is happening in the interpersonal processes of the retreat.  In the 1960s and early 1970s, theory for personal change 
through group methods was used as a template for interpreting how young people learned personally about others and 
themselves when on retreat (McCarthy, 1974; Rossiter, 1978; Tullio, 2010).  It is of interest to note how this theory has 
endured.  It has not been developed much further, nor challenged since that time. 
 
This part of the survey also tested the potential relevance of Maslow’s (1970) ideas about ‘peak experience’ learning. 
 
The students’ affirmation of the operation of some aspects of these theories was evident in the following results.  This 
paralleled the conclusions drawn in chapter B2. 
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1.  The retreats generally, and the group discussions in particular, seemed to provide opportunities for personal 

learning through which young people could identify with, and at times emulate, the personal views of others.  
2.  The data was consistent with the personal learning processes that Schien & Bennis (1965) described as 

‘identification’, ‘scanning values in interactions’, ‘rehearsing new possible value positions’ and ‘retention of 
values and commitments after the emotion and euphoria of the peak experience have declined’ (c/f , Maslow, 
1970). 

3. The community experience of acceptance played some part in the personal learning.  Also, the students 
considered that relationships between students and between students and staff were enhanced. 

4. There was healthy emotion and euphoria, and this might have contributed to what Maslow described as ‘peak 
experience’ learning, where important principles and values might be taken on board during a special 
personal/community experience. 

 
Differences between the responses of students and teachers:  In all of the items except two, the students’ means and total 
percentage in agreement were noticeably lower than those of the teachers. 
 
An attempt is made here to explain this difference:  Why the teachers’ views were more positive than those of the students. 
 
A simple answer to the question is that the teachers rated the personal and spiritual significance of the retreat interactions 
as more important and influential than did the students.  Or were the students underrating these same matters?  Possibly, 
there could have been a combination of teacher overrating and student underrating. 
 
Personal learning:  Personal learning is more adult than child or adolescent focused, because it requires some maturity to 
reflect on how and why individuals have changed personally – in their beliefs, attitudes, values and behaviour.  There may 
well be change – but not always an acknowledgment that this has occurred, or an understanding of the ‘how’ and ‘why’ to 
that change.  The language of personal change through group processes is not one that many adolescents would be familiar 
with.  It could be that these items in the questionnaire were their first encounter with this thinking.  This may have affected 
their readiness to make use of this model for interpreting their experience of the retreat.  For the older, more experienced 
and wiser adult teachers, there was probably more familiarity with these ideas – and they could well have talked about how 
personal change might be promoted in retreats in language that approximated to that of the Schien and Bennis theory. 
 
It is interesting to speculate whether young people, as they mature, could look back and be better able to identify some of 
the personal learning that took place in retreats.  Perhaps while still at school, they are not experienced enough to be able to 
articulate this. 
 
However, it may well be ‘pushing the envelope too far’ in applying this theory of adult learning to the retreat.  Personal 
change is a very complicated and long drawn out process (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006), and it is naturally unlikely that 
significant personal change might result from a general community experience on a retreat.  Identifying and interpreting 
one’s own personal change is a difficult process.  So it is appropriate to be cautious when using the theory of personal 
change through group processes for interpreting the impact and value of the senior school retreat. 
 
The need for caution in using this theory is also highlighted when the point of view of the students and their initial 
orientation to the retreat are taken into account.  They are not coming to the retreat as might an adult to a psychotherapeutic 
group, or even an adult retreat.  In all likelihood, what is foremost in their thoughts is the delight of being away with their 
friends.  This judgment is consistent with the survey data.  Students are concentrating their attention on the enjoyment 
dimension and many may not be ‘switched on’ to ideas about personal and spiritual learning.  This is not to deny that the 
majority of participants have still acknowledged that they saw the retreat as a valuable opportunity for reviewing their 
personal and spiritual lives. 
 
For the students, the peak experience they are looking forward to, and probably the one that they will most remember, will 
be being with their friends – and perhaps staying up with a late curfew.  Again, acknowledging the prominence of the 
‘friends dimension’ is not to deny or eclipse the importance of the ‘personal/spiritual’.  Taking this student perspective 
could explain why they are naturally less likely to be as positive in articulating the valued personal learning on the retreat 
than were their teachers.  Nevertheless, the data suggests that Maslow’s idea of ‘peak experience’ learning  may have some 
relevance in interpreting the retreat dynamics.  Without doubt the retreat for many young people has been a peak 
experience.  Just what they will have learned from this that will be enduring will probably differ from individual to 
individual. 
 
One of the notable aspects of the earliest interpretation of the dynamics of communitarian retreats was the emphasis on the 
community experience as a prime factor in promoting personal learning.  Some of the 1960s-1970s retreat teachers 
considered that the principal purpose of the retreat was to provide a Christian community experience that could model for 
the students an ideal of how they should try to relate to other people (McCarthy, 1974; Tullio, 2010).  While there was 
affirmation of the importance of community experience in this study, it was not possible to differentiate between the 
relative strengths of the different factors that might contribute to personal learning.  The data did not show any standout 
items or written comments that would warrant the view that the Christian community experience was pivotal. 
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One of the two exceptions to the pattern where the student means were lower than those of the teachers was the item 
expressing concern that students might be emotionally manipulated by staff.  This would refer principally to personal 
disclosures in the small group discussions.  The data indicated that for the majority this was not an issue.  But that 34% 
considered that it was, and that another 24% were uncertain is sufficient indication that this remains an issue that needs to 
be considered by those conducting retreats.  Tullio (2010) showed that it became an issue in the early history of the 
communitarian retreat;  and it remains an issue today.  The personal dimension has been shown to be one of the pivotal 
values of the school religious retreat, especially as regards students and teachers being able to share personal views.  But 
the other side of this coin is that the personal dimension needs both care and caution on the part of those who lead small 
group discussions.  An appropriate ethical code for personalism in the small groups was proposed by Tullio & Rossiter 
(2010).  Their proposal could be a useful starting point and resource for retreat teacher investigation and discussion of this 
issue. 
 
Conclusion:  Without overplaying the theory of personal change through group methods, it can be concluded that it has 
some relevance in interpreting the data on personal learning provided by students and teachers.  This is consistent with the 
thinking of those who ran the first communitarian retreats in the 1960s.  But there remains a need for caution in not over 
estimating the extent to which personal change might occur on retreats. 
 
D2.7   Students’ views about the personal level in small group discussions 
 
The material here complements and follows up what was said in chapter B2.  Personalism, or the way that the expression 
and exchange of personal comments takes place, has long been regarded as a key element of retreats.  In chapter B2, it was 
noted that the data from the teachers affirmed the centrality of personalism;  it did not suggest that personalism in group 
discussions was a prominent cause of problems, even though a need for balance and caution was proposed for group 
leaders. 
 
The interpretation below tries to explain the differences in the pattern of responses of students compared with that of the 
teachers.  Some pie charts have been included to illustrate the differences. 
 
The place of personalism in small group discussions:  Given the findings in the previous section on the general place of 
personal learning in retreats, it might have been anticipated that the same similarity between the views of students and 
teachers would be evident here with respect to personal interactions in small group discussions.  In the previous section in 
the data chapter D1.6, only two of 12 items were shaded in yellow to show where the student means were either the same 
or higher than those of the teachers – with the teacher results otherwise all being higher in affirming the other 10 items. 
 
Figure D2.1 for item D2 shows the pattern common to the previous section.  But only 7 of the 15 items in this section were 
like this.  As will be shown in subsequent figures, there were noticeable differences in eight of the items, which in table 
D1.7 were shaded in yellow. 
 
Figure D2.1  Comparison of student’s and retreat teachers’ views about. Item D2:  Sharing at a personal level is one of the 
most valuable aspects of retreats. 
 
Students’ views    Total agree 77%    Mean 3.94 Teachers’ views   Tot.  agree 89%  Mean 4.1 
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This pattern with student agreement being similar to, but lower than, the agreement of the teachers was evident in 7 items 
D: 1, 2, 4, 5, 8, 10 and 14.  The range of student agreement went from 67% (D14) to 80% (D8).  For the teachers, the range 
of agreement was between 80%  and 94%. 
 
The following summarises the areas where the student response was similar to that of the teachers.  All of the following 
were affirmed by the majority both students and teachers. 
 

• The need for students to contribute at a personal level in discussion. 
• That sharing of personal insights was one of the most valuable aspects of retreats. 
• Both teachers and students were comfortable with the level of personal sharing in the groups. 
• Personal storytelling by staff in talking about personal aspects of their lives was a valuable catalyst for discussion. 
• There should be no psychological pressure on students to disclose personal views in discussions. 
• The teachers stressed the importance of confidentiality about what was discussed in the small groups. 

 
Figure D2.2  This shows the high regard of both students and teachers for the teachers’ telling something of their own 
personal story.  Item D8. 
The teachers’ telling something of their own personal story 
Students’ views    Total agree 80%    Mean 4.0 Teachers’ views   Tot.  agree 84%  Mean 4.02 

 
  

 
 
For the students, item D8 recorded the strongest level of agreement of the 15 items. 
 
The differences between students’ and teachers’ results for this section:  While the pattern of agreement illustrated in 
figures D2.1 and D2.2 applied to seven items, for the other eight, the student mean scores were noticeably different from 
those of the teachers, suggesting that a more complex interpretation than that proposed in chapter B2 was needed.  It is 
proposed that, while both students and teachers valued personal interactions in discussions, they looked at them from 
different perspectives and different starting points. 
 
The eight items (shaded in yellow in Table D1.7) where the student means and levels of agreement were higher than those 
of the retreat teachers, clustered around three matters. 
 
1.     Telling your story and personal disclosures in group discussions. 
2. The emotionality in group discussion – about the prominence of a show of emotions by participants. 
3. The discussion of personal problems as an appropriate aim and process for small group discussions. 
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1. Telling your personal story and personal disclosures in group discussions 
Figure D2.3  This shows comparisons of the results for students and retreat teachers on four items related to personal 
disclosures and sharing of personal stories in small group discussions.   
Item D3   There is too great an expectation that students reveal aspects of their personal lives 
Students’ views    Total agree 49%    Mean 3.28 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 14%  Mean 2.49 

 

 

Item D6  The main focus of small group discussion should be on ‘self disclosure’ or telling your ‘personal 
story’. 
Students’ views    Total agree 53%    Mean 3.42 Teachers’ views   Tot.  agree 38%  Mean 2.99 

 

 

Item D7    The main focus of small group discussion should be on social issues. 
Students’ views    Total agree 43%    Mean 3.23 Teachers’ views   Tot.  agree 28%  Mean 2.89 
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Item D9  The theme of ‘telling your personal story’ was overemphasised on the retreat 
Students’ views    Total agree 37%    Mean 3.040 Teachers’ views   Tot.  agree 6%  Mean 2.21 

  
 
There is no doubt that the students valued sharing at a personal level in discussions.  In addition, they rated highly the 
teachers telling their personal stories.  Also, the results for item D6 showed that a higher percentage of students (53%) than 
teachers (38%) felt that ‘self disclosure’ or ‘telling your personal story’ should be the main focus of the small group 
discussions.  It then seems unexpected or even ironic that, quite different from the teachers, the students have shown 
concern about teacher expectation or requirement that they contribute at a personal level in the groups.  Perhaps they were 
more conscious of, and a little uncomfortable with, the retreat teachers’ ‘steering’ them in this direction.  It is not that they 
dislike the personal discussion or the storytelling;  but it is probably their prized sense of freedom and privacy that makes 
them uncomfortable, at least initially, with a situation where they feel they need to ‘engage’ at a personal level. 
 
While the young people liked the teachers’ telling stories about their lives, they seemed to baulk a little in the situation 
where the expectation was that they do the same.  The students also registered a higher level of concern about an over-
emphasis of the theme ‘telling your personal story’ (37% compared with the teachers 6%). 
 
Another relevant point that needs to be considered here is that teachers and students may have different ideas about what 
‘telling your personal story’ means.  As noted in chapter A2, the idea of evangelical, personal ‘witnessing’, or talking 
about how one ‘came to faith’, was prominent in the approach of some youth ministry groups who conducted retreats.  The 
views of teachers may be similar to this to varying degrees.  But there is also a more general, and often funny, storytelling 
about incidents in people’s lives that were amusing, instructive or even ‘scary’.  The open-ended student comments 
referred to this sort of storytelling as being a fun part of informal free time at night.  It could be that some students feel 
more comfortable with this latter sort of storytelling than with the self-disclosure that might have been more prominent for 
the teachers. 
 
The positive results for items D4 and D5 are crucial because they showed that, overall, the students felt comfortable with 
the level of personalism in the groups;  they also considered that the teachers were comfortable with it.  But the contrary 
items in question show that there was some concern, perhaps a feeling of vulnerability and uncertainty in a situation where 
they may have felt, even initially, that there was no escape from making personal disclosures of some sort. 
 
For the teachers, they have been able to think about and even rehearse the telling of their personal stories.  And they may 
have told their personal stories a number of times.  So in this sense, it can come across as somewhat contrived – they are 
not in a spontaneous situation where they have to make up their mind in the split-second about what aspects of their 
personal lives they are going to reveal.  Similarly, they have been in the small group discussions before and they have a 
better expectation of what might ensue.  In all likelihood, they will have a better idea of how the personal sharing might be 
beneficial for the students. 
 
On the other hand, the students coming into a situation where, all of a sudden, they sense that there is an expectation on 
them to engage personally.  It is understandable that there will be a natural level of uncertainty and a feeling of 
vulnerability that can well inhibit their readiness to talk about their personal lives.  Many adolescents are unsure of their 
personal identity, which is still a major work in progress.  Hence, they may be shy when it comes to talking about 
themselves.  Once some participants have said something personal, the pressure builds up on those who have remained 
silent up to that point. 
 
While the students will naturally be curious and interested in what teachers have to say about themselves (registered in the 
high regard students have this activity), they may not be similarly inclined to do the same.  In other words, the students’ 
positive interest in, and responses to, the teachers’ personal storytelling may have been different from what the teachers 
were intending. 
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Consistent with this vulnerable situation of the students, was their higher regard for having social issues as the main focus 
of the small group discussion, rather than on telling their own personal story.  It is not that a focus on social issues is an 
escape from talking about yourself;  students can be quite personal in talking about their views on issues;  but this is not the 
same as a more direct focus on the personal self. 
 
2. The emotionality in group discussion – about the prominence of a show of emotions by participants 
 
Figure D2.4  This shows comparisons between the students’ and teachers’ results for three items related to the 
emotionality in group discussions. 
 
Item D11  It is good to have a show of emotions in small group discussion. 
Students’ views    Total agree 76%    Mean 3.86 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 62%  Mean 3.52 

  
Item D12   Students becoming tearful is an indication of a good group discussion. 
Students’ views    Total agree 50%    Mean 3.36 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 13%  Mean 2.33 
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Item D13  Laughing and good humour are an indication of a good group discussion. 
Students’ views    Total agree 79%    Mean 4.01 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 68%  Mean 3.64 

 
 

 
Given the caution, vulnerability and self-consciousness of young people that were noted above as possible reasons why 
some had concerns about an expectation to engage personally in the group discussions, it might have been expected that 
they would similarly be more cautious about a show of emotion than the retreat teachers.  But this was not the case.  The 
students had higher means on all three items. 
 
Whether any of the young people would change their minds about the appropriateness of expressions of emotions at a later 
date is an interesting question.  While there has been some anecdotal evidence of this occurring when the students felt 
emotionally manipulated, there is no research data that has a bearing on this issue. 
 
Tullio (2010) raised concerns about group discussions where the leader seemed to operate out of the view that having a 
show of tears (and perhaps hysteria) was evidence of a good discussion – and also that working towards an emotional 
discussion that might generate tears appeared to be their intention.  While the retreat teachers in this survey were evidently 
opposed to this approach, half of the students seem to think that this would be all right – a further 27% were uncertain.   
 
It is concluded that the students were positive about personalism and emotion in group discussions.  What they were 
cautious about was the intentions of teachers to steer them in this direction. 
 
3. The discussion of personal problems as an appropriate process for small group discussions 
 
Figure D2.5   This shows comparisons between the results for students and teachers on the question about the relative 
appropriateness of the small group is a place for discussing personal problems. 
Item D15   The small group was a good place for discussing personal problems. 
Students’ views    Total agree 64%    Mean 3.67 Teachers’ views   Tot. agree 28%  Mean 2.74 
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Again, perhaps surprisingly, the results showed that the students were twice as likely as were the retreat teachers to feel 
that the group discussion was an appropriate place for the discussion of personal problems.  While the idea of the retreat as 
something like a therapeutic or counselling opportunity was eschewed by both retreat teachers and students, the importance 
of the students’ being able to talk about what they saw as personal problems and issues to be negotiated in their lives 
should not be discounted.  It was not possible in this survey to consider what was the best way of talking about personal 
problems in groups.  The researcher recommends that this can be done in a general more educational and less narcissistic 
way with a focus is on the issues to be dealt with rather than primarily on students making disclosures about their own 
personal problems. 
 
Where personal problems are raised in the groups, the leaders need to be particularly sensitive and wise in their 
management of the discussion.  Where a serious problem or abuse is disclosed, teachers have to be aware of their 
obligations for mandatory reporting, as well as of a general commitment to respecting confidentiality in the group 
discussions. 
 
Some conclusions:  This discussion suggests that teachers need to think through carefully what the small group discussions 
are about and clarify their expectations.  In line with the high regard shown by both teachers and students that there should 
be no pressure on participants to contribute at a personal level, they should work out what priority they are going to give to 
students’ making personal disclosures about themselves and consider what would be appropriate or inappropriate as 
regards prompts / invitations to get them to contribute in this way. 
 
The view of this researcher, as outlined in Tullio & Rossiter (2010A), is that the primary focus of small group discussions 
should not be directly on ‘telling your personal story’, but more on issues that have a bearing on young people’s personal 
and social development.  If and when any the participants feel comfortable enough to say something personal about 
themselves, then this is accepted and affirmed, and valued.  But intentionally wanting to generate contributions at this level 
is considered to be inappropriate – as would be measuring the success of the group discussion in terms of self disclosures.  
If the personalism in group discussions is to be authentic and therefore ultimately healthy for young people’s personal and 
social development, then it needs to be free from any psychological pressure.  Another element in the discussion that might 
be considered further is that too much focus on ‘personal story’ could end up fostering narcissism. 
 
As noted elsewhere, personalism is regarded as a pivotal factor in the purposes and effectiveness of retreats in contributing 
to young people’s personal social and spiritual development.  But it is at the same time the area that needs to be handled 
sensitively and wisely, and always ethically, because of its potential for manipulation and hurt.  Consequently, it is an 
important area for retreat teachers to reflect on and to clarify purposes and practices.  The development of an ethical code 
and guidelines for group discussion leaders would seem to be valuable;  and this could be important in any retreat teachers 
training program. 
 
Finally, the special attention given to the place of personalism on the retreat has yielded results that are affirming for the 
Catholic school retreat movement.  There is no evidence of levels of problems that would cause alarm.  The retreat teachers 
and the students were aware of the benefit of having a community experience where people can share at a personal level;  
and they were alert to potential problems. 
 
D2.8   Other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats 
 
The discussion of this same section for the retreat teachers’ survey in chapter B2 needs to be referred to here because it 
gave attention to problems in appraising the presence and effectiveness of a religious dimension to retreats, where it is 
difficult to differentiate this from a more general personal development dimension, and even a personal enjoyment 
dimension.  This issue was related to current interest in the term Catholic identity of Catholic schools.  The view proposed 
in chapter B2 was that while ensuring an adequate religious dimension to retreats was important, it is inappropriate to try to 
judge the overall effectiveness of the retreat exclusively in religious terms.  Given the prominence of a relatively secular 
spirituality that is now evident in the majority of young Catholics in Catholic schools (Mason et al., 2007; Rossiter, 
2010A), it is important not to underestimate the value in the personal development and enjoyment dimensions to retreats. 
 
In the comparisons in Figure D1.14, the same pattern of response noted earlier in section D2.7 was evident – where for six 
of the items the student means and percentage of agreement were all positive, but lower than those of the retreat teachers.  
The students were not as positive in their appraisal of the religious dimension of retreats as were the teachers. 
 
It is considered that the results simply reflect the relative secularity of most students in Catholic schools.  They rated the 
personal development dimension more highly than the religious one, even though 69% considered that the religious aspects 
were adequate and 50% felt that the retreat helped them feel more comfortable with their Catholic faith. 
 
The one item where the student mean was higher than, and the percentage of agreement double, that of the teachers was 
about the judgement:  While the enjoyment level of the retreat was high, the specifically religious dimension was 
secondary.  In a sense, this item amounted to asking students what they thought of religion;  and given the findings of the 
research on youth spirituality, the result could have been anticipated.  In hindsight, this was perhaps an unfair and 
misleading question because it implied asking students to give priority to either enjoyment or the specifically religious 
elements in the retreat.  Enjoyment and religious experience are not necessarily exclusive. 
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This same issue was evident in the student response to item O10, where 54% agreed with the statement that “the retreats 
amounted to little more than a fun experience away with their friends”.  This was a rather blunt question.  And the 
students’ response also seemed to be blunt.  Some educators in Catholic schools may consider that the response on this 
question is a justification for discontinuing senior school retreats.  It was noted in the teachers’ survey that 63% considered 
that retreats should not be held if they amounted to little more than the students having a fun experience away with their 
friends.  But the same teachers considered that there was an adequate religious dimension to the retreats, and that the 
personal development and community aspects were worthwhile – even if data suggested that the religious dimension was 
not too prominent. 
 
Collectively, the data in this section in both retreat teachers’ and students’ surveys affirmed that a religious dimension is 
important for retreats and that adequate attention is given to it.  But the students did not value it as highly as did their 
teachers.  There were higher levels of agreement that retreats made valuable contributions to young people’s spiritual and 
moral development.  Whether the retreat is naturally able to effectively communicate a clearer sense of Catholic identity 
and engagement with the local parish church, remains a problematical issue – but not necessarily for those who conduct 
retreats.  As noted in chapter B2, the researcher considered that it is unrealistic and inappropriate to expect that the retreat 
might influence students’ Catholic identity and parish engagement – outcomes that are complex and influenced by many 
factors.  Retreats are considered to be effective in doing what is possible in that context to promote young people’s 
spiritual and moral development.  But they are not activities that will affect young people’s view of the church and their 
readiness to engage with it or not.  In all likelihood, young people’s ultimate level of identification with Catholicism will 
not be determined by school retreats.  It is therefore considered inappropriate to try to judge the relevance and effectiveness 
of retreats in terms of any measurable contribution to Catholic identity and religious practice (even if these could be 
adequately and validly measured). 
 
D2.9   Students’ views of potential issues and problems with retreats 
 
As for the retreat teachers’ survey, this section of the questionnaire examined a range of potential problems and issues that 
might arise during retreats.  It contained a selection of 8 of the 16 items from the teachers’ survey.  It checked some of the 
issues examined in previous sections providing some triangulation for data validation.  For example, on the questions about 
emotion (I9), and about personal freedom from psychological pressure in groups (I10, I11), the pattern of students’ 
response was similar to the pattern shown on these issues in the previous section.  They registered more concern about 
pressure to speak personally in groups than did the teachers;  their concern about problems with emotionality was about the 
same as that of teachers;  and they were not concerned about any emphasis on the discussion of personal problems. 
 
In five of the eight items where comparisons were made (shaded in yellow in table D1.10), the students showed a higher 
level of concern about potential problems than did the teachers.  These included:- 
length of sessions;  emotionality in groups;  some artificial and deliberate generation of emotion;  psychological pressure to 
contribute personally in group discussion. 
 
The students showed lower levels of concern for three items: – 
mobile phones and texting as a distraction;  staying up late affecting participation the next day;  and potentially excessive 
emphasis on personal problems in group discussions. 
 
For the record, this section has scored the views of a large number of senior school students about potential problems with 
retreats.  And their views were contrasted with the estimates of the teachers.  The highest level of student concern was 
about excessive length of some sessions (54%).  Predictably, they had little concern about staying up late at night (28%) 
while this was the highest scoring source of concern for the retreat teachers (60%). 
 
Nothing seems to have emerged from this block of items that would cause concern for those involved in retreat work.  But 
this section does identify what have been and remain persistent issues that have to be negotiated. 
 
D2.10   Results for the open ended questions 
 
The first point to make in relation to the students’ results on this question is to thank the over 900 students who took time 
to think about, and write comments in response to, these open-ended questions, given that they were at the end of a 
demanding questionnaire. 
 
Question 1:   What are the three things you liked most about retreats? 
 
The material in table D1.7 in the previous chapter is useful as a comprehensive record of the students’ ideas on what they 
liked about retreats, expressed in their own words.  Below, is a table which firstly shows the frequency of student use of 
key words;  in the third and fourth column the data is organised in order of frequency.  This shows the ideas that were most 
prominent for the students.  This way of displaying the data complements that in chapter D1. 
 
Table D2.1   Frequency of the use of key words by students in comments in response to the question.  “What are the three 
things you liked most about retreats”.  The words are clustered in coherent groups and colour coded in column 1.  In 
columns 3 and 4 the words have been arranged in order of frequency of use. 
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Word Frequency of use in 

914 statements 
Word Frequency of use in 

914 statements 
Time 413 Time 413 

Away 86 Friends 322 
Time away 36 Groups 242 
Fun 58 Free 181 
Great 9 Food/meals 156 
Good 36 Free time 155 
Chilling 14 Reflection 146 
Relax 35 People 137 
Escape 3 Teachers 129 
Hanging out 7 Others 115 
Friends 322 Personal 108 
Peers 18 Activities 106 
Mates 24 Knowing 87 
Friendship 5 Away 86 
Others 115 Sharing 83 
People 137 Fun 58 
Teachers 129 Stories 53 
Individual 8 Life 49 
Personal 108 Affirmation 49 
Relationships 41 Letters 48 
Together 29 Experience 45 
Bonding 25 Closer 45 
Connecting 36 Relationships 41 
Knowing 87 New 40 
Community 11 Talking 39 
Open / openness 31 Meditation 37 
Talking 39 Time away 36 
Talk 35 Good 36 
Reflection 146 Connecting 36 
Discussion 29 Relax 35 
Sharing 83 Talk 35 
Groups 242 God 34 
Life 49 Better 34 
My life 10 Open / openness 31 
Stories 53 Together 29 
God 34 Discussion 29 
Jesus 3 Games 29 
Spirituality 25 Movie/film 26 
Faith 14 Bonding 25 
Beliefs 2 Spirituality 25 
Meaning / meaningful 1 Mates 24 
Identity 1 Accommodation / 

cabins 
20 

Religion/religious 7 Social 19 
Catholic 3 Peers 18 
Non-Catholic & Non-
Christian 

1 Sleep 16 

Emotion 10 Recreation 16 
Crying/tears 1 Writing 16 
Experience 45 Reconciliation 16 
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Affirmation 49 Sing/Sing-
along/Singing 

15 

Accepting 6 Chilling 14 
Development 10 Faith 14 
Building 5 Helping 14 
Resolving 1 Mass 14 
Revealing 1 Role plays 14 
Helping 14 Prayer 13 
Closer 45 Community 11 
New 40 My life 10 
Better 34 Emotion 10 
Alone 5 Development 10 
Quiet 5 Problems 10 
Meditation 37 Great 9 
Prayer 13 Issues 9 
Food/meals 156 Individual 8 
Sleep 16 Guest speaker 8 
Accommodation / 
cabins 

20 Music 8 

Social 19 Hanging out 7 
Free 181 Religion/religious 7 
Free time 155 Creative 7 
Recreation 16 Accepting 6 
Games 29 Everything 6 
Everything 6 Friendship 5 
Nothing 4 Building 5 
Letters 48 Alone 5 
Writing 16 Quiet 5 
Journal 2 Rosary 5 
Reconciliation 16 Nothing 4 
Mass 14 Escape 3 
Rosary 5 Jesus 3 
Creative 7 Catholic 3 
Activities 106 Beliefs 2 
Problems 10 Journal 2 
Issues 9 Meaning / meaningful 1 
Role plays 14 Identity 1 
Movie/film 26 Non-Catholic & Non-

Christian 
1 

Guest speaker 8 Crying/tears 1 
Music 8 Resolving 1 
Sing/Sing-
along/Singing 

15 Revealing 1 

 
The twelve most common themes in records of what the students liked most about retreats summed up in their own words 
what the experience meant the most to them..  The idea of ‘time away’ and ‘time out’ is consistent with the origins of the 
word ‘retreat’, as well as with a prominent contemporary meaning.  The importance of this notion of ‘time’ was identified 
in the pioneering work on the communitarian retreat by Tullio (2010).  But on the communitarian retreat, the time away in 
escaping from the world was not in solitude or in silence.  Its distinctive characteristic was the experience of friends and 
community.  It was not just an experience, but a celebration of friendship and community.  And rather than silence, there 
was a lot of talking;  communication and the sharing of personal insights have become pivotal activities.  The same 
celebratory and communication themes were prominent in the liturgy on retreats.  If celebration and communication are 
central to the retreat process, it is understandable that good food and comfortable accommodation make a valued 
contribution – this is different from the fasting, bread and water, and dining alone that might have typified the earliest 
retreats in the eastern desert monastic tradition. 
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Nevertheless, the prominent communitarian dimension has not excluded personal reflection and review of life.  
Affirmation and sense of community were active ways in which individuals were encouraged to feel more comfortable and 
affirming of themselves, and more open to efforts to build good relationships with others. 
 
Certainly, most of the retreat activities could be interpreted as spiritual or oriented in a spiritual direction (but this depends 
on one’s definition of the spiritual).  Religious activities were not missing;  but the communitarian retreat appeared to be 
not primarily a formal religious experience, but rather a community/friendship personal development experience that had 
religious elements and religious sponsorship.  It may well dispose young people towards a more religious retreat at some 
later stage in their lives.  This judgement is consistent with the views of those who pioneered the development of 
communitarian retreats in Australian Catholic schools in the mid 1960s (Tullio 2010). 
 
Question 2:  What changes would you make to the retreat program 
 
In the first open ended question, where students were asked to identify what they liked about retreats, the results reflected 
what they valued and what they affirmed.  The second question was about what they would like to change in the retreat 
program;  here, the emphasis in the responses was different.  The students indicated the elements which they wanted to 
have more of, or what should be longer – the things that they liked.  And they wanted less and shorter time for what they 
did not like.  Also in this question, there was an opportunity for signposting problems and issues that the students had 
experienced, and which they hoped could be addressed in the future.  The number of comments saying that ‘nothing’ or 
‘little’ needed to be changed, and that the retreats were basically good are affirming of what is  being done in retreats.  
 
The examples of the open-ended comments in chapter D1, even though a fraction of over 900 statements, give the students 
a voice in talking about what they would like to see changed.  As might be expected, they wanted more free time with 
friends, activities, and food – and shorter sessions, and fewer specifically religious elements.  This was also the item where 
some individual concerns, problems and issues surfaced.  Such comments may not have been frequent, but it is important 
in a survey like this to allow room for the identification of potential problems that the teachers and others interested in 
retreats need to be aware of and which can be taken into account in program planning.  One particular example is noted 
here. 
 
In the Likert scale items, and in the response to the first of the open-ended questions, there was an affirmation of the value 
of personal sharing, and making personal disclosures or telling personal stories, while acknowledging the requirement of 
respecting everyone’s freedom.  In the second, open-ended question, there were a number of cases where individuals 
expressed concern about these issues. 
 
Question 3:  Is there anything more you want to say about issues raised in the questionnaire. 
 
The first observation about the results for this question is recognition that it was both generous and patient of more than 
750 students to make comments at the very end of the long questionnaire.  Despite the excessive aspects of the 
questionnaire, the students have treated the research seriously and have evidently given their considered opinions in an 
open way. 
 
While the first open-ended question looked at what students liked about retreats, and the second about what they would 
like to change, the third gave them an opportunity to make their own distinctive comments.  It could therefore be expected 
that this was the place where the participants could raise questions about what they did not like.  The data reported on this 
question in chapter D1 further highlighted the various issues addressed in the Likert scale items.  The data was also a 
lesson for the researcher about having shorter and less demanding questionnaires. 
 
Here, comments will be made about the question of balance between the retreat as religious experience and as personal 
development experience. 
 
How to differentiate between what is religious experience of what is personal development experience, and how to identify 
these, and how to estimate the degree of overlap between the two, are natural problems that go with the territory of trying 
to evaluate a religious experience.  It is relatively easy to identify religious experiences nominally and phenomenologically 
in such activities as mass, prayer and sacramental reconciliation.  But just how much individuals consciously participate at 
a religious level in such activities is personal and not open to measurement.  How religious an experience will be depends 
on the individual. 
 
When it comes to experience that enhances personal development, this is very general and difficult to tie down specifically, 
because any and every experience may affect individuals positively or negatively, according to the individual, their 
disposition, needs and interests.  Hence, educators involved in retreats are often in the position of trying to make wise 
judgments about the general direction in which retreat activities are orientated.  It is then hoped that, if these are relevant 
and meaningful, then they may be beneficial for the personal, spiritual and moral development of the students.  It is 
problematic, and usually not realistic, or even ethical, to want measurable indicators of young people’s progress in personal 
and spiritual development, particularly in relation to events over a few days. 
 
It is likely that the comments about issues articulated by the students for open-ended question three in the previous chapter 
would have already been acknowledged by most retreat leaders.  One such issue is the considerable range in students’ 
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sense of religious affiliation and religious practice.  If an explicit religious retreat were conducted out of school time for 
volunteers, then it is likely that there should be congruence between the religious purposes and practices of the retreat on 
one hand, and the volunteers’ religious expectations on the other;  this is the same type of situation as always occurs in 
adult religious retreats.  But this is not the basic regime for practically all senior school retreats;  here, a high proportion of 
the students either choose to attend, or have to attend because the retreat is a required part of the school curriculum;  or 
they may attend without consciously subscribing to the specifically religious purposes of the retreat.  Where this situation 
is the norm, then it will always naturally have to address the problem of the different student likes and expectations 
according to the wide spectrum of their interest in religion.  And if many of the students are relatively secular in their 
spirituality, and if a high level of responsiveness to the specifically religious elements of the retreat is presumed, this can 
be a source of difficulty.  It is hard for the relatively non-religious students because it may well be outside their zone of 
spiritual comfort.  And it is hard for the religious students, because the atmosphere can be inhibited by participants who 
want little if any part of  formal religious activities.  Often students will have their own personal reasons for attending the 
retreat and this will affect their engagement.  Hence, there will be a range of personal responses to spiritual and religious 
activities from active positive response, through neutral, and indifferent tolerance, to active disengagement. 
 
The varied student responses to the religious and personal development aspects of the retreat parallel the situation in 
classroom religious education.  This subject is acknowledged as a core, compulsory element in the Catholic school 
curriculum.  While in a sense, the students, through their parents, have chosen to attend a Catholic school, this may be 
accompanied by reservations about the relevance of the religion curriculum.  Hence a variety of levels of student 
engagement and interest in religious education is ‘natural’ (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006).  Not to acknowledge this flies in 
the face of reality. 
 
For the retreat planners, some may think that a strategic removal of formal religious elements will make the retreat more 
palatable and more acceptable for the majority of students.  This moves the retreat more exclusively in the direction of a 
personal development, and student friendship experience.  Planning in this direction might well involve the removal and/or 
replacement of mass, reconciliation and prayer with other activities. 
 
On the other hand, some retreat planners consider that, because the school has a Catholic sponsorship and a Catholic 
religious tradition, that it is both normal and natural to have a Catholic spiritual flavour to the retreat, reflecting traditional 
Catholic spiritual practice – hence a prominent place for prayer, mass, reconciliation (and / or some paraliturgies).  In other 
words, the retreat will clearly draw on the Catholic tradition in its spiritual practices.  Similarly, if the school were 
Lutheran or Jewish, one might expect that their retreats would respectively draw on Lutheran and Jewish religious 
traditions.  Even the relatively non-religious students may be able to see the logic in this stance with respect to overt 
Catholic spirituality on the retreat – even if they are hesitant about engagement. 
 
However, the Catholic religious activities can be talked about and conducted in ways that are not presumptive of a 
religious responsiveness on the part of all students – whether Catholic, other-religious or not.  If care is taken with the 
words, gestures and explanations of religious activities, these can be made more inclusive and less confronting (and less 
presumptive) for the students who are either non-religious or who are uncertain about just where they stand with respect to 
religion at that stage of their lives.  This is also helpful for the students who are Christian but non-Catholic, as well as for 
those who are non-Christian.  An example:  talk about the group’s celebration of mass can reflect an inclusiveness and a 
sensitivity to the diversity of religious commitment in the students.  Whatever young people’s position as regards Catholic 
identification, the mass can be a meaningful celebration of the community formed by the students and teachers present at 
the retreat.  The celebration of Eucharist does not have to exhibit an overt Catholic religious exclusivity.  Addressing these 
issues requires sensitivity and wisdom on the part of not only the retreat teachers but also the liturgical celebrant. 
 
There is no easy answer to negotiating the polarity between religious experience and personal development experience on 
the retreat.  Perhaps it is unnecessary to try to differentiate between the two in any case.  For some students, it will be one 
or the other, for some it will be a mixture, and perhaps for others it will be neither.  Some awareness of the issues – 
particularly in the way they have been spelt out by the students in the comments for open-ended question three – can be 
helpful for retreat planners in both evaluating what they are doing currently and in planning future retreats. 
 
Understanding the difference between the voluntary context and the compulsory context, and how this influences 
expectations and possibilities is important for retreat planning.  Being careful about inclusivity through sensitivity to the 
language and themes used in religious activities is not apologising for, or watering down, the Catholic religious elements in 
the retreat, but rather thoughtful efforts to make them more relevant and meaningful – not only for the religious students 
but also for those who are to various degrees non-religious.  As this latter group now makes up the majority of students in 
Catholic schools, it is unrealistic not to attend to the issues that their presence creates. 
 
It unlikely that there is any retreat program that will perfectly satisfy the needs and interests of 100% of the students.  It is 
affirming for retreat leaders to know that the responses across the whole survey reflect a positive student valuation overall.  
The continued review and improvement of retreats always needs to take into account the problems and issues that are 
identified by students so that these can be addressed as well as possible. 
 

*          *          *          *          *          *          *          * 
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D2.11    Discussion of the results of higher order statistical analyses 
 
D2.11-1   Differences between the views of students and retreat teachers 
Differences between the valuations of common items by students and retreat teachers have already been discussed above in 
sections D2 to D.9.  These discussions were based on the inspection of differences in the descriptive statistics, backed up 
by measures of significant statistical differences from independent t-tests conducted on all common items. 
 
D2.11-2   Differences between the views of female and male students 
 
The data in the descriptive statistics in chapter D1, and especially the data in section D1.11, the higher order statistical 
analyses, show that there were significant differences between the views of female and male students across all parts of the 
questionnaire. 
 
For 108 of the total of 113 items, the female students recorded more positive valuations of retreat purposes and practices.  
For 93 of the items, there were statistically significant differences, with 86 being below the p<.001 level. 
 
It is difficult to propose any simple explanation for these differences.  But there is the conclusion that female students in 
Catholic schools have more positive valuation of the experience than males.  This does not take away from the evidence 
that the male valuation was positive in any case.  If the themes of ‘taking time out to get away’, ‘being with friends’, ‘being 
in tune with the added personalism in retreats’, and an ‘interest in the spiritual’ are important in the valuation of retreats, 
then it would appear that the female students are more naturally inclined in these directions.  This would also be consistent 
with population research showing higher measures of religiosity amongst females generally, compared with males. 
 
The response to one item still remains puzzling.  While the female students were almost always higher in their valuation of 
retreat activities, for item O9 (For me, the retreats amounted to little more than a fun experience away with my friends.)  
The mean for female students was also significantly higher (p<.001) than the mean for male responses to this item. 
 
D2.11-3   Differences in student views according to religious identification 
 
Initial comments about the findings 
The higher order statistical analyses made it possible to differentiate the pattern of responses to the questionnaire on the 
part of four different groups of students – those who identified as:- Catholic, Other Christian denomination, Other non-
Christian world religion or No religion. 
 
In the first two sections of the questionnaire to do with the valuation of the purposes of retreats, there were few differences 
between the responses of Catholic and other Christian denomination students.  Generally their responses were consistent 
with their being part of a homogeneous subset in the data as shown by the Scheffe test results.  For example, in 14 of the 
22 items across these two sections, the Catholic and other Christian denomination students responded as if they were a 
homogeneous group. 
 
The greatest differences in valuation of retreat purposes were between the combined Catholic/Christian group and those 
who identified as no religion.  The valuations of students who were of a non-Christian religion tended to be in between the 
Catholic/Christian group and the and No religion group. 
 
In terms of the findings, it could have perhaps been predicted that this would be the general pattern in student responses.  
Nevertheless, the evaluations of non-Christian and no religion groups of students were still reasonably positive.   
 
The spiritual, personal land social relevance of retreats for students who are not Catholic 
 
Data from the National Catholic Education Commission (NCEC, 2012) and from the National Church Life Survey (2006) 
give the most recently available picture of the numbers of students who are not Catholic within Catholic schools. 
 
In 2012, there were 734,400 students in 1706 Australian Catholic schools.  71% (522,000) were Catholic and 29% 
(212,000) were not Catholic.  In the retreats research project, 73% of the students identified as Catholic (with 10% other 
Christian denomination, 3% non-Christian religion, and 13% No religion).  There was some comparability with the 2012 
overall Catholic school pattern.  Just how many of those who identified as no religion were disaffected Catholics could not 
be identified in the survey. 
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Figure D2.1  The changing numbers of Catholic and non-Catholic students in Catholic schools over the period 2006 – 
2012 (Sourced from NCEC) 

 
Between 2006 and 2012 there was an overall increase in Catholic students of just over 1000.  During the same period, there 
was an increase in non-Catholic students of over 46,000.   
 
These figures, even apart from the idea of state-funded Catholic schools in a sense being semi-state schools which might be 
considered to need an ‘open to all’ enrolment policy, indicate the reality that there is a significant place for non-Catholic 
students within Catholic schools. 
 
If one takes into account the National Church Life Survey data (2006) that reported under 8% of Catholic youth aged 16-19 
as regular church goers, then the 2012 Catholic school data above might be adjusted by noting that perhaps 10 percent of 
the Catholic students were (or were likely to remain) regular church goers.  That would mean that about 52,000 of the 
students in Catholic schools at that time could be regarded as regular church goers.  This implied that there would then be 
682,000 students in Catholic schools who were not attending mass regularly in Catholic parishes. 
 
How young people who are not Catholic responded to the retreats research is therefore relevant to the larger questions 
about their place in Catholic schools, what Catholic school religious education offers them, and how they respond to 
Catholic school religious education.  The data here does not cover their overall views of religious education, but it does 
provide information about their response to one significant part of religious education. 
 
The data in the survey responds positively to these questions.  Students who did not identify as Catholic generally had 
positive valuations of the purposes and practices of senior school retreats.  A high proportion of the students surveyed 
considered the retreats to be valuable in promoting their personal and spiritual development. 
 
This section reports specifically on whether or not there were identifiable differences in response about retreats on the part 
of the four groups:  Catholic, Other Christian denomination, Non-Christian religion, and No religion.   
 
While there were positive valuations from all groups, the higher order statistical analyses showed that throughout the 
survey there were statistically significant differences in the means of the four sub-groups.  The general pattern was that the 
highest means were invariably the other Christian students, followed by the Catholics.  Then the non-Christian religion 
group, and the lowest means were most commonly for the group that identified as no religion.  Almost invariably, the 
means of the other Christian and Catholic students were very close.  And in a number of items, the responses of the 
Catholic/Christian groups clustered together so that they appeared like a homogeneous subset of data, while the Non-
Christian/No Religion groups also clustered as a statistically significant different subset.  For some items, the no religion 
group was differentiated from the other three groups. 
 
Compared to the 1000 Catholics, the 150 other Christians were not a large sample.  But, overall the students who did not 
identify as Catholic represented 27% of the whole group.  Clearly, the other Christian/Catholic group valued the retreat 
more highly than did the non-Christian / No religion group.  And there is no doubt that Christians from other 
denominations had no difficulty in seeing personal and spiritual value in the retreats.  Whatever issues may be considered 
in relation to having a Catholic school religion curriculum that takes into account the presence of students who are not 
Catholic, the retreat in its present form is perceived as relevant and meaningful to non-Catholic Christian students.  This 
was evident throughout the survey as well as in the positive response to the formal question about the retreat being just as 
valuable for students who were not Catholic. 
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It might have been readily expected that the non-Christians and No religion groups would not value a specifically religious 
retreat as much as the religiously identified Catholics and Christians.  A number of reasons might be proposed as to why 
the Christian students valued the retreats more highly than did the Catholic students – even if the differences were quite 
small.  Perhaps the particular non-Catholic Christians who enrolled in Catholic schools were more religious?  Perhaps they 
are more inclined to the spiritual than the average Catholic student?  In another context, one non-Catholic student said that 
because she valued the opportunity to be in a Catholic school, she was always inclined to indicate support for the religious 
aspects of the school life, such as the retreat.  No doubt, a complex web of factors would influence the small differences.  
Of much greater importance is the commonality, and evidence that this group of non-Catholic students valued this 
prominent part of the Catholic school religious education program. 
 
While there has been little quantitative research about the perceptions of Catholic schooling by students who are not 
Catholic, this study provides strong evidence that non-Catholic Christian students are comfortable with at least one 
significant element of the Catholic school’s religious activities and they consider that it makes a valuable contribution to 
their spiritual and moral development. 
 
D2.11-4   Differences between the perceptions of year 11 and year 12 students. 
 
The results of the higher order statistical analysis of the differences in perceptions of the year 11 and year 12 students 
showed that across the questionnaire the year 11 students had higher valuations than their year 12 counterparts.  This was 
the case for 72 (64%) of the 113 questionnaire items. 
 
One simple theory for explaining this difference is that the retreat experience is a new one for the year 11 students and 
there is therefore the element of novelty.  Perhaps two, the additional life pressures of the years 12 students might have 
been a factor. 
 
Where the higher year 11 means re were statistically significant – 26 items (of the 72), a significant proportion of these 
(58%) were for items that were specifically religious in nature.  This suggests some evidence that year 11 students had a 
higher religious valuation of the retreat. 
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            Chapter 9 
CONCLUSION  
 
 
This chapter contains brief concluding remarks about the study from a ‘big picture’ perspective. 
 
While limited to the collection of data from a sample of seven Australian Catholic dioceses, this empirical study of senior 
school retreats is, nevertheless, the most comprehensive yet undertaken in the English-speaking world.  It reports the views 
of 1500 students and 500 teachers from 40 schools. 
 
Teachers’ perceptions of the value of Catholic school retreats:  The results of the 4 surveys reported and discussed in parts 
A, B, C and D confirm the valuable estimation of retreats by those who make up what could be called in common parlance, 
the ‘Retreat Community’ in Australian Catholic school education.  The sample of teachers who were not involved in retreat 
work similarly endorsed the value of retreats.  But, as 55% of this group had significant previous experience in school 
retreats, it was not representative of school staff who have never been on a school retreat. 
 
The sample of retreat teachers in Catholic schools have strongly endorsed both the personal development and religious 
aims of retreats.  They saw the school retreat providing a special ‘time out’ for students to give some thought to review of 
life in the positive, supporting, community experience away with their friends.  While it will always remain somewhat 
unrealistic to try to judge the value or success of retreats in terms of measurable religious outcomes, retreat teachers 
believe that there is a significant religious dimension to the retreat experience. 
 
Australian Catholic education’s indebtedness to retreat teachers:  From this study, and from much anecdotal evidence, it is 
clear that the Catholic educational community owes an enormous debt to the teachers who are committed to the conduct of 
school retreats.  They evidently go above and beyond the call of duty to try to make the retreat experience one that can 
make a valuable contribution to young people's personal, social and spiritual development. 
 
Senior students’ valuation of retreats:  The extensive and important student voice in this research strongly affirms the 
social and spiritual value of the retreat experience from young people's point of view. 
 
For senior students, the retreat is evidently regarded as an important social / personal / spiritual / religious marker event in 
their Catholic school experience.  How much it contributes distinctively to their personal and spiritual development would 
be impossible to try to measure.  The students surveyed have confirmed the value of the personal/social as well as the 
spiritual/religious elements in the retreat.  This is a significant plus for retreats when it is acknowledged that most of the 
Catholic school students these days are relatively secularised and will not become regular church goers.  This is the case 
even though the formally religious parts of the retreat program were not valued with enthusiasm, especially by the less 
religious students.  Also significant is the positive experience of retreats by students who were not Catholic and who 
identified as ‘Other Christian’, ‘Other non-Christian’ and ‘No religion’.  Most students and teachers considered that the 
retreat was just as valuable for non-Catholics as is may be for Catholics. 
 
Whatever their religious disposition, the students showed that they perceived retreats as a special opportunity that their 
school provides for a more personal experience of a combination of elements:- social, personal, friendship, community, 
reflection, affirmation, celebration, prayer etc. 
 
What is new in the research findings?  In one sense, this research has not discovered anything significantly new beyond 
what is already known and understood – often intuitively – by the teachers who conduct school retreats.  But what it does 
do is provide research data that confirms their views, the values they ascribed to retreats and their own personal 
commitment to the work. 
 
Both the strengths and special contributions of retreats, as well as potential issues and problems that have been identified in 
the study are not unknown to most retreat teachers.  But, the research findings are an important affirmation for the retreat 
community because they suggest that there are no substantial, systemic or widespread problems perceived in retreat work. 
 
Since the origins of the communitarian school retreat in the 1960s, there has always been a range of problems related to the 
personal processes in retreats, student expectations and inclinations, the venues, supervision, timetabling, resourcing, and 
the professional development of retreat teachers.  And there is an ongoing need to continue to address these problems 
constructively.  The identification and discussion of issues in this research, and in the 3 Tullio-Rossiter articles in the 
appendices, should prove to be a helpful guide for efforts to continually improve the healthy, educational conduct of school 
retreats. 
 
I consider that some of the psychological and spiritual dynamics of retreats are similar to those which come into play in 
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World Youth Day.  I look forward to the publication of research on World Youth Day by my colleague Anthony Cleary, 
because his work on the psychology, sociology and spirituality of large events is helpful in interpreting how young people 
perceive retreats.  For example, he has explored Durkheim’s notion of ‘collective effervescence’ which refers to the way 
that contagious emotion, euphoria, friendship and feelings of wellbeing can help add a special dimension to religious 
events. 
 
Recommendations:  There is no need here to make a list of formal recommendations that might be considered for the 
maintenance and further development of senior retreats in Catholic schools.  In the interpretation/discussion chapters for 
each of the four surveys, key issues have already been identified.  Also pertinent to recommendations is the synopsis of the 
main findings in the Executive Summary. 
 
What this study offers is research-based insight into the perceptions of students and teachers that can critically inform 
debate and proposed action about what might be done at school and diocesan, and perhaps even at national, levels to 
confirm and enhance retreat work in Catholic secondary schools.  It has much material that prompts reflection on the 
purposes, practices, programming, and resourcing of retreats as well as professional development for retreat teachers.  
Reflection and action related to this research have the potential to help secure an important future for retreats as a valuable 
experience within Catholic schools’ overall religious education. 
 

Professional development of retreat teachers:  As well as underlining the importance of the need for professional 
development of retreat teachers, this volume should be a substantial resource for professional development in its own right.  
It draws attention to the purposes of retreats and provides a useful checklist of retreat activities, together with evaluations 
of the processes.  Hence, a detailed study of this volume should prove to be a valuable professional development 
experience for any teachers interested in involvement in retreat work.  In addition, it can raise consciousness of potential 
problems and issues with retreats that hopefully would inform their wiser management and more thoughtful decisions in 
the planning of programs. 
 

‘Big picture’ interpretation of the fundamental educational and personal value of retreats:  The affirmation of retreats by 
both students and teachers is also an affirmation of the commitment of Australian Catholic schools to a significant 
experiential component to the overall spiritual/moral dimension to the school curriculum.  This researcher, in the light of a 
lifetime experience of, and interest in, school retreats, proposes that this is the best ‘big picture’ perspective for interpreting 
and valuing Catholic school retreats.  It is a meaningful and useful perspective for students, teachers, parents and the wider 
Australian education community.  It also readily articulates with educational and psychological research and with the 
general Australian educational discourse.  In a regime with significant government funding of religious schools and its 
associated accountability to the Australian community, it is considered to be important and helpful to use this broad 
perspective for explaining to the Australian community (and to the teachers in Catholic schools) why Catholic schools have 
religious education as a core element in their curriculum and why they have retreats. 
 

Throughout this report, I have avoided using the ecclesiastical perspectives of ‘new evangelisation’, ‘Catholic identity’ and 
the ambiguous term ‘faith formation’ for discussing retreats.  I always find that in practice, they have carried somewhat ill-
defined and unrealistic assumptions about religious starting points, goals and processes.  This often adds unwanted 
ambiguity and unnecessary complications to the discussion.  Rather, a simpler choice of more basic educational and 
psychological constructs was followed to enhance the communicability of the research report and make it transparent to 
both Catholic interests as well as the wider Australian educational community.  This is not to say that evangelisation and 
Catholic identity are unimportant;  they have relevance when interpreting the research findings.  For those who wish to use 
these ecclesiastical perspectives, they will be free to interpret the conclusions and the discussion of issues according to 
their own understandings of what these constructs mean. 
 

A final word about research on retreats:  In the introduction to this report, I indicated that the impetus and catalyst for the 
study came from Rachele Tullio’s (2010) doctoral research.  It identified the principal issues to be investigated as well as 
the content of the research instruments.  Similarly, it is appropriate to end the report with reference to Rachel Tullio’s 
research.  This study has provided substantial evidence to confirm many of the intuitions and judgements in her 
interpretation of the views of a sample of retreat teachers.  It also articulated with her elaboration of the psychological and 
spiritual dynamics of young people’s experience of communitarian retreats.  On some issues, this study has identified 
greater complexity.  But it has uncovered nothing radically new from what was talked about in her thesis. 
 

Similarly, this study has not discovered anything radically new about retreats that was not already embedded somewhere in 
the understandings and collective memory of those teachers who conduct senior school retreats.  Its value has been in 
giving voice to both teachers and senior school students about their understandings and experiences of school retreats – 
those whose views about retreats that matter the most.  It has provided a comprehensive analysis of retreat purposes and 
practices. 
 

The study affirms the very professional and dedicated work of the teachers who conduct school retreats;  and it confirms 
current understandings of retreats as well as of their highly valued place in Australian Catholic schooling.  In addition, it 
suggests that there is nothing about the current practice of retreats that would cause serious alarm for Catholic educators, 
even though it has pointed out a number of potential problem areas that need ongoing attention and clarification.  It is a 
testament to the significant work done in senior school retreats in Catholic schools to promote the spiritual, moral, 
personal, social and religious development of many young Australians.   
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Appendix 1 A 
Scope of Retreats in the School 

Questionnaire 

 

 
 

Research questionnaire on the scope of retreat work in the school  
(to be completed by the school’s key designated contact person E.g.  Retreat Coordinator, Religion Coordinator, 

Assistant Principal Religious Education, Director of Mission etc.) 
 
This short questionnaire seeks basic information about retreats across the secondary school.  Your contribution to this 
research is valued highly.  Where you would like to clarify or comment on any issues further – this can be done at the end 
of the questionnaire. 
 
Thank you very much for the time and thought you are putting into this research study. 
 
Consent to participate in the online survey: 
 
Having read the introductory letter with details of this research, I understand that all information I provide is confidential 
and anonymous.  By ticking the AGREE button below I agree to participate in the survey, realising that I can withdraw 
from completing the questionnaire at any time without any penalty. 
 
I also agree that research data collected for the study may be published or may be provided to other researchers in a form 
that does not identify me in any way. 

 
If you wish to discontinue the questionnaire at any time return to this point and click the  
DO NOT AGREE BUTTON and exit the site. 

 
 
School Registration Code (A unique four figure code was assigned for each participating school) 
    
 
Some form of retreat is conducted for the following year levels 
(If Yes, indicate type and length in the pertinent right hand columns.  It is presumed that retreats are held during school 
time unless indicated otherwise in the far right hand column) 
 
Year 
Level 

Retreat 
like 
activity 

Attendance Type of retreat activity Retreat site Length of 
activity 

Weekend 
or 
holiday 
time 

 Yes No Compul-
sory 

Volun-
tary 

Orientation 
to Year 
level 

Religious 
Retreat 

Other 
please 
specify 

On 
school 
premises 

Off 
campus 
site 

Days 
& 

Nights  

7             

8             

9             

10             

11             

12             

 
The following questions refer specifically and only to senior school retreats (Year 12 and Year 11) 
 
The senior school retreat(s) are the particular responsibility of (Mark more than one box if needed) 
The Religious 
Education Coordinator 

A designated Retreat 
Coordinator 

The Youth/Campus 
Minister or other 
similar designated role  

Year Level 
Coordinator 

Other, please 
specify 
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The Year 11 and 12 retreats are conducted in the following school terms.  
Year level retreat Term 1 Term 2 Term 3 Term 4 

First half Second 
half 

First half Second 
half 

First half Second 
half 

First half Second 
half 

Year 11         
Year 12         

 
There is some specific pre-retreat preparation for the students  

Yes No  If yes, please describe in a few words 
    
 
There is a student evaluation form filled in after the retreat  

Yes No  If there is any other form of student evaluation, 
please describe 

    
 
There is some other post-retreat follow-up for students 

Yes No 
  
If yes, please 
describe briefly 
what sort of 
follow up and 
who conducts it. 

 

 
There is some form of staff evaluation of the retreat after the event. 

Yes No  If Yes, indicate what type of 
evaluation 

   Meeting 
or 
discussion 

Written 
form 

Other, 
please 
specify 

      
 
Type(s) of senior school retreat (Year 12 and/or Year 11).  More than one option may be selected. 
There is only one type of 
retreat for all students 

One type of retreat at more 
than one venue 

A range of types of retreats 
is available for students to 
choose. 

If more than one type, 
briefly describe below the 
types of retreat offered 

    
 
Year 12 and/or Year 11 student attendance (Mark the relevant boxes) 
 
Year 12 retreats 
Number of students in Year 
12 

If student retreat attendance is 
compulsory 

If student retreat attendance is optional 

Boys Girls Total Y 
12 

   Rough average % 
of year group 
attending 

 Rough average % 
of year group 
attending 

 

 
If there are also Year 11 retreats, please answer the following item 
Year 11 retreats 
Number of students in Year 
11 

If student retreat attendance is 
compulsory 

If student retreat attendance is optional 

Boys Girls Total Y 
11 

   Rough average % 
of year group 
attending 

 Rough average % 
of year group 
attending 

 

 
The staffing of senior school retreats in our school.  May involve more than one option. 
Retreat conducted 
exclusively by a 
specialist retreat 
team brought in 

School staff 
support the outside 
specialists who are 
the main retreat 

School staff 
only;  a special 
group of staff 
designated as the 

School staff only;  
experienced staff as key 
leaders assisted by other 
staff who support with 

Some recent 
past-pupils are 
recruited to 
help with the 

Other – 
please 
specify 
below. 



RESEARCH ON RETREATS 

162 

from outside, or by 
staff at an 
established retreat 
centre. 

leaders. ‘retreat team’ minimal program 
contribution. 

retreat 

      
 

Please indicate:  Our Year 12 retreat program is:- 
‘Home grown’, that is 
developed almost 
completely by our school 
staff over the years 

Modelled on some other 
program (E.g. travelling 
retreat team program, 
another school’s program, 
etc.) 

If modelled on some other 
program, please indicate 
briefly below 

If there was some other 
model for your retreat 
program, please describe in 
a few words 

    
 

Number of school staff who participate in the conduct of Year 12 (and Year 11) retreats 
 
 

Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements on a scale of one to five.  If not applicable, 
enter 0 
 

0  Not 
applicable 

1.  Strongly 
disagree 

2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly agree 

      
 

The student evaluations of retreats are usually positive. 
The retreat-teacher evaluations of retreats are usually positive. 
The senior school retreats are supported by the school leadership team. 
The retreat program is adequately resourced. 
The retreat program is supported by teachers not directly involved in the planning or conduct of the retreats. 
There is little difficulty securing retreat sites. 
The sites available are well suited for retreats. 
There is no difficulty securing the services of a priest. 
There are problems integrating retreats in the school timetable. 
 

Place for you to comment further on any points or issues you want to draw attention to. 
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Appendix 1 B 
 

Retreat Teachers’ Questionnaire 

 
 

 

 
Research questionnaire on teachers’ understandings of the  

nature, purposes and conduct of senior school retreats 
(for teachers involved in retreat work) 

 
Colour coding of Questionnaire items 
Yellow Items unique to this questionnaire and not in the 

questionnaires for non-retreat teachers and students 
Green Items in common:-  retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 

Blue  Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, 
and  students 

Grey Items in common:  retreat teachers, and  students 
 
Your contribution to this research is valued highly.  It will give teachers involved in retreat work in Catholic secondary 
schools a significant voice in affirming the place of retreats within the school’s overall religious education program, in 
identifying current issues, and in proposing what needs to be done to enhance the future of retreats.  We are much indebted 
to you for taking the time to complete this survey.  Your anonymity is guaranteed.  The questionnaire may raise a number 
of issues – some may not apply in your circumstances;  nevertheless, where you would like to clarify or comment on any 
issues further – this can be done at the end of the questionnaire. 
 
Thank you very much for the time and thought you are putting into this research study. 
 
Consent to participate in the online survey: 
 
Having read the introductory letter with details of this research, I understand that all information I provide is confidential 
and anonymous.  By ticking the AGREE button below I agree to participate in the survey, realising that I can withdraw 
from completing the questionnaire at any time without any penalty. 
 
I also agree that research data collected for the study may be published or may be provided to other researchers in a form 
that does not identify me in any way. 

 
If you wish to discontinue the questionnaire at any time return to this point and click the  
DO NOT AGREE BUTTON and exit the site. 

 
 

A. Individual characteristics 
 

School Code (A unique four figure code was assigned for each participating school) 
    
 

Sex. 
Male Female 
  
 

Age. 
20 – 30 years 31 – 40  41 – 50 51 and over  
    
 

Range of classes currently being taught. 
Years 7 – 10 Years 7 – 12 Years 11 – 12 

only 
   
 

For how many years have you been involved in school retreat work. 
One year 2 – 5 years 6 – 10 years 11 – 20 years More than 20 years 
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I have attended some formal retreat training program(s) for retreat leaders. 
Yes No 
  
 

Our school has some specific training or preparation for teachers who will be involved in retreat work (that is, some 
training opportunities outside the school retreat itself). 
Yes No 
  
 

My learning about retreat work has included ‘on-the-job’ training;  that is, learning how to make a contribution by 
participating and watching how it is done. 
Yes No 
  
 

My own experience of retreats when I was at school has informed my role in working on retreats to some extent. 
Yes No 
  
 

Your first involvement in retreat work 
I volunteered to help on the 
retreat 

I was invited to join the staff 
group that conducts the 
retreat  

I attended because it was a 
staff requirement (E.g. class 
teacher or Religious 
Education teacher) 

Other (please indicate 
below) 

    
Selection of staff for retreat work 
 

Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements on a scale of one to five. 
 

1.  Strongly disagree 2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly agree 
     
 

Categories of items 
 

Items unique to this questionnaire and not in the questionnaires for non-retreat teachers and students 
Items in common:-  retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 
Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, and  students 
Items in common:  retreat teachers, and  students 
 

RS1  Selecting staff for participation in retreats is not a problem. 
RS2  Criteria for judging what staff should participate in the retreat are clear. 
RS3  I would feel uncomfortable about revealing aspects of my own personal/spiritual life to students, if this was required 
of staff on retreats   
 

B. Fixed response items 
 

Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements on a scale of one to five. 
 

1.  Strongly disagree 2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly agree 
     
 

Place of retreats within Catholic school religious education 
 

RP1  Retreats are an important part of a Catholic school’s overall religious education program. 
RP2  Retreats provide a more personal and reflective spiritual experience than can be achieved in classroom religious 
education. 
RP3  Retreats are a distinctive feature of Australian Catholic school education. 
RP4  Retreats are highly regarded by the students. 
RP5  Retreats make a valuable contribution to young people's personal, social and spiritual development. 
RP6  Retreats can be considered as a catechesis. 
RP7  Retreats make a valuable contribution to the evangelisation of young people. 
RP8  Because of various difficulties, the future place of retreats in Catholic schools remains uncertain. 
RP9  Retreats are not worth having because what they achieve is not justified by the expense and loss of teaching time. 
 

The general, practical purposes of senior school retreats. 
 

GP1  To give students a good experience of what it means to be in a community. 
GP2  The retreat community experience shows how people should be treated in a Christian community. 
GP3  Provides students with an opportunity for personal and spiritual reflection. 
GP4  Provides students with an opportunity to think about their relationship with God. 
GP5  Provides students with an opportunity to think about their relationship with Jesus. 
GP6  Provides an opportunity for reviewing life (thinking about the beliefs and values that affect personal life). 
GP7  Provides an opportunity to think about one’s identity as a Catholic. 
GP8  An opportunity to reflect on social justice issues. 



Appendix 1B Retreat Teachers’ Questionnaire 

165 

GP9  To give students an enjoyable experience away with their friends. 
GP10  To give students the experience of ‘time away’ from, and ‘time out’ from their normal life routines at home, school 
and socially. 
GP11  To help students learn from sharing at a more personal level. 
GP12  An opportunity for students to be counselled on personal problems. 
GP13  To provide time for personal prayer. 
GP14  Time to get in touch with nature. 
GP15  An opportunity for a more personal, engaging celebration of liturgy. 
GP16  To promote some commitment to helping others in the community. 
GP17  To encourage young people to become active members of their local parish. 
GP18 The retreat is just as valuable for students who are not Catholic. 
 

Pre-retreat planning 
 

PL1  In our school there are pre-retreat planning sessions for briefing and preparing the participating staff. 
PL2  The retreat program is newly crafted each year. 
PL3  The retreat program is basically the same as the previous year’s with minor modifications. 
PL4  Participating staff are familiar with the retreat program and the expectations that go with it. 
PL5  Sufficient information about the retreat was given to students beforehand. 
PL6  Parents were given adequate retreat information beforehand. 
PL7  Some pre-retreat work is done with students to get them ready for the retreat. 
PL8  Staff do not tell students in advance about the content/activities of the retreat, giving the impression of some ‘secrecy’ 
about the retreat. 
PL9  Students not knowing about some retreat activities in advance added to the impact of those activities. 
PL10  A clear discipline policy for the retreat needs to be stated for the students beforehand. 
PL11  The staff who participate in retreats need to be able to share something of their personal life and spirituality with 
students. 
PL12  Participating staff need to have discretion about what they will disclose about themselves or their spirituality. 
PL13  During the retreat, students should be invited to address the retreat teachers by their first name. 
PL14  The usual school professional boundaries between staff and students can be maintained on retreat with no negative 
impact on the retreat process. 
 

Your rating of particular retreat activities and resources used during the retreat 
 

Our retreats have included some of the following activities.  Only for those activities used on your school retreats, indicate 
your estimates of their worth or value on a scale of 1 to 5, and insert your choice in the relevant boxes.  For items you have 
not used in your retreats, leave the box blank. 
 

1. Of no worth at all 2. Little 
worth 

3. Just 
OK  

4. Valuable 5. Very 
valuable 

 

A1  Getting to know you or ‘ice-breaker’ 
games 

  A2  Listening to music (may include 
reflecting on lyrics) 

 

A3  Introduction explaining the purposes 
of the retreat 

  A4  Dancing  

A5  Stating the discipline policy and 
retreat rules 

  A6  Writing in a personal journal  

A7  Printed retreat booklet   A8  Receiving a letter from parents and/or 
writing a letter to parents 

 

A9  Handouts   A10  Writing a letter to self or some other  
A11  Whole group prayer   A12  Affirmation activity  
A13  Small group prayer   A14  Role plays  
A15  Meditation   A16  Full length feature film  
A17  Sacramental reconciliation   A18  Short film or video as stimulus material  
A19  Healing or reconciliation activity   A20  Outside guest speaker  
A21  Celebration of Mass   A22  Staff sharing their personal story as a 

stimulus for personal sharing in small groups 
 

A23  Prayer celebration (or paraliturgy) 
as an alternative to Mass 

  A24  Creative activities (art, craft, drama etc. 
in groups or individually) 

 

A25  Students spend time preparing for 
mass or prayer celebration (paraliturgy) 

  A26  Concert (students and possibly staff)  

A27  Reflection on poetry or short 
writing extracts 

  A28  Free time or recreation period  

A29  Time for student private reflection   A30  Short input from a past pupil  

A31  Small group discussions   A32  Students talking with their friends  
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A33  ‘One-to-one’ discussions in pairs   A34  Rotation around a series of workshop 
like activities 

 

A35  Whole group forums   A36  articular physical activities or 
‘challenges’ 

 

A37  Inputs/short stimulus talks by staff 
members 

  A39  Other (specify)  

A38  Sing-alongs   Other (specify)  
 

Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements on a scale of one to five. 
 

1.  Strongly disagree 2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly agree 
     
 

Some other possible personal learning processes in retreats, especially in small group discussion 
 

P1  Group discussion can help students become more aware of the personal and spiritual views of others. 
P2  Students can identify with the values or beliefs that become evident in some others. 
P3  Students can learn personally from what others say about themselves, relationships, prayer, God, etc. 
P4  Students seemed to like the acceptance they experienced on the retreat by others. 
P5  The retreat can prompt young people towards personal change through their ‘imagining’ possible new directions in 
their lives. 
P6  It appears that students can learn something valuable through a memorable experience in a caring environment (‘peak 
experience’ learning). 
P7  Students’ emotion and good feelings (euphoria) are valuable on retreats. 
P8  Students’ personal insights from the retreat (initially with emotions), may remain after the good feelings ‘wear off’. 
P9  Emotional manipulation of students by teachers on a retreat is of concern. 
P10  The retreats enhance students’ relationships with other students. 
P11  The retreats enhance relationships between staff and students. 
P12  There is good follow-up to the retreat for students on their return to school (E.g. in RE classes and/or with home room 
teachers.) 
 

The personal level in small group discussions 
 

D1  Students need to contribute to small group discussion at a personal level. 
D2  Sharing at a personal level is one of the most valuable aspects of retreats. 
D3  There is too great an expectation that students reveal aspects of their personal lives. 
D4  The students were comfortable with the level of personal sharing in groups. 
D5  I was comfortable with the level of personal sharing in groups. 
D6  The main focus of small group discussion should be on ‘self disclosure’ or telling your ‘personal story’. 
D7  The main focus of small group discussion should be on social issues. 
D8  Staff sharing personal aspects of their lives has been a valuable catalyst for students sharing their personal views. 
D9  The theme of ‘telling your personal story’ was overemphasised on the retreat. 
D10  There should be no pressure on students to contribute at a personal level. 
D11  It is good to have a show of emotions in small group discussion. 
D12  Students becoming tearful is an indication of a good group discussion. 
D13  Laughing and good humour are an indication of a good group discussion. 
D14  The confidentiality of the small group is stressed for participants. 
D15  The small group is a good place for discussing personal problems. 
 

Some other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats 
 
O1  The religious dimension gets appropriate attention in retreats. 
O2  While the enjoyment level of retreats is high, the specifically religious dimension is secondary. 
O3  It is unnecessary to judge the personal/enjoyment dimension as being in conflict with the religious dimension. 
O4  As long as students enjoyed the retreat, you should not worry about how ‘religious’ it was. 
O5  The retreat seems to have helped students become more comfortable with their Catholic faith. 
O6  The presence of a priest during the retreat for the sacraments is important. 
O7  I think that the retreat has helped students grow as persons. 
O8  I think that the retreat has enhanced the students’ spirituality. 
O9  Retreats should not be held if they are little more than an enjoyable experience for students away with their friends. 
 

Potential issues and problems with retreats 
 

Indicate your view of these potential problems on a scale of 1 to 6 as follows. 
0  Not 

applicable 
1.  Never a 

problem 
2.  Rarely a 

problem 
3.  Not sure 4.  Occasionally a 

problem 
5.  Frequently a 

problem 
      
 

I1  Students having a good time with friends seems to eclipse the spiritual purposes of the retreat. 
I2  Students are not permitted to use mobile phones on the retreat. 
I3  Students are not permitted to use other electronic items like mp3 players or laptops on the retreat. 
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I4  Use of mobile phones and texting distracts students from retreat participation. 
I5  Some sessions were too long. 
I6  Some sessions were too emotional. 
I7  Some retreat activities appeared to be contrived or artificial. 
I8  Staying up very late exhausts students and impairs their participation the next day. 
I9  Too much emotion is deliberately generated. 
I10  Some students experienced pressure to say something personal in groups. 
I11  Some retreat staff are not comfortable with students talking about their personal problems in group discussion. 
I12  The quality of the accommodation affected student enjoyment of the retreat. 
I13  The quality of the meals affected student enjoyment of the retreat. 
I14  The retreat venue had a quiet place for personal reflection. 
I15  The location for the retreat was attractive. 
I16  The overall atmosphere of the retreat venue was valuable. 
 

Levels of consensus about retreats in the whole school staff. 
 

Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement on a scale of 1 to 5 as follows. 
1.  Strongly disagree 2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly agree 

     
 

C1  There is a good level of whole school staff consensus about the value and place of retreats in the senior school. 
C2  There is a poor staff understanding of the purposes and practices of retreats. 
C3  There is school documentation that explains to staff the nature, purposes and value of retreats. 
C4  A significant number of staff feel that retreats are not worth the loss of school time and the disruption to student 
learning. 
C5  A significant number of staff think that retreats amount to little more than students having a good time away with their 
friends. 
C6  Supervision of classes back at school and ‘catch up’ with classes by retreat teachers cause stress and/or friction. 
C7  Some staff like attending and participating at retreats. 
C8  Some staff will avoid attending retreats if they can. 
 

Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable 
 

F1  It is increasingly difficult to ensure security and adequate supervision of retreats. 
F2  Retreats cause much organisational difficulty for supervision both on the retreat and back at school. 
F3  The retreat makes a heavy a demand on the time and energy of the staff who conduct them. 
 

Personal reflection on your own involvement in retreats 
 

R1  When I first worked on retreats, I felt unprepared for what was involved. 
R2  I have felt uncomfortable about revealing aspects of my own personal/spiritual life to students. 
R3  After some experience I felt competent and confident working on retreats. 
R4  Conducting retreats is tiring, and physically and emotionally demanding. 
R5  The value of the retreats for the students makes my own efforts feel worthwhile. 
R6  Participation in retreat work has enhanced my own spirituality. 
 

Suggestions about retreat training and resourcing of retreats (This will depend on the size and resources of Catholic 
Education Offices, and on the possibility of inter-diocesan cooperation) 
 

T1  There is a need for more systematic training for staff who are to be involved in the conduct of retreats. 
T2  There remains the need for periodic professional development for retreat members even for those who are experienced. 
T3  There is a need for more explicit material in diocesan religious education documents about the nature and function of 
retreats. 
T4  The school needs its own documentation for informing parents and students. 
 

Place for you to comment further on issues raised in the questionnaire and to raise any other matters you want to draw 
attention to. 
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Appendix 1 C 
 

Non-Retreat Teachers’ Questionnaire 

 
 
 

 
Research questionnaire on retreats in Catholic secondary schools  

(for teachers who are not involved in retreat work) 
 
Colour coding of Questionnaire items 
Yellow Items unique to this questionnaire (non-retreat teachers) and 

not in the questionnaires for retreat teachers and students 
Green Items in common:-  retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 

Blue  Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, 
and  students 

Grey Items in common:  retreat teachers, and  students 
 
This questionnaire seeks the views of teachers who are not involved in retreat work.  Your contribution to this research is 
valued highly.  We are much indebted to you for taking the time to complete this survey.  Your anonymity is guaranteed.  
The questionnaire may raise a number of issues – some may not apply in your circumstances;  nevertheless, where you 
would like to clarify or comment on any issues further, this can be done at the end of the questionnaire. 
 
Thank you very much for the time and thought you are putting into this research study. 
 
Consent to participate in the online survey: 
 
Having read the introductory letter with details of this research, I understand that all information I provide is confidential 
and anonymous.  By ticking the AGREE button below I agree to participate in the survey, realising that I can withdraw 
from completing the questionnaire at any time without any penalty. 
 
I also agree that research data collected for the study may be published or may be provided to other researchers in a form 
that does not identify me in any way. 

 
 

If you wish to discontinue the questionnaire at any time return to this point and click the  
DO NOT AGREE BUTTON and exit the site. 

 
 
A. Individual characteristics 
 
School Code (A unique four figure code was assigned for each participating school) 
    
 
While currently you are not involved in retreat work in your school, have you ever participated as a staff member in 
conducting a senior school retreat  

Yes No 
  
If yes, indicate the extent of your experience of conducting retreats. 

 Once A few times Many times over a number of 
years 

At your current school    
At other schools    
 
Sex. 
Male Female 
  
 
Age. 
20 – 30 years 31 – 40  41 – 50 51 and over  
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Range of classes currently being taught. 
Years 7 – 10 Years 7 – 12 Years 11 – 12 

only 
   
 
My own experience of retreats when I was at school has informed my views of current school retreats. 
Yes No 
  
 
B. Fixed response items 
 
Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements on a scale of one to five. 
 
1.  Strongly disagree 2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly agree 

     
 
Categories of items 
 
Items unique to this questionnaire (non-retreat teachers) and not in the questionnaires for retreat teachers and students 
Items in common:-  retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 
Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, and  students 
Items in common:  retreat teachers, and  students 
 
Place of retreats within Catholic school religious education 
 
RP1  Retreats are an important part of a Catholic school’s overall religious education program. 
RP2  Retreats provide a more personal and reflective spiritual experience than can be achieved in classroom religious 
education. 
RP3  Retreats are a distinctive feature of Australian Catholic school education. 
RP4  Retreats are highly regarded by the students. 
RP5  Retreats make a valuable contribution to young people's personal, social and spiritual development. 
RP8  Because of various difficulties, the future place of retreats in Catholic schools remains uncertain. 
RP9  Retreats are not worth having because what they achieve is not justified by the expense and loss of teaching time. 
 
The general, practical purposes of senior school retreats. 
 
GP1  To give students a good experience of what it means to be in a community. 
GP2  The retreat community experience shows how people should be treated in a Christian community. 
GP3  Provides students with an opportunity for personal and spiritual reflection. 
GP4  Provides students with an opportunity to think about their relationship with God. 
GP5  Provides students with an opportunity to think about their relationship with Jesus. 
GP6  Provides an opportunity for reviewing life (thinking about the beliefs and values that affect personal life). 
GP7  Provides an opportunity to think about one’s identity as a Catholic. 
GP8  An opportunity to reflect on social justice issues. 
GP9  To give students an enjoyable experience away with their friends. 
GP10  To give students the experience of ‘time away’ from, and ‘time out’ from their normal life routines at home, school 
and socially. 
GP11  To help students learn from sharing at a more personal level. 
GP12  An opportunity for students to be counselled on personal problems. 
GP13  To provide time for personal prayer. 
GP14  Time to get in touch with nature. 
GP15  An opportunity for a more personal, engaging celebration of liturgy. 
GP16  To promote some commitment to helping others in the community. 
GP17  To encourage young people to become active members of their local parish. 
GP18 The retreat is just as valuable for students who are not Catholic. 
 
Selection of staff for retreat work 
 
RS1  Selecting staff for participation in retreats is not a problem. 
RS2  Criteria for judging what staff should participate in the retreat are clear. 
RS3  I would feel uncomfortable about revealing aspects of my own personal/spiritual life to students if this was required 
of staff on retreats. 
 
Retreat processes:  Opportunities and potential problems and issues 
 
D2  Sharing at a personal level is one of the most valuable and influential aspects of retreats. 
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D3  There is too great an expectation that students reveal aspects of their personal lives. 
PL5  Sufficient information about the retreat was given to students beforehand. 
PL6  Parents were given adequate retreat information beforehand. 
PL8  Staff do not tell students in advance about the content/activities of the retreat, giving the impression of some ‘secrecy’ 
about the retreat. 
P10  The retreats enhance students’ relationships with other students. 
P11  The retreats enhance relationships between staff and students. 
P13  Retreat staff appear to become too friendly with students. 
D6  The main focus of small group discussion should be on ‘self disclosure’ or telling your ‘personal story’. 
D7  The main focus of small group discussion should be on social issues. 
P7  Students’ emotion and good feelings (euphoria) are valuable on retreats. 
P9  Emotional manipulation of students by teachers on a retreat is of concern. 
O1  The religious dimension seems to get appropriate attention in retreats. 
O2  While the enjoyment level of retreats is high, the specifically religious dimension seems to be secondary. 
O9  Retreats should not be held if they are little more than an enjoyable experience for students away with their friends. 
 
Levels of consensus or conflict about retreats in the whole school staff. 
 
C1  There is a good level of staff consensus about the value of retreats in the senior school. 
C2 There is a poor staff understanding of the purposes and practices of retreats. 
C4  A significant number of staff feel that retreats are not worth the loss of school time and the disruption to student 
learning. 
C5  A significant number of staff think that retreats amount to little more than students having a good time away with their 
friends. 
C6Supervision of classes back at school and ‘catch up’ with classes by retreat teachers cause stress and/or friction. 
C7  Some staff like attending and participating at retreats. 
C8  Some staff will avoid attending retreats if they can. 
 
Factors that may affect the future viability of retreats in the school timetable 
 
F1 It is increasingly difficult to ensure security and adequate supervision of retreats. 
F2  Retreats cause much organisational difficulty for supervision both on the retreat and back at school. 
F3  The retreat makes a heavy a demand on the time and energy of the staff who conduct them. 
 
Suggestions about retreat training and resourcing of retreats 
 
T1  There is a need for more systematic training for staff who are to be involved in the conduct of retreats. 
T4  The school needs its own explicit documentary information about retreats for parents and students. 
 
Place for you to comment further on issues raised in the questionnaire and to raise any other matters you want to draw 
attention to. 
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Appendix 1 D 
Student Questionnaire 
(Year 11-12 students) 

 
 
 

 
Research questionnaire on students’ views of school retreats 

 

Colour coding of Questionnaire items 
Yellow Items unique to this students’ questionnaire and not in the 

questionnaires for retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 
Green Items in common:-  retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 

Blue  Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, 
and  students 

Grey Items in common:  retreat teachers, and  students 
 

Your contribution to this research is valued highly.  It will give students a significant voice in evaluating the place of 
retreats in Catholic secondary schools.  We are much indebted to you for taking the time to complete this survey.  Your 
anonymity is guaranteed.  The questionnaire may raise a number of issues – some may not apply in your circumstances;  
nevertheless, where you would like to clarify or comment on any issues further – this can be done at the end of the 
questionnaire. 
 

Thank you very much for the time and thought you are putting into this research study. 
 

A. Individual characteristics 
School Code (A unique four figure code was assigned for each participating school) 
    
 

Sex. 
Male Female 
  
 

Year level 
Year 12 student Year 11 student  Past pupil 
   Insert HSC 

Year 
 

 

Religious identification 
Catholic Other Christian 

denomination 
Non-Christian religion None 

    
 

B. Fixed response items 
Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements on a scale of one to five. 
 

1.  Strongly disagree 2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly agree 
     
 

Categories of items 
Items unique to this student questionnaire and not in the questionnaires for retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers  
Items in common:-  retreat teachers and non-retreat teachers 
Items in common :- retreat teachers, non-retreat teachers, and  students 
Items in common:  retreat teachers, and  students 
 

Your views about the place of retreats within Catholic school education 
RP1  Retreats are an important part of a Catholic school’s overall religious education program. 
RP2  Retreats provide a more personal and reflective spiritual experience than can be achieved in classroom religious 
education. 
RP4  Retreats are highly regarded by the students. 
RP5  Retreats make a valuable contribution to young people's personal, social and spiritual development. 
 

How you rate the general, practical purposes of retreats. 
GP1  To provide a good experience of community. 
GP2  The retreat community experience showed how people should be treated in a Christian community. 
GP3  Provides an opportunity for personal and spiritual reflection. 
GP4  Provides an opportunity to think about your relationship with God. 
GP5  Provides an opportunity to think about your relationship with Jesus. 
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GP6  An opportunity for reviewing your life (thinking about the beliefs and values that affect personal life). 
GP7  Provides an opportunity to think about one’s identity as a Catholic. 
GP8  An opportunity to reflect on social justice issues. 
GP9  An enjoyable experience away with my friends. 
GP10  An experience of ‘time away’ from, and ‘time out’ from, the normal routines in life at home, school and socially. 
GP11  To learn from sharing at a more personal level. 
GP12  An opportunity to be counselled on personal problems. 
GP13  Time for personal prayer. 
GP14  Time to get in touch with nature. 
GP15  An opportunity for a more personal celebration of mass/liturgy. 
GP16  To promote some commitment to helping others in the community. 
GP17  To encourage young people to become active members of a local parish. 
GP18 The retreat is just as valuable for students who are not Catholic. 
 

Rating your own experience of the retreat and view of retreat activities 
S1  I enjoyed the retreat experience. 
S2  I found the retreat a valuable experience. 
S3  The staff on retreat were friendly. 
PL5  Sufficient information was given about the retreat beforehand. 
S5  I did not like not knowing in advance what would happen on the retreat.   (relate to PL8) 
PL9  Not knowing about some retreat activities in advance added to their impact. 
S7  Talking with my friends on the retreat was important for me. (relate to A32 , GP9  C5  I1) 
I12  The quality of the accommodation affected my enjoyment of the retreat. 
I13  The quality of the meals affected my enjoyment of the retreat. 
I14  The retreat venue had a quiet place for personal reflection. 
I15  The location for the retreat was attractive. 
 

Your rating of particular retreat activities and resources used during the retreat 
Retreats have included some of the following activities.  Only for those activities you have experienced, indicate your 
estimates of their worth or value on a scale of 1 to 5, and insert your choice in the relevant boxes.  For the items you have 
not experienced, leave the box blank. 
 

1. Of no worth at all 2. Little 
worth 

3. Just 
OK  

4. Valuable 5. Very 
valuable 

 

A1  Getting to know you or ‘ice-breaker’ games   A2  Listening to music (may include reflecting 
on lyrics) 

 

A3  Introduction explaining the purposes of the 
retreat 

  A4  Dancing  

A5  Stating the discipline policy and retreat rules   A6  Writing in a personal journal  
A7  Printed retreat booklet   A8  Receiving a letter from parents and/or 

writing a letter to parents 
 

A9  Handouts   A10  Writing a letter to self or some other  
A11  Whole group prayer   A12  Affirmation activity  
A13  Small group prayer   A14  Role plays  
A15  Meditation   A16  Full length feature film  
A17  Sacramental reconciliation   A18  Short film or video as stimulus material  
A19  Healing or reconciliation activity   A20  Outside guest speaker  
A21  Celebration of Mass   A22  Staff sharing their personal story as a 

stimulus for personal sharing in small groups 
 

A23  Prayer celebration (or paraliturgy) as an 
alternative to Mass 

  A24  Creative activities (art, craft, drama etc. in 
groups or individually) 

 

A25  Students spend time preparing for mass or 
prayer celebration (paraliturgy) 

  A26  Concert (students and possibly staff)  

A27  Reflection on poetry or short writing 
extracts 

  A28  Free time or recreation period  

A29  Time for student private reflection   A30  Short input from a past pupil  

A31  Small group discussions   A32  Students talking with their friends  
A33  ‘One-to-one’ discussions in pairs   A34  Rotation around a series of workshop like 

activities 
 

A35  Whole group forums   A36  articular physical activities or 
‘challenges’ 

 

A37  Inputs/short stimulus talks by staff members   A39  Other (specify)  
A38  Sing-alongs   Other (specify)  
 

  



Appendix 1 D   Student Questionnaire 

173 

Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements on a scale of one to five. 
 

1.  Strongly disagree 2.  Disagree 3.  Not sure 4.  Agree 5.  Strongly agree 
     
Some personal learning processes, especially in the small group discussion 
P1  Small group discussion helped me become more aware of the personal and spiritual views of others. 
P2  I identified with the values or beliefs that became evident in some others. 
P3  I learnt personally from what others said about themselves, relationships, prayer, God, etc. 
P4  I liked the way I was accepted by others on the retreat. 
P5  The retreat prompted me towards personal change through ‘imagining’ possible new directions in my life. 
P6  On the retreat I think I learned something valuable through a memorable experience in a caring environment. 
P7  The emotion and good feelings on the retreat were valuable. 
P8  Personal insights from the retreat may remain after the good feelings ‘wear off’. 
P9  I am concerned about students’ emotions being manipulated by staff on the retreat. 
P10  The retreat enhanced my relationships with other students. 
P11 The retreat enhanced relationships between staff and students. 
P12  There was good follow-up to the retreat on our return to school (E.g. in RE classes and/or with home room teachers.) 
 

The personal level in small group discussions 
D1  Students need to contribute to small group discussion at a personal level. 
D2  Sharing at a personal level is one of the most valuable aspects of retreats. 
D3  There is too great an expectation that students reveal aspects of their personal lives. 
D4  I was comfortable with the level of personal sharing in groups. 
D5  The teachers were comfortable with the level of personal sharing in groups. 
D6  The main focus of small group discussion should be on ‘self disclosure’ or telling your ‘personal story’. 
D7  The main focus of small group discussion should be on social issues. 
D8  Staff sharing personal aspects of their lives has been a valuable catalyst for students sharing their personal views. 
D9  The theme of ‘telling your personal story’ was overemphasised on the retreat. 
D10  There should be no pressure on students to contribute at a personal level. 
D11  It is good to have a show of emotions in small group discussion. 
D12  Students becoming tearful is an indication of a good group discussion. 
D13  Laughing and good humour are an indication of a good group discussion. 
D14  The confidentiality of the small group was stressed by the teachers. 
D15  The small group was a good place for discussing personal problems. 
 

Some other general questions about the religious dimension of retreats 
O1  The religious dimension got appropriate attention in the retreat. 
O2  While the enjoyment level of the retreat was high, the specifically religious dimension was secondary. 
O5  As a result of the retreat I feel more comfortable in my Catholic faith. 
O6The presence of a priest during the retreat for the sacraments is important. 
O7  I think that the retreat has helped my growth as a person. 
O8  I think that the retreat has enhanced my spirituality. 
O10  For me, the retreats amounted to little more than a fun experience away with my friends.  (relate to O9) 
 

Potential issues and problems with retreats 
Indicate your view of these potential problems on a scale of 1 to 6 as follows. 

0  Not 
applicable 

1.  Never a 
problem 

2.  Rarely a 
problem 

3.  Not sure 4.  Occasionally a 
problem 

5.  Frequently a 
problem 

      
 

I4  Use of mobile phones and texting would distract from retreat participation. 
I5  Some sessions were too long. 
I6  Some sessions were too emotional. 
I7  Some retreat activities appeared to be artificial. 
I8  Staying up late exhausted students and affected their participation the next day. 
I9  Too much emotion seemed to be generated deliberately. 
I10  Some students experienced pressure to say something personal in groups. 
I11  There was too much emphasis on personal problems in group discussion. (worded slightly differently for retreat 
teachers) 
 

Open ended questions.  Write brief comments in the space provided. 
What were the three things you liked most about retreats. 
What changes would you make to the retreat program 
Is there anything more you want to say about issues raised in the questionnaire. 
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Appendix 2 
Example information letters 

about the research 

 
 
 

 
This appendix gives 2 examples of information letters as sent to Diocesan Directors and 
the Y11-12 students and their parents.  For copies of all of the various information 
letters see the Retreats Research Website:   
http://e-learn.acu.edu.au/grrossiter/retreats/index.html 
 

(LETTER TO DIOCESAN DIRECTORS) 
School of Religious Education 

7th March 2011 
2011 Research Project on retreats in Catholic secondary schools 

 
Name 
Address 
 
Dear [Diocesan Director Name], 
 
I am writing to inform you about the research project on retreats in Catholic secondary schools to be conducted 
collaboratively with seven Catholic Education Offices (across Victoria, NSW and Queensland), this year.  The proposed 
project was initially discussed with a key member of your Religious Education staff in 2009.  Success with the research 
application to Australian Catholic University, which came through later in 2010, has allowed me to be seconded to the 
ACU Internal Research Secondment program for 6 months specifically for this research on retreats (together with a writing 
project on youth spirituality).  The initial research proposals can now be implemented.  This letter requests your further 
consideration of the proposed project, seeking your approval before the joint planning of the project proceeds further. 
 
Retreats have long been a distinctive and important feature of Catholic secondary school religious education in Australia.  
They have proved popular with students for many years;  and they are considered to make a valuable contribution to 
personal and spiritual development.  However, there remain some perennial questions related to retreat processes, as well 
as to the implementation of retreats within the increasingly demanding life and administration of schools.  It is therefore 
timely that systematic research be conducted to inform the future enhancement and place of retreats in Catholic secondary 
schools. 
 
The project will investigate the views of teachers involved in retreat work about the nature, purposes and conduct of senior 
school retreats (an online questionnaire taking about 20 minutes).  The views of a sample of about 5 teachers per school not 
involved in retreat work will also be sought (an online questionnaire taking about 10 minutes).  Later it is intended that 
data on Year 12 (and/or Year 11) students’ views of retreats also be collected, preferably after their 2011 retreat (an online 
questionnaire taking about 20 minutes).  A brief general online questionnaire on the scope of each school’s involvement in 
retreats would also be completed by a designated person in each school (usually the Religion Coordinator or Retreat 
Coordinator).  This would be supplemented by interviews with a sample of teachers involved in retreat work – in dioceses 
where there are some resources for carrying out the interviews. 
 
It is proposed that there will be three dimensions to the results.  There would be the total, pooled non-identifiable data in a 
report given to all the participating dioceses and schools.  In addition, each school would be given its own particular school 
confidential data, which would still be non-identifiable as regards individual participants.  Each diocese would be given its 
own confidential diocesan and school data.  It is anticipated that the research process should catalyse a period of useful 
reflection and review  of school retreats throughout the diocese.  While not shaped primarily as evaluation instruments, two 
of the questionnaires could possibly be further refined to serve a retreat evaluation function. 
 
When this project was first proposed in 2009, I talked over the possibility of conducting research in your diocese with  [RE 
consultants].  At that early stage, we considered a potential joint research venture involving seven  
 
Catholic dioceses.  ACU’s contribution would be to pay for replacement of my teaching duties in semester one 2011, so 
that I would have time to plan, organise and implement the project.  It was intended that the Diocesan contribution would  
 
Professor Graham Rossiter,  School of Religious Education                   Tel:  02-9701 4239   Fax:  02-9701 4197 
AUSTRALIAN CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY,                                          Email: graham.rossiter@acu.edu.au  
Locked Bag 2002  STRATHFIELD  NSW 2135   

mailto:G.Rossiter@mary.acu.edu.au
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be mainly to cover the costs of collecting data in each diocese and the printing and distribution of reports, together with 
time contributed by one or more key religious education personnel, and also some organisation within schools by Religious 
Education Coordinators (or Retreat Coordinators or other designated teachers).  The main diocesan contribution might be 
in making religious education or other suitable personnel available to conduct interviews of a sample of individual retreat 
teachers, a valuable option within the research, if the diocese was able to include it.  Because of my limited time I would 
not  be able to do the interviews myself across the seven dioceses.  No precise costing was worked out in advance, because 
the aim was to keep costs minimal for each diocese – for example by making use of online questionnaires.  Apart from 
securing from ACU the cost of my teaching salary for 6 months, it was not possible to get any research funding from the 
usual ARC and other funding sources available to the university.  However, some funding specifically for the Victorian 
dioceses, through the Victorian Bishops’ Grant fund for Religious Education is likely, pending further communication with 
the selection panel.   
 
I have had further discussion with [Consultants] in your diocese about the approach to implementing this joint ACU - 
diocesan research project as effectively and as efficiently as possible.  At this stage, copies of draft letters to school 
principals, Religious Education Coordinators and potential participants, together with drafts of the four questionnaires and 
interview schedules have been made available.  The initial plan was to collect data from teachers by online questionnaire, 
and if feasible, by recorded individual interviews and by an optional recorded submissions by particular schools’ groups of 
teachers who conduct retreats, discussing what they consider key issues for retreats.   
 
This letter requests your approval for the participation of teachers involved in conducting senior secondary retreats, as well 
as contributions from a sample of senior secondary teachers who are not involved in retreat work;  and also contributions 
from senior school students.  With your approval, and only after ethics approval comes through from the ACU Human 
Research Ethics Committee (within 2 weeks I anticipate), we can contact school principals to seek their permission to 
conduct the research in their schools. 
 
I have no doubt that research on retreats is very important for Australian Catholic school education.  But there would also 
be other valuable contributions:  The project would be a useful stimulus for wide ranging reflection about the purposes and 
practices of retreats in Catholic schools. 
 
Should you have any queries about the proposed project or any suggestions I should follow up, please do not hesitate to get 
in touch. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Professor Graham Rossiter, School of Religious Education, ACU Strathfield Campus 
 
 

 

Example information letter to 
Y11-12 students and their 

parents 

 
 
 
 

 

School of Religious Education 
Research on retreats in Catholic secondary schools 

Information letter for Students and Parents / Guardians 
 

20th April 2011 
 
Your school’s Research Registration code  
 
This letter is about an invitation to students to participate briefly in ongoing research about retreats in Catholic 
secondary schools across Australia, with the consent of parents/guardians.  The research has been approved by 
Catholic Education authorities in this diocese and by the school principal.  The student survey will involve 
completing an online questionnaire (about 15 minutes).  It is anticipated that this will be done at school. 
 
Live-in retreats have long been regarded as a distinctive and valuable component of Catholic secondary school 
religious education.  Earlier research suggests that generally retreats have been enjoyed by students, and have 
been regarded as helpful for their personal and spiritual development.  At the same time, there have also been 
ongoing problems with retreat processes as well as difficulties with the organisation of retreats within the 
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increasingly demanding life and administration of schools. 
 
This research is a valuable opportunity to give students themselves a significant voice in reporting their views 
of retreats.  These views will be helpful in reviewing the place and role of retreats in Catholic schools, as well 
as for helping develop retreats in the future. 
 
Participants are free to participate or not, without having to justify that decision.  And they withdraw or 
discontinue participation in the study at any time without giving a reason.  The students’ views will remain 
anonymous as no names will be required in the questionnaire.  A report on the findings of the whole study will 
be made available to participants.  If Catholic Education authorities give permission, each school will receive a 
summary of the data contributed by its teachers and students, but no individual’s data will be identifiable.  The 
report may also lead to publications in journals. 
 
Any questions regarding this project should be directed to the Principal Investigator, Professor Graham Rossiter 
02 9701 4239. School of Religious Education, Australian Catholic University, Locked Bag 2002, Strathfield 
NSW 2135.  This study has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at Australian Catholic 
University.  In the event that you have any complaint or concern, or if you have any query that the Investigator 
has not been able to satisfy, you may write to the Chair of the Human Research Ethics Committee care of the 
Research Services Office.  Chair, HREC, C/- Research Services, Australian Catholic University, North Sydney 
Campus PO Box 968, North Sydney NSW 2059    Tel: 02 9739 2105   Fax: 02 9739 2870   Any complaint or 
concern will be treated in confidence and fully investigated.  The participant will be informed of the outcome. 
 
If you agree to participate, please complete and sign both copies of the Consent Form, retain one copy for your 
records and return the other copy to the Principal Investigator through the school.  Signed consent forms can be 
given to the designated teachers at school for collection. 
 
The students’ views on this part of Catholic education are valued highly and we thank you very much in 
anticipation for your consent to participate in the research.   Details of the web address for the questionnaire 
will be given to students at school.  They will need to enter the school’s Research Registration Code (noted at 
the top of this letter) when completing the questionnaire. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Professor Graham Rossiter, Principal Researcher 
 
Professor Graham Rossiter,  School of Religious Education                   Tel:  02-9701 4239   Fax:  02-9701 4197 
AUSTRALIAN CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY,                                          Email: graham.rossiter@acu.edu.au  
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Appendix 3A 
Tullio/Rossiter Resource 

Article 1 

Tullio, R. & Rossiter, G.  (2009).  Critical issues 
for the future of senior class retreats in Australian 
Catholic schools: Part 1. Major theoretical and 
educational issues.  Journal of Religious 
Education.  57 (4), 57-70.  

 
Abstract 
This first of two articles reviews some of critical issues for the future of retreats in Catholic secondary schools that 
emerged from a doctoral research study of teachers’ understandings of the nature, purposes and conduct of live-in retreats.   
It follows up an earlier publication that reported some of the research findings (Tullio, 2006).   The scope of the research 
project is outlined briefly in endnote 1.   The article draws on the conclusions reached in the final chapter of the research 
thesis (Tullio, 2009).   It tries to develop a ‘big picture’ interpretation of the significance of the live-in retreat as one of the 
most important ‘grass roots’ innovations in Australian Catholic religious education.   The follow up article will discuss 
some of the key issues for the theory and practice of retreats. 
For a number of reasons, the place of retreats in Catholic secondary schools is not as secure as perhaps it was formerly.   
Hence there is a need for Catholic education authorities to review the conduct of retreats so that their valuable contribution 
to religious education can be confirmed, while at the same time addressing the problems that could impede their future 
development.   This article seeks to further this agenda by reporting research based insights that can promote reflection and 
discussion. 
 
Introduction 
 
In 1964, Bernie Neville, a De La Salle brother working at St Michael’s College in Adelaide, organised an experimental 
live-in weekend retreat for senior class volunteers from some local Catholic boys and girls schools.   It was called a 
Christian Living Camp and it was conducted at Victor Harbor.   As far as we can determine, this was the first live-in 
communitarian retreat for Catholic schools in Australia.   It proved to be both a remarkable and significant turning point in 
the conduct of school retreats.   What began as an innovation by a small group of practitioners eventually became the norm 
for retreats for Catholic secondary schools across the country.   While for centuries Catholic retreats were modelled on the 
silent retreat for religious communities and clergy, the new style communitarian retreat was rarely silent;   it was centred 
on community building, communication, conversation, fun, friendship, and celebration – a substrate within which religious 
activities like prayer, reflection, Reconciliation and Eucharist were embedded. 
 
This represented something of a revolution or quantum change as far as the conduct of Catholic school retreats were 
concerned.   Yet it is possible to show that this new style of retreats retained key elements in the traditional Catholic notion 
of a retreat dating back into early Christian spirituality. 
 
The discussion in this article concentrates on major theoretical and educational issues associated with the communitarian 
retreat as a significant innovation – in the areas of Catholic spirituality, psychology, education, school based curriculum 
development, and especially in Catholic school religious education.   The second article in the series will address 
psychological and spiritual issues related to the conduct of retreats, together with contextual factors that have a bearing on 
the implementation of retreats, and the resourcing of retreats and the professional development of retreat leaders. 
 
Major theoretical and educational issues 
 
1. The ‘new style’ communitarian live-in school retreat:   Evidence of both continuity and change in Catholic 

spirituality 
The idea of going away on a retreat had its origins in early Christian spirituality, particularly in what has become known as 
‘desert spirituality’ (Swan, 2001;  Ward, 2003).   Desert spirituality presumed that one could get closer to God by retiring, 
even temporarily, from the concerns of everyday life to commune with God in silence and solitude (Mundy, 2000;  Pearce, 
1989).   While silence is rarely if ever a prominent feature of contemporary school retreats (or in Catholic retreats 
generally), there are a number of aspects of early retreat spirituality that are still evident in the purposes and activities of 
live-in school retreats today. 
 
The life of monks in the monastic orders was like a continuous retreat (Belisle, 2003;  Brooke, 2003;  King, 1999;  
Knowles, 1969);  but the ‘active’ religious orders (such as the Jesuits, and the teaching orders founded since the 17th 
century) developed the structurally lasting characteristic of the retreat as a time out for physical and spiritual rejuvenation 
(Caraman, 1990;  Goussin, 2003;  Ivens, 2004).   This more ‘portable’ retreat came to have a significant influence in 
Catholic Christianity.   The Catholic retreat movement has endured for centuries by adapting successfully to different 
circumstances (Lunn, 1913;  Hood, 1958;  Lovell, 1994). 
 
The introduction of Christian Living Camps in Adelaide in 1964 represented a dramatic transformation in the purposes and 
mode of conduct of school retreats.   For the first time in the history of Catholic spirituality (at least in Australia), the 
notion of retreat became associated with much talk and fun.   In this more personal/communitarian context, the idea of 
taking time out and going away to reflect on one’s relationship with God was being presented in a different light.   The 
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spiritual dimension of retreats was usually always a positive experience in the Catholic spiritual tradition.   The 
communitarian retreat would add the elements of enjoyment, fun and exhilaration. 
 
While to some extent, this new form of school retreat was influenced by the experience that some of the original retreat 
leaders had in the adult Catholic Cursillo movement (Neville, 2007), in the main, it represented an innovation in Catholic 
spiritual practice that had its origins in Australian Catholic schools.   From there, the acceptability and the desirability of 
communitarian retreats spread to religious orders and the wider Catholic community in Australia.   This is an interesting 
incidence of the Catholic school system coming to have a nationwide spiritual influence on the Catholic Church in this 
country (as explained further below). 
 
While there are many aspects of the communitarian retreat that were new and innovative in the 1960s, there is still 
evidence of a continuity with the spiritual principles associated with the historical development of the retreat within the 
Catholic spiritual tradition since the times of the early Church fathers and desert spirituality.   This is illustrated in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 A summary of retreat practices and emphases in spirituality from the early Christian 

communities through to contemporary live-in school retreats.  It shows areas of continuity 
and change. 

 
Retreat practices 
and emphases in 
spirituality 

Early Christian 
monastic 
communities 

Religious orders, 
especially the teaching 
orders (following the 
innovation introduced 
by the Jesuits) 

Catholic secondary 
school retreats in the 
1950s 

Contemporary 
communitarian 
Catholic secondary 
school retreats 

Withdrawal from 
society 

X life was like a 
continuous retreat 

X X limited withdrawal 
when conducted on school 
premises 

X 

Going away to live 
at a relatively 
isolated place 

X X Usually stayed at school X 

Spiritual 
practices/prayer  

X X X X 
Liturgy and 
sacrament of 
reconciliation 

X X X X special attempt to 
highlight the community 
experience of Eucharist as 
a keynote of the whole 
retreat community 
experience 

Silence 
 

X X X  

Personal 
reflection 

X X X X 
Being in a 
community 
 

X the taken for 
granted living 
structure of the group 

X X X special emphasis on 
community building as a 
principal retreat dynamic 

Fun activities and 
recreation 

   X 
The joy of going 
away with friends 

   X 
The joy of 
meeting new 
people and 
making new 
friendships;  
enhancing existing 
friendships. 

   X this applied to the 
early ‘inter-school’ and 
‘stranger’ camps and 
retreats and not to retreats 
for one school’s pupils 
only. 

Extensive 
discussion in 
groups 

   X 

A special 
emphasis on 
‘personal 
development’ 
alongside the 
‘spiritual’ 
dimension. 

  In these times it was 
presumed that the spiritual 
dimension to retreats 
would be important for 
overall personal 
development – but this 
link was not stressed 

X 
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2 The new communitarian retreat:   An innovation in Catholic spirituality from the time of the Second Vatican 

Council 
The new communitarian retreat was to become a key signpost in the development of Catholic spirituality after the Second 
Vatican Council.   It represented the quest for a ‘personally relevant’ spirituality in modern times. 
 
The transition from traditional, silent, religious order modelled school retreats to the new, celebratory, community-
modelled, discussion-oriented retreats was iconic of the transition from a traditional 1950s Catholic spirituality to what 
could be termed a Vatican II spirituality.   During and just after the Second Vatican Council, Catholics in Australia were 
making significant adjustments to their practice of spirituality – changes which were more extensive than had occurred for 
centuries since the Reformation (Cashen, 2005;  Greeley, 2004;  Groome, 1998;  Schillebeeckx, 1985;  Tacey, 2003). 
 
The adults who conducted the first new style communitarian school retreats in the 1960s (all of whom were members of 
religious orders) were concerned with trying to enhance the lives of young people in Catholic schools with a ‘relevant’ 
spirituality (Firman, 1968;  Rossiter, 1975, 1978);   this was an additional stimulus for them to work out what was a 
‘relevant Catholic spirituality’ for adults.   They acknowledged that working together, and with young people on these 
retreats provided an influential forum that affected their own personal spirituality, as well as their approach to resourcing 
the spirituality of youth. 
 
In a sense, for a number of these retreat leaders, the conduct of retreats served to ‘fast track’ both their personal and 
spiritual development.   A key factor in this movement was their growing belief that relationships (friendship and being 
‘close’ to people) were central to personal development and spirituality (Kennedy, 1967).   Being in a responsible position 
to model spirituality on retreats put them in the role of ‘bridge building’ from the traditional to a new style of Catholic 
spirituality. 
 
Another factor was their flexibility in trying out new and innovative community building activities that related to youth 
spirituality.   However, there were some concerns, even in the early stages of development of these retreats, about the 
important explicit, spiritual dimension of retreats.   This still remains an issue today. 
 
A key to understanding both the changing spirituality background to the emergence of the communitarian retreat and its 
psychological dynamics lay in the new Vatican II spirituality.   Crawford and Rossiter (2006, pp. 173-177) provided a 
succinct account of the development of what they called a Vatican II “psychological Christian spirituality” in the 1960s 
and 1970s.   They claimed that this represented a quantum transformation in Catholic spirituality, and that it set lasting 
precedents such that it eventually became the ‘mainline’ spirituality in Australian Catholicism since that time.   However, 
there remains considerable diversity in Australian Catholic spirituality and a number of Catholics would not identify with 
this so-called mainline spirituality whose authenticity they would question. 
 
Crawford and Rossiter (2006) proposed that the key characteristics of this new spirituality were:- 
 

• The idea of the continuation of the revelation of God through human experience (Moran, 1966, 2002, 2009; 
Second Vatican Council Dei Verbum, 1965). 

• Personal relationships were central to both human development and spirituality. 
• The development of community was central to the development of personal relationships. 
• The psychological dimensions of spirituality needed articulation – religion (theology, scripture and spirituality) 

needed to be perceived as relevant to people’s lives which led to a ‘psychological Christian spirituality’. 
• Authentic liturgy involved: -   community, participation, communication and celebration (contrasting with the 

earlier emphasis on: - individual, attendance, silence and awe).  While liturgy was still regarded as the ‘human 
interfacing with the divine’ the emphasis shifted more towards the ‘human experience’ side of the equation. 

 
While one of a number of arenas where the new Vatican II spirituality was being forged, the senior school live-in retreat 
was important for three reasons:- 
 

• Those religious personnel involved in the new communitarian school retreats became influential spirituality 
leaders in the Australian Catholic community. 

• The Vatican II spirituality of the new retreats became embedded in Catholic schools where this culture of Catholic 
spirituality affected generations of Catholic educators;  in the schools, it probably had a more significant influence 
on teachers (especially religion teachers) than on the students. 

• The school students, who became the successive generations of Catholic laity, absorbed this new spirituality from 
the schools, and in particular from its special expression within the communitarian retreat. 

 
From this perspective, the school communitarian live-in retreat made an important contribution to the development of 
Australian Catholic spirituality after the Second Vatican Council. 
 
3 Application of humanistic psychology and group dynamics theories to religion/spirituality and education 
The work of Carl Rogers (and others like Rollo May, Gordon Allport, Abraham Maslow) in humanistic psychology in the 
1960s impacted on popular culture in Western countries by underscoring the importance of the development of 
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relationships within the overall developmental task of ‘becoming a person’.   On becoming a person (1961) was the title to 
one of Rogers’ most influential books.   As suggested above, the relationship dimension to spirituality became prominent 
in the 1960s and humanistic psychology was a significant influence on this development.   The human and psychological 
dimension to spirituality focused on the human side of the quest for God and the spiritual.   Hence the word ‘relevant’ 
became prominent in spirituality – that is, the application of spirituality to everyday life;   it needed to make sense by being 
applicable to ordinary life. 
 
As well as having applications to clinical practice in therapy and counselling (Kennedy, 1977), the use of encounter 
groups, personalist psychology and group dynamics also spread to the business world where they informed organisational 
development and were used for staff professional development programs (Schein and Bennis, 1965;  Rogers, 1972). 
 
Rogers (1969) also applied his psychology to education with the popular publication Freedom to learn.   He claimed that 
“There is no resemblance between the traditional function of teaching and the function of the facilitation of learning” 
(Rogers, 1983, p. 135), and in so doing, contributed to the development of contemporary thinking that emphasises 
‘learning’ while underplaying ‘teaching’ – the latter tends to be replaced by the idea of ‘facilitating’ (a development 
critiqued by Moran, 2008). 
 
While not the only forum where humanistic psychology was impacting on religion/spirituality and education, the early 
communitarian school retreats were important opportunities for their retreat leaders at the time to explore (both for 
themselves and their students) the interfaces between religion/spirituality, humanistic psychology (and the social sciences 
in general) and educative processes.   For them, this highlighted a psychological perspective on religion and it fostered the 
development of a psychological spirituality (Crawford and Rossiter, 2006, p. 173).   It emphasised the quality of personal 
relationships as a key to personal development – and hence to spirituality.   The persistence of the Catholic Institute of 
Counselling in Strathfield (Sydney), which continues to offer personal development programs for adults (since the 1960s), 
remains one prominent organisational testament to this movement. 
 
The personal interactions and community development on school retreats meant that a strong personal development 
emphasis became prominent in the school retreat movement – along with the more traditional spiritual dimension.   It 
became an area of work for educators where humanistic psychology was affecting their understanding of both personal 
development and spirituality.   The live-in retreat was probably the most appropriate school venue where humanistic 
psychology might be relevant to student learning.   The idea of facilitating personal learning makes more sense in the 
retreat situation because in effect it is structurally like an ‘intensive personal development seminar’. 
 
4 Psychological insights into youth spirituality 
The special circumstances for enhancing teacher-student relationships in the live-in retreat helped Catholic educators (both 
in the first communitarian secondary school retreats, and on a continuing basis since the 1960s) develop more insight into, 
and greater professional interest in, youth spirituality.   This special interest in youth spirituality has influenced the thinking 
and professional practice of generations of teachers and educational leaders within Australian Catholic education.   In turn 
this has contributed positively to the spiritual/moral dimension of Australian Catholic schooling. 
 
The retreat provided adults with a privileged situation for talking over questions about spirituality with young people.   The 
founders of the communitarian retreats in the 1960s believed that the retreat experiences were important for them in 
coming to a better understanding of the personal and spiritual needs of young people, as well as of what they considered to 
be the ‘big’ spiritual/moral issues in their lives and the world at that time.   While this question was not raised specifically 
with the participants in the study, it was likely that the retreat still provides some stimulus to educators to think about 
contemporary youth spirituality and how they might best promote its development.   Further research could check whether 
retreats provided educators with more significant insights into youth spirituality than their corresponding classroom 
experience. 
 
The leaders of the first communitarian retreats considered that the psychological dynamics of retreats were favourable for 
promoting attitudinal change.   While the teachers in this study did not specifically refer to this possibility in the same 
psychological terminology of attitudinal change, they indicated that the promotion of personal change and the development 
of spirituality were regarded as important aims for retreats. 
 
The range of issues for contemporary youth spirituality identified in the literature (for example in Crawford and Rossiter, 
2006;  Engebretson, 2007;  Hughes, 2007;  Maroney, 2008A, Maroney, 2008B) provides a profile of spirituality that could 
inform the work of school retreat leaders.   It is not that all young people could be adequately described by a single profile, 
but familiarity with the trends and issues could be helpful for retreat leaders in shaping retreat activities that would be more 
in tune with the spiritual starting points of their students.   Also, some of the issues themselves could well become useful 
content for inputs at retreats (E.g. the way that a consumerist ideology and practice can affect young people’s identity 
development.). 
 
Given the overall interest of retreats in developing young people spiritually, it is suggested that a study of youth spirituality 
should be an essential component of any professional development program or book resource for retreat leaders.   Also of 
importance for retreat leaders, would be some appreciation of the nexus between spirituality and humanistic psychology 
that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s (as discussed above) because of its importance for understanding both the 
development of Australian Catholic spirituality as well as of the psychological and spiritual dynamics of live-in retreats. 
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5 The communitarian retreat:  A significant ‘grass roots’ education innovation and example of school-based 

curriculum development 
In writings about the development and implementation of school curriculum, much attention was given to the progression 
from system policy to the operationalising of change and innovation at school level.   Even school-based curriculum 
development (SBCD) was usually driven by central system-wide policy.   The literature often proposed approaches to 
make system-wide, government-mandated and ‘top down’ models of curriculum change work more effectively (Print, 
1987;  Fullan, 1991;  Brady and Kennedy, 2003;  Slattery, 2006).   The origin and consolidation of the new style 
communitarian retreats in Australian Catholic secondary education was quite different.   It represented a significant grass 
roots innovation in Catholic schools commenced by practitioners and maintained by schools that eventually became a 
mainline practice in Australian Catholic education. 
 
The innovation was carried forward and supported by religious orders.   The original pioneers and the ‘early adopters’ of 
the new style retreats were members of religious orders and their work in school retreats was quickly endorsed by 
authorities in the orders.   In turn, the religious orders further supported the new retreat movement by instituting travelling 
retreat teams, setting up retreat centres and commencing programs for the professional development of teachers as retreat 
leaders.   While not as prominent in Catholic diocesan religious education guidelines as might be expected, retreats are still 
regarded as making a distinctive contribution to the Catholic schools’ overall religious education program.   Rossiter 
(1981. p. 110), in his review of religious education in Australian schools, considered that retreats were perhaps the most 
distinctive feature of Catholic school religious education in this country. 
 
Apart from the contribution of the religious orders (who provided retreat centres and travelling retreat teams E.g.  Prout, 
1995;  Mogg and Prout, 1998;  Mulligan, 1994), the development of communitarian live-in retreats in Catholic secondary 
education was almost exclusively the initiative of the schools and not of systemic authorities.   Similarly, the resourcing 
and training of retreat leaders was primarily school-based.   This gave freedom to the schools but it also tended to leave 
retreats vulnerable in the long term because their future was too dependent on the situation in particular schools.   Change 
in school staffing could deplete the retreat team and also change the culture of acceptability of retreats within the school.   
If retreats were generally regarded as an important part of the school’s religious education program, then it could be 
expected firstly, that this position would be reflected in diocesan curriculum documentation.   And secondly, there should 
be a commitment to the development and resourcing of retreats as well as to the leadership training of teachers. 
 
6 The communitarian retreat:   Providing insight into the spiritual moral dimension to school curriculum 
The links between educational practice and personal change in pupils (in beliefs, attitudes and values) have always been 
complex and tenuous, and are influenced by many non-school factors.   The retreat was like an intensive personal 
development seminar where its psychological dynamics were considered as contributing to attitudinal change (Neville, 
2007; Rossiter, 1978).   The psychological dynamics of retreats suggested that personal change is more likely to be 
promoted in a personal environment where there is:- 
 

• freedom 
• supportive community setting 
• friendly and fun activities 
• friendship and scope for friend-making 
• small group discussions favourable for exchange of personal views 
• a favourable psychological environment in which new thinking about potential personal change could occur, 

together with the ‘imagining’ and ‘rehearsal’ of what such personal change might be like 
• opportunity for personal reflection 
• informative stimulus material for discussion. 

 
A favourable place for such opportunities is when students ‘go away’ from the formalities and routines of school and home 
life.   This view also suggests that the potential for promoting personal change in the classroom setting is different – where 
it is more concerned with an intellectual engagement with spiritual/moral issues in the format of a regular, open, inquiring, 
informative study;  in other words, a different channel towards personal change that is a natural part of the academic school 
subject. 
 
According to the scheme of Crawford and Rossiter (2006, p. 305), the same principles and safeguards that applied to 
personal learning in the formal classroom context should apply to the live-in retreat, and in particular to its small group 
discussion.   However, the live-in retreat provided a naturally more personal and informal environment than the formal 
classroom, making it particularly suitable for personal reflection and discussion;   this situation could not easily be 
replicated in the classroom.   Hence, it could be expected that there would be more scope for personal discussion on the 
retreat.   It would then be reasonable to conclude that the retreat had greater natural potential for prompting students 
towards a review of life and consideration of possibilities for personal change than could be expected in the classroom. 
 
The contribution of classroom discussion towards personal change is more indirect through the channel of informed inquiry 
(Crawford and Rossiter, 2006, p. 282).   By contrast, the distinctive channel towards personal change in the retreat is more 
psychological and emotional.   It is not that one channel is better than, or should be preferred to, the other.   Both can be 
used to provide personal development opportunities for young people at school.   Understanding the distinctive 
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possibilities for promoting personal change in the retreat goes hand in hand with appreciation of the complementary 
possibilities in the classroom. 
 
According to Crawford and Rossiter (2006, p. 414 ), acknowledgment of the distinctive potential of retreats for prompting 
personal and spiritual change in pupils was evident in some commentaries on religious education.   These commentaries 
tended to regard the retreat as a more of a ‘catechesis’ like experience (that is, a faith-sharing and faith-developing 
experience) than was the case in the classroom teaching of religion;   in turn, this tended to equate ‘emotionality’ with 
‘faith development’, identifying the retreat (and ‘personal sharing discussions’) as more effective in promoting faith 
development than classroom religious education.   Crawford and Rossiter considered that this terminology reflected a 
problematic interpretation of the nature of faith.   Their view would acknowledge the distinctive potential of the retreat for 
personal reflection and interactions, but it stopped short of labelling this somewhat unconditionally as faith development.   
Their approach was concerned with identifying educational strategies that could point young people in the direction of 
personal change (and faith development) while not presuming that any pedagogy could make this happen on cue;   this 
emphasised the students themselves as the authentic authors of their own personal change. 
 
The psychological, community and spiritual dynamics of retreats:   How some of these same dynamics are evident 
in other community activities 
 
1 Different meanings associated with the word ‘retreat’ 
 
The word retreat has extensive common usage in referring to some degree of withdrawal from the demands of the ordinary 
life and/or work situations.   It includes the notions of escape, relaxation, refreshment, renewal and rejuvenation.   This 
opportunity for ‘recharging’ the individual’s physical and mental ‘batteries’ may be focused on preparing for a more 
healthy, purposeful return to ordinary life.   In addition, the retreat may be used as an opportunity for reflection as a part of 
important personal decision-making;   and for ‘finding the self’ – a phrase referring to a review of personal identity and the 
appraisal of behaviour that has identity consequences;   this could include reflection on the possibility of new thinking and 
new behaviours.   Thus the retreat in its most generic sense has an important natural place in personal and social life and it 
is not surprising that the term came into religious usage with the added connotation of renewing spiritual health. 
 
Hence the word retreat has been applied to a special room or place in one’s house or place of work, to a holiday house, to a 
rehabilitation centre and even to the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum – as well as to the psychological 
encounter group. 
 
While at an ordinary human level, and in the religious situation, there was always a ready understanding of the purposes of 
a retreat, the development of humanistic psychology, and in particular, the sensitivity or encounter group by Carl Rogers 
and other psychologists, led to more systematic reflection about the psychological dynamics of personal change through 
group methods.   This was encapsulated in the title of Schein and Bennis’ (1965) seminal book:  Personal and 
organisational change through group methods.   This psychology identified the potential for personal change within a 
complex of the following aspects or qualities of the live-in retreat. 
 

• removal to a new situation; 
• the relative isolation put individuals temporarily out of contact with the home situation and their usual reference 

groups of family, friends and workplace; 
• the new situation was a stimulus to personal change with community support; 
• making new acquaintances and developing new friendships, and / or the enhancement of old friendships were 

exhilarating; 
• community building occurred, often resulting in good feelings about group identity; 
• the isolated retreat situation, as well as the group interactions, could prompt individuals to reflect and review their 

personal lives and perhaps talk about this in the group; 
• group discussions and one-to-one interactions provided scope for imaginative rehearsal of new thinking, new 

values and new behaviour (personal renewal); 
• the group could provide an understanding and supportive reference point for experimenting with new thinking and 

new behaviour; 
• there was scope for preparation to return to ordinary life with a new outlook. 

 
On the basis of this list, we have identified a range of contemporary institutions, events and practices that show up the 
operation of some of the same psychological and community dynamics identified in secondary school retreats.   While it is 
beyond our scope in this article to describe these similarities in detail (as presented in the research thesis), the following is 
an example list of events that illustrate the parallels. 
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Events, organisational 
structures and television 

programs  

Notes on purposes and psychological dynamics 

Public events  
Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) Retreat. 
 

The APEC Retreat was held in Sydney, 2007 – conducted “in an informal, relaxed retreat 
setting in which leaders addressed issues of strategic importance” (APEC Australia, 2007). 
 

Corporate structures  
Corporate Retreats;   An 
example:  Sheila Campbell;  
USA. President of Wild Blue 
Yonder, Training, Retreat 
Design and Facilitation  
(Campbell et al., 2006) 
 

Corporate retreats have continued within the business world in the same vein as extended 
staff meetings or special professional development events to involve participants in 
creative thinking, strategy development and projected changes to organisational behaviour 
within a corporate culture, and enhancement of corporate identity and team spirit. 

Community health 
structures 

 

Hospital rehabilitation / 
physical therapy. 
 

Injury related rehabilitation and trauma related therapies remove people from their usual 
environment (or from the regular hospital) to provide special treatments to improve their 
health and help them recover sufficiently to be able to return to full independence when 
they return home. 

Mental/psychiatric institutions Patients are removed from their usual situation which is often stressful, to experience 
physical and mental recovery, often making use of medication.   Counselling and 
individual/group therapy (including personal story telling) may be included to improve 
mental health. 

Rehabilitation Centres for 
substance abuse. 
 

Individuals admitted themselves to these centres which effectively removed them from 
their usual substance abusive situation and provided programs (including individual and/or 
group counselling sessions) that attempted to help them break away from addiction and 
develop more resilience. 

Adolescent youth 
structures 

 

Operation Flinders: a South 
Australian-based program 
(Operation Flinders, 2009).   
 

A government-sponsored project in South Australia called Operation Flinders sponsored 
young people at risk aged from 14 to 18 to attend an eight-day retreat-like experience with 
adult mentors. 
 

School structures  
School Camps and/or 
alternative campus experiential 
programs. 
 

School camps were usually conducted in bush camp sites that were away from the school 
with an emphasis on physical activity, often including experiential programs as a part of 
environmental education. 
 

Television programs  
Brat Camp;  Reality television: 
USA and United Kingdom. 
 

Brat Camp (Isaacs, 2005) was a television program showing how anti-social young people 
were affected positively by being in a wilderness setting away from their regular 
environment.   

Ladette to Lady:  Reality 
television program.   UK and 
Australia. 
 

A small group of young women were taken out of their ordinary life situation to an 
institution for grooming under ‘culture authority figures’ – making a significant ‘break’ 
with the assumptions and behaviours that went with their home situation.  

The Abbey:  Women experience 
life in a monastic institution. 
 

A television documentary entitled The Abbey (Sidwell, 2007) showed how five women 
lived in a women’s religious monastery for 30 days.   The participants experienced a life of 
withdrawal from their usual environment, regular spiritual practices such as prayer and 
meditation, silence and community life. 

 
2 Similarity with the community and spiritual dynamics of World Youth Day 
 
The psychological and spiritual dynamics at work in the secondary school retreat were also identifiable in a number of 
other situations – in particular, the Catholic World Youth Day (WYD) program in Sydney in 2008.   The parallels 
included:- 
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• the going away – even to another country; 
• an association of religious activities with community development and friendship; 
• the generation of positive emotions and euphoria through the acquaintance process and community activities; 
• generation of a tangible sense of group religious identity; 
• negotiating the problems in saying goodbye to new friends and in ‘re-entry’ to ordinary life after a significant 

emotional experience. 
 
Hence, the claims made for World Youth Day as a significant experience of evangelisation (WYD Syd, 2006;  AYCS and 
AYCW, 2007A, 2007B) could be equally applied (and perhaps even more so) to the school retreat because of the potential 
for ongoing follow-up after the event back at school, together with the ongoing religious education through the school’s 
formal classroom religion curriculum.   While at World Youth Day, the religious activities were of a more traditional type 
(Latin Mass, Benediction, traditional Stations of the Cross, the Angelus in Latin etc.) at the communitarian retreat, there 
was greater scope for making the prayer and liturgy more relevant to contemporary youth spirituality;   and there was more 
scope for student involvement and engagement in the liturgy as growing out of, and as a celebratory climax to, the 
development of community during the retreat.   Like at the World Youth Day Mass, the tangible sense of community at the 
retreat contributed to both the prayerful and the emotional dimensions of the celebration. 
 
The public documentation used in preparation for World Youth Day showed the intention of making the event a significant 
religious experience for youth that would be accepted as a type of ‘New Evangelisation’ (Pope John Paul II, 1988, 1990;  
WYD Syd, 2006).   This could help renew their sense of Catholic religious identity;   and there was also the hope that it 
might lead youth to more engagement with the local Catholic parishes, and their religious life.   Arrangements for follow 
up activities to facilitate new relationships with parishes were organised.   Similarly, the idea of New Evangelisation could 
be applied to the school retreat. 
 
One significant difference between the retreat and WYD, apart from the size and international scope of the latter, was the 
public pageantry of WYD.   Both young people (and adults), who were participants or observers, were impressed by the 
pageantry of the World Youth Day Stations of the Cross and the Papal mass – as they have become accustomed to 
expecting pageantry in public events and celebrations.   The religious content of WYD was associated with the pageantry, 
colour, music, good feelings and community energy that have come to be expected of large scale public events.   In 
addition, another difference was the way that large numbers of youth involved in the WYD helped generate a tangible 
sense of Catholic religious identity.   The overt prominence of Catholics at the event translated into a feeling that the 
Catholic Church was both large and multi-national in its membership.   For those who may have felt that being Catholic 
was the experience of a religious minority in a secular society, WYD made them feel, often with pride, part of a substantial 
religious group. 
 
When it comes to appraising the success of WYD and the retreat, there are difficulties in deciding on what criteria this 
should be judged.   There was an initial natural tendency to judge the experiences as a success if the participants enjoyed 
them;  on this count, participants at both experiences reported positively.   Another approach to appraising the events was 
to ask participants to comment on whether they felt that the experience enhanced their spirituality.   Again, on this score, 
both events were regarded as positive religious experiences (Flynn, 1985, 1993;  Flynn & Mok, 2002;  Maroney, 2008A, 
2008B).   Whether or not the experiences would lead to more participation in Catholic parishes was more difficult to 
determine.   As far as retreats were concerned, there has been no data collected on this question;   also, as yet, there is no 
substantial data as to whether WYD has affected youth parish participation. 
 
It is considered unrealistic to expect that either of these experiences should make a significant difference to youth 
participation in parishes.   The option for young Catholics to be an active part of a parish depends on a number of factors, 
the principal one being whether or not their parents are regular church goers – but this is not always a guarantee that youth 
will follow the example of their parents.   Other factors would include:-  the perceived spiritual relevance of the Church;  
the relationship between the spirituality experienced at WYD or the retreat and the perceived spiritual practices of the 
parish;  the religious dispositions of individuals’ principal group of friends. 
 
It is evidently important for Catholic authorities to know that events like WYD and school retreats are effective and 
relevant spiritual/religious experiences;  if not, then it would be difficult to justify their costs and resourcing, as well as for 
retreats the disruption of the school timetable for year 12 students and teachers.   These spiritual/religious experiences are 
holistic in the sense that enjoyment, good feelings and community identification have infused the religious practices, and to 
that extent become somewhat inseparable from them.   It is therefore problematic to try to differentiate the ‘human’ gains 
from the ‘religious’ ones – and the human enjoyment from the potential religious development.   Also, it is considered 
problematic to try to measure spiritual/religious effectiveness and relevance in a way that puts too much emphasis on 
changes in parish participation. 
 

We consider that retreats provide a positive and healthy spiritual/religious influence on young people, but this does not 
necessarily dispose them towards becoming regular Sunday mass attenders.   It is our judgment that the cultural decline in 
formal church participation in Australian Catholicism over the last 60 years cannot be reversed in a significant way by any 
program or religious experience – WYD, school retreat etc.   Hence, our conclusion is that the potential enhancement to 
personal spirituality in these experiences should be offered to youth unconditionally.   Criteria for addressing youth’s 
spiritual needs are required for appraising the value of experiences like retreats.   While hopefully such experiences might 
favourably dispose some youth towards voluntary participation in parish life, this result should not be taken as an absolute 
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criterion for measuring their success. 
 

Conclusion 
 

A number of the judgments and evaluations made in our study are controversial;   not all Catholic educators would 
interpret the results in this same way.   Nevertheless, we have identified important issues and questions about the place and 
conduct of retreats in Catholic schools in historical perspective.   Further study and research are needed to determine the 
extent to which this retreat agenda is evident elsewhere in Australian Catholic education.   In turn, systematic research on 
retreats, particularly from the perspective of young people, is needed to inform the maintenance and further development 
of retreats as a valuable component of Catholic secondary schooling. 
 

Endnotes  
1. The doctoral research study of Tullio (2009) was in two parts:- 

• Part 1.   An historical documentary study of two areas.  Firstly, the spirituality background to Catholic retreats, 
dating back to the origins of retreat like experiences in the spirituality of the early Church desert fathers through to 
contemporary retreats. 
Secondly, the origins and development of the communitarian school live-in retreat dating back to the mid 1960s.   
This included notes on youth spirituality which informed the work of retreat leaders. 

• Part 2.   A qualitative empirical study of the views of teachers on the nature and conduct of senior school live-in 
retreats.   Data was collected from semi-structured interviews with a sample of teachers from one metropolitan 
Catholic diocese. 
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Abstract 
This is the second of two articles reporting the conclusions drawn from a doctoral research study on teachers’ 
understandings of the nature, purposes and conduct of live-in retreats for senior secondary students in Catholic schools 
(Tullio, 2009;  Tullio & Rossiter, 2009).  It discusses critical issues for the future of retreats, in both theory and practice, 
referenced to the psychological and spiritual issues raised by the sample of teachers in the study.  Of special significance is 
the personal and community dimension, and how this in turn underpins the potential of retreats to enhance young people’s 
spirituality and personal faith.  While the extent to which these issues are pertinent to Catholic school retreats across the 
country is yet to be determined, and while there will remain different estimates of retreats depending on the perspective 
taken on youth spirituality, the article should contribute as a stimulus to ongoing debate and research on school retreats. 
 
Introduction 
In his national review of religious education in Australian schools, Rossiter (1981, p. 110) considered that “the prominent 
place given to retreats or religious camps is a distinctive feature of religious education programs in Catholic secondary 
schools”.  Since its relatively humble beginnings in Adelaide in 1964, the live-in communitarian retreat has developed 
from an isolated, grass roots teacher innovation to a valued fixture in the religious life and educational program of Catholic 
schools. 
 
Research on the views of year 12 students has long shown that young people in Catholic schools have enjoyed their retreats 
and considered that they made a valued contribution to their spiritual development (Flynn, 1985, 1993; Flynn & Mok, 
2002; Maroney, 2008).  Nevertheless, despite their success, it is surprising that little is said about retreats in diocesan 
documents on Catholic schooling and religious education (Tullio, 2009).  Similarly, apart from some retreat manuals 
produced in the United States, some small local Australian resources, and a few articles in journals, little has been 
published about the nature, purposes and practices of retreats (Firman, 1968; Rossiter, 1975, 1978, 1997; Harrison, 1989; 
Tullio & Rossiter, 2009). 
 
Perhaps the most noticeable aspect of student views of retreats has been their popularity as enjoyable experiences.  
However, it is unlikely that Catholic schools could continue to justify the sacrifice of valuable year 12 class time, the 
retreat costs, as well as significant senior school staff resources, if the retreats were just about giving students a ‘good 
experience’.  Explanations of the spiritual and religious dimension to retreats are not always convincing, especially for 
school staff not involved in retreats.  In a crowded curriculum, with ever increasing pressure on schools to produce the best 
academic results they can, there is a looming crisis for the place of live-in retreats in Catholic secondary schools. 
 
This is the second of two articles concerned with putting retreats into better perspective, highlighting their psychological 
and spiritual functions as well as identifying and trying to address problems that can compromise their value.  Hopefully, 
this will stimulate further reflection, debate and research on retreats to help secure their future in Australian Catholic 
education.  The issues considered here were identified by the sample of teachers interviewed in the doctoral research of 
Tullio (2009).  How extensively these issues might apply at a national level is yet to be determined.  Nevertheless, they 
remain significant potential problems for the conduct of retreats, and as such they could well be part of the agenda for any 
systematic professional development program for the training of teachers as retreat leaders. 
 
Psychological dimensions to the retreat process 
The place of personalism in the retreat:   For our purposes, the idea of ‘personalism’ in retreats is regarded as the 
intentional interest of educators in promoting a personal dimension to the retreat process.  This includes a desirable place 
for the expression of emotion, good feelings and sense of community;  it is particularly concerned with achieving a 
personal level in discussions and in interactions between students, and between students and teachers;  it values personal 
sharing and personal disclosures. 
 
The idea of promoting personalism has a long history in Catholic school religious education in Australia.  It was 
considered to be a distinctive feature in the historical development of Catholic school religious education in the 1960s and 
1970s, and especially in the live-in retreat movement (Rossiter, 1981;  Rossiter, 1999).  Rossiter (1999) considered that 
some of the attempts to make religious education personal, experiential and relevant to the lives of young people in those 
times were somewhat misdirected;  but he judged that “relevance and personalism are the most important issues for 
Catholic religious education into the next Millennium – much more important now than they ever were in the 1970s.” (p. 
9).  He was referring specifically to the classroom component of religious education where he believed that an 
intellectually challenging, academic and content-rich study of religion provided the most favourable context for personal 
discussion as well for content that students felt had relevance to their search for meaning and purpose in life in a complex 
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and confusing world (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006, pp. 392-408).  Developing the notions of content relevance and 
pedagogical relevance was central to this thinking. 
 
But what was not clarified in this discourse was the place for personalism and relevance in retreats.  The context of retreats 
differs significantly from that of the classroom – with different psychological potential for promoting personal and spiritual 
development.  The latter was specifically geared to a student-centred, academic research-oriented study, with formal 
content in written, oral, audiovisual and Internet resources, together with specified knowledge/skills outcomes and 
assessment tasks;  the classroom ‘channel’ to personalism and relevance was academic and subject-oriented.  On the other 
hand, the live-in retreat had a different ‘channel’ to personalism and relevance because it was quite distant from the 
academic context;  it was informal and was much more suited to experiential activities;  also, the discussions on retreats 
naturally tended to be more personal and narrative in tone – contrasting with the ‘informed debate’ model that was 
appropriate for discussion in the religion classroom;  the idea of sharing personal insights was at home in the discussions 
on retreats.  And it was associated with personal reflection and review of life. 
 
There is a literature in the philosophy of education that looks at the emotional dimension to learning (E.g. Carr, 2003; 
Damasio, 1994).  But this is more concerned with learning in the formal classroom curriculum.  Similarly, writings on what 
is called ‘Social, emotional and academic learning’ (SEAL) (E.g. Cefai & Cooper, 2009; Folsom, 2008; Zins et. al. 2004.) 
deal with socially oriented classroom pedagogies and not with the more psychological/spiritually focused learning that is 
the focus of retreats.  The latter is better understood in terms of personal ‘learning’ as described in humanistic psychology 
(Tullio & Rossiter, 2009) and is explained in Crawford & Rossiter (2006, pp. 283-286). 
 
Understanding the contrasting, yet valuably complementary, places for personalism / relevance in retreats and in classroom 
religion lessons is important for religious education.  It helps show the different emphases and potentials in each context as 
regards psychological and spiritual dynamics.  And it gives a broader picture of how a range of educative processes in 
schooling can be personal and relevant for pupils. 
 
In his book on retreats, Rossiter (1978) claimed that developing the personal and community dimension to retreats was one 
of the key purposes of the retreat leaders who first conducted communitarian retreats since the mid-1960s.  He considered 
that while having personal interactions was valuable, there was a need for caution because of the potential for misuse.  The 
comments by teachers in this study confirmed that, 45 years after the introduction of communitarian retreats, the situation 
remains the same:-  personal interactions and discussions are thought to build a sense of community that enhances the 
spiritual impact of the retreat;  but sometimes there are excesses in personal disclosures that cause emotional difficulties 
and / or problems with confidentiality. 
 
The sections that follow will discuss some of the potentialities and problems for personalism identified in the study. 
 
Emotion and euphoria:   Enjoyment, emotion, good feelings and euphoria have long been known to be prominent in 
school retreats (Flynn, 1993; Rossiter, 1975, 1978).  This can be evident in laughter, smiles and camaraderie with others;  
and in turn, euphoric feelings can flow into the celebration of liturgy, making it a more tangible expression of a caring, 
believing community.  ‘Re-entry’ to ordinary life and making adjustments following the emotional high of a retreat have 
been taken into account by retreat leaders.  For example: some students found it difficult to reconcile their happy retreat 
feelings with the reality of less than happy feelings in their life at home and school;  if the retreat euphoria was not 
identified and explained to some extent, the students may have felt puzzled by it, and perhaps emotionally manipulated by 
the retreat leaders.  But there is evidence that while retreat leaders valued young people’s enjoyment of live-in retreats, 
they did not show that they had a good functional theory for understanding and interpreting the natural place and the 
educational role of emotion and euphoria within retreat dynamics – and within the broader context of school education. 
 
The scheme of Crawford and Rossiter (2006, pp. 283-286) proposed a theory as to how emotion can be regarded as a 
useful, ethical and healthy part of students’ personal learning.  Just having emotional experiences in themselves was not 
necessarily educational.  Appropriate expressions of emotion by pupils in any educational context could be regarded as 
‘healthy’ when they flow naturally out of educative experiences – as normal by-products – and not out of situations that 
were intentionally devised to stimulate their emotions.  The presence of emotion often made a learning experience more 
holistic (E.g. in studying literature, drama, poetry, art, music, science etc.)  One of the useful contributions that school 
education might make to the development of young people’s emotional maturity would be to help them learn how to 
identify emotional responses (as different from intellectual responses) and to be able to put their emotions into some sort of 
perspective.  In other words, there needed to be the promotion of some understanding of emotion and of when and where 
different expressions of emotion would be acceptable in a community.  Also needed would be some understanding of the 
positive contribution that emotions make to human expression, communication, behaviour and personal maturity.  In 
addition, an educational scheme for healthy emotional education needs to have an accompanying code of teacher ethics to 
guide retreat leaders (and teachers) in the use of activities that can stimulate emotions (The recommended code of ethics is 
‘committed impartiality’ developed by Hill, 1981, 1982; summarised in Crawford & Rossiter, 2006, pp. 295-298). 
 
When emotion and euphoria flow naturally from fun educative activities on retreats, this enhances the sense of community 
as individuals experience the joy and exhilaration in developing new friendships and in affirming old friendships;  and this 
includes friendship with the responsible adults.  Sometimes there can be valuable personal learnings, first experienced 
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within the favourable and euphoric situation of the retreat, which can then gradually become more of a conviction and 
commitment after the initial euphoric feelings fade. 
 
There is a need to acknowledge that there is value in students having healthy fun and enjoyment for their own sake.  
However, this in itself would hardly be a good justification for having a live-in retreat – hence the importance of having a 
scheme like that referred to above for interpreting emotional education and for informing the use of activities that have 
emotional potential.  The ‘emotional potential’ of an activity on retreat needs to be appraised before it is tried out on 
students.  If it is likely to trigger an excessive expression of emotion that cannot adequately be dealt with within the normal 
complement of staff resources at the retreat, then it should be judged inappropriate.  Also important would be the skills of 
retreat leaders in dealing relatively comfortably with students’ emotions.  Healthy emotional responses could then be 
accepted as natural consequences of retreat activities;  but it would be questionable to make specific emotional responses 
the intentional outcomes to be pursued. 
 
This study showed that retreat leaders often associated emotions and euphoria with personal disclosure in group 
discussions.  This question will now be considered in more detail. 
 
Personal sharing and personal disclosure in small group discussions:   Most of the retreat leaders who were interviewed 
considered that telling your personal story was a central theme in the dynamics of their retreats.  It was expected that adult 
retreat leaders would disclose something of their own personal story (including beliefs and values) either in whole group 
inputs, or in small group discussions, as a principal stimulus for getting students to talk about their own personal lives.  The 
idea of personal sharing was espoused as particularly valuable, and the success of small group discussions tended to be 
measured in terms of whether or not they resulted in personal disclosures from students.  In turn, such disclosures could 
develop an ‘ electric’ like atmosphere of emotion in the groups which could lead to strong feelings of empathy, group 
bonding and sense of group identity;  this was not unlike the dynamics in counselling, ‘sensitivity’ or ‘encounter’ groups 
(Rogers, 1961, 1972), even though the retreat was basically an educational activity and not a therapy group.  Sometimes 
this led to crying or even a level of hysteria – we considered this an indication of excessive or inappropriate personal 
disclosure.  Some retreat leaders appeared to think that the revealing of personal issues by students would ease their 
problems.  Underlying this practice was the presumption that this sort of personal disclosure was an important personal 
development mechanism.  Rossiter (1978, pp. 69-71) proposed that the psychological processes of ‘personal 
identification’, emotional ‘scanning’ the group for feelings and ideas, as well as ‘rehearsal’ and ‘trying on’ of new ways of 
thinking and presenting the self were often involved. 
 
Some retreat leaders explained their group leadership role in terms of creating a climate for intimate discussion and 
personal disclosure;  they also used activities they knew would be likely to trigger students’ emotions.  While group leaders 
may have felt this situation was desirable, it could be experienced by participants (including teachers) as ‘emotionally 
claustrophobic’, where there were few avenues of escape from the psychological pressure of having to contribute at a 
personal level. 
 
While personal sharing was considered to contribute to a growing sense of community, it remained problematic to decide 
‘how personal’ the discussion needed to be to achieve this.  There was a need for criteria for determining what was the 
appropriate ‘depth’ for personal revelations by both teachers and students.  The advice given to some teachers new to 
retreat work was to “share only what you feel comfortable with.”  But this was vague and therefore unhelpful. 
 
Other potential problems stemming from a strong focus on personal stories and disclosure included the following. 
 

• Some personal stories, from teachers and students, were perceived as artificial or ‘manufactured for effect’ – that 
is constructed stereotypically to solicit empathy from others. 

• Some felt pressure to ‘compete’ with the stories of others as a way of enhancing group intimacy and identity. 
• At times, participants felt they were under unwanted psychological pressure to meet the ‘requirement’ of personal 

disclosure. 
• The success of retreat discussions was judged in terms of how much of people’s personal lives were revealed and 

how much emotion was generated as a consequence. 
 
What we considered another problem was the policy of telling students on retreat to call the retreat teachers by their first 
names.  While this strategy may have been felt to help promote informality and community, we considered that it made 
little if any contribution in this direction while it opened up a ‘can of worms’ of potential problems such as:- 
 

• The intended ‘friendship rationale’ of using first names was not likely to be understood and accepted by all the 
retreat teachers or students. 

• The strategy could be perceived as artificial and perhaps even manipulative. 
• Would the first-name basis be extended to the principal when he/she attended the retreat? 
• It could give students the impression that their teachers wanted to be ‘one of them’ – compromising the normally 

accepted professional boundaries between students and teachers. 
• The practice would create problems back at school.  Would it be expected to continue there?  How would non-

retreat teachers view the practice and how would they be addressed by students?  What would students who did 
not attend the retreat do? 



RESEARCH ON RETREATS 

190 

• How would parents judge this practice? 
• Would this strategy discourage some teachers from joining retreat teams? 

 
Confidentiality in discussion groups:  Often group leaders proposed a code of confidentiality for their discussion groups, 
suggesting that “what is said in the group, stays in the group.”  But there is no guarantee that this would be respected.  
Also, stressing group confidentiality could be perceived by students (and teachers) not only as a protection of any 
confidences they may reveal, but also as a subtle type of invitation implying that self-disclosure was intended as a desirable 
part of group interaction.  This can create unhealthy expectations of the role of small group discussion – as if there ought to 
be significant self-revelations, most probably about personal problems. 
 
Sometimes retreat teachers may have regretted talking about their personal lives because it was not possible to predict how 
this information might be used by students either at the retreat or in other settings (such as in texting, emails and comments 
on FaceBook, MySpace etc.).  As far as disclosing personal information is concerned, retreat leaders need to keep to the 
same standard of professional ethics that would govern their behaviour at school.  Thus it is inappropriate for them to 
disclose personal information that goes beyond the expectations of professional conduct within a teacher-student 
relationship. 
 
A more serious problem arises if there is conflict between maintaining confidentiality and mandatory legal reporting when 
a student discloses instances of personal abuse.  Teacher mandatory reporting of those at risk is required under child 
protection laws;  and this is clearly endorsed by diocesan and school authorities.  While this law does not apply to 
individuals who are 18 years and older (Hugo, 2007), legal advice (De Ruvo, 2009) suggested that, irrespective of the legal 
age of a student, the courts would be interested in determining the ‘relationship between the school and the students’ and 
whether this gives rise to a duty of care and the nature and extent of that duty of care;  if this were ‘active’, then the onus 
was on teachers to report students at risk.  Some retreat leaders addressed this potential problem by making it clear to 
students that their small group discussion was not the place for making vulnerable disclosures of personal problems, and 
certainly not for revealing child abuse.  If there were appropriate safeguards in place, and if there was a significant 
disclosure of a participant’s personal problems, then the staff member and students should acknowledge this revelation 
with respect, empathy and personal support;   this would not preclude mandatory reporting by the teacher if the situation 
warranted it;   and it would merit teacher comments about the need for group confidentiality to protect individuals.  But, 
with a clearly stated purpose of the general educational function of group discussion (which should not be like that of a 
therapy group), and reinforced by the teacher/leader’s role, this situation where personal problems are revealed should be 
the rare exception to the normal rule. 
 
Clarification of the role of small group discussion:   On the question of personalism in group discussions on retreats, two 
things are needed.  Firstly, an account of what is regarded as a ‘healthy’ sharing of personal insights and how this is 
educationally valuable for students;  and secondly, clear policy and guidelines about personal disclosures and 
confidentiality.  Students and parents need to know what the ground rules are. 
 
Precautionary rules for group discussions are needed even where, as recommended, they are not intended to be principally 
concerned with personal disclosure.  Within such a framework, when personal disclosures occur naturally without 
compulsion, as part of a more general discussion, they are more likely to be healthy and appreciated by group members;  
and any resultant emotion would also feel healthy and not forced, and this could be accommodated within the group 
without problems. 
 
We also think that an excessive emphasis on telling one’s personal story, both by retreat leaders and students, is unhealthy 
because it can be experienced as emotional manipulation;  this sort of ‘engineering’ or ‘stage-managing’ of emotions fails 
to respect individuals. 
 
The retreat leaders, as well as the students, have both a duty and a right to privacy.  Some things they ought keep to 
themselves;  and they should feel free from any pressure to reveal personal views.  Such regulatory principles engender a 
sense of freedom and safety within group discussions and other retreat interactions;  and they tend to promote and enhance 
authentic, healthy, personal sharing rather than inhibit it. 
 
As noted earlier, it is natural that group discussions on retreat are usually at a more personal level than is the case in school 
religion lessons.  This is in keeping with the idea that reflection on life and some healthy sharing of personal insights 
would be valuable for personal development.  This can be affirmed as appropriate and desirable, as long as the cautions 
noted above were in place.  The problem is not so much in having personal discussions as such in an educational setting, 
but in the ways they might be prompted and introduced.  A healthy personal discussion requires a sense of freedom and 
comfort on the part of the participants where there is no psychological pressure to reveal personal views. 
 
It is proposed that the best way of fostering an authentic, healthy level of personal sharing in groups is to avoid focusing 
directly on personal disclosure, and rather to operate with a more general educational focus on questions and issues that are 
judged to be relevant to young people’s lives.  Whether or not this will lead to significant personal disclosures is then not 
relevant.  The participants themselves have the power to participate at whatever level they feel comfortable with. 
 
This approach is consistent with the guidelines for the place of personalism in religious education discussions proposed by 
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Crawford and Rossiter (1985, pp. 18-19; 1988, pp. 58-59; 2006, pp. 286-291) – already referred to above in the section on 
personalism.  This same scheme devised for the classroom could be applied in the retreat, together with recognition of the 
natural differences in context.  But the same ethical guidelines and protection of individual freedom and privacy should 
apply in both contexts. 
 
This approach, with more content (but not the same as ‘content’ for classroom study), is considered healthier than placing 
too great a reliance on ‘telling your personal story’ as the dominant theme for discussions.  It is recommended that retreat 
leaders introduce more variety to the strategies that can be used as stimulus activities for group discussions, as appeared to 
be the case with the earliest communitarian retreats.  A number of key issues in contemporary youth identity and 
spirituality could well figure more prominently as content on retreats for promoting reflection and discussion (c/f the range 
of issues considered in Crawford & Rossiter, 2006, pp. 131-169; 204-224.) 
 
With criticisms and cautions stated, we consider it important to affirm that the sharing of personal insights and personal 
story has been, and will continue to be, a valuable dynamic within live-in retreats – as also in regular classroom discussions 
– when it is not the prime focus, but a healthy, natural ‘process by-product’ when participants freely choose to 
communicate at this level. 
 
The spiritual / religious dimension to the retreat 
Given that the basic idea of a retreat in Catholic tradition considers it to be primarily a religious experience that enhances 
the individual’s relationship with God, it is likely that both Catholic Church and Catholic education authorities would see 
the spiritual/religious dimension to retreats as fundamental.  Similarly, from this religious perspective, the justification for 
the time, costs and investment of staff resources in live-in retreats would need to include a convincing account of how the 
retreat makes a distinctive contribution to the spiritual/religious aspects of young people’s lives.  But, articulating the links 
between retreat processes and young people’s specifically religious and moral development is more difficult today in a 
secularised, individualistic, consumer-oriented wider culture than would have been the case in the relatively religious 
culture of Australian Catholicism say in the 1950s – and even in the 1970s. 
 
One of the central issues is the combination of religious experience with fun/community and enjoyment.  It is difficult to 
differentiate the relative spiritual influence of each dimension to what is an holistic experience.  However, there will 
usually be concerns by authorities if the latter appears to be disproportionate to the former, or if the latter seems to eclipse 
the former;  if it is mainly a fun experience, is it justified?  Also, there may be the additional question:  does the activity 
promote increased engagement with the Church.  Different appraisals of retreats will result from different positions on 
these questions. 
 
It is proposed that an understanding of the spiritual and religious dynamics of retreats requires a prior understanding of the 
complexities in current relationships between the spiritual and the religious (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006, pp. 179-200).  
Measures of religiosity more appropriate to an earlier time will not be useful in gauging the success of contemporary senior 
school retreats.  The gradual cultural slide from regular Sunday Mass attendance by Catholics in the 1950s to its current 
low level is not likely to be reversed by any activities or programs like retreats, religious education, Catholic schooling or 
World Youth Days (Tullio & Rossiter, 2009).  These structures and activities may well be affecting young people 
spiritually, but it is not possible to measure the results in the short term, and neither is it possible to find simple measures of 
religiosity that will give an adequate account of the complexity to this growth and development.  Nevertheless, as noted in 
the introduction, studies of the views of Year 12 students over many years have shown that retreats were regarded as 
spiritually valuable. 
 
Both Catholic schooling generally, and live-in retreats specifically, need to have religious purposes that take into account 
the contemporary situation where the ‘locus of the spiritual’ (that is, where the spiritual dimension is most readily 
encountered in life) seems to have shifted from a more formally religious position within a clearly identifiable religious 
culture to a more personal and individualistic place within people’s daily life structure (Rossiter, 2009).  This would imply 
that the retreat should aim to promote the spiritual and moral development of young people in the way that is judged most 
appropriate to the live-in setting;  this will mean focusing on activities that are more evidently identifiable as personal 
development oriented than those that are formally religious.  This is exactly the same situation as that of the first 
communitarian retreats conducted during the mid-1960s.  They were primarily personal development oriented, but they 
were conducted within an overarching religious structure, and they included a prominent place for key religious activities 
like the Eucharist, reconciliation and prayer.  They also operated within a framework where spirituality was considered to 
be more than just the religious – that is, a spirituality that was relevant to:-  the students’ everyday lives, the spiritual and 
moral issues that they were encountering, and personal reflection / review of life.  In these terms, the purpose and function 
of communitarian retreats have not changed since their introduction in 1964, even if there have been different estimates of 
the relative influence of various retreat strategies and activities.  However, the difficulty that schools now have in arranging 
for priests to be present for the celebration of mass, let alone the possibility of being key retreat leaders, means that 
adjustments have been required to address this change in the availability of ordained ministers.  For example:  if no priest 
can celebrate mass, a paraliturgy and/or a communion service may be programmed;  students could be engaged in the 
preparation of the paraliturgy. 
 
Human/personal dimension to spirituality:   Those involved in school retreats often considered them to be ‘spiritual’ 
because they were perceived as enhancing the personal life of students through reflection on life experience and their 
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interactions with others.  In this sense, spirituality was embedded in a community experience that explored relationships 
with friends, family, the wider community and with God (and even relationships with the physical world and animals).  
The retreat provided a particularly favourable personal and social environment where community building experiences 
provided an experiential base for this sort of reflection.  In this sense, the retreat was qualitatively different from religion 
lessons.  On the retreat, there was much more scope and freedom to explore and discuss the complexities of relationships. 
 

The retreat thus sought to enhance young people’s self-awareness and self-understanding;  this was considered a ‘spiritual 
quest’ as it helped in the search for personal meaning and identity (Hughes, 2007).  Educators who shared this 
understanding of spirituality would have no difficulty in seeing the retreat as engaging with, and fostering the development 
of, young people’s spirituality;  according to this view, the personal and the spiritual were closely interlinked.  However, 
for those who had a more formally religious understanding of spirituality, this could look like a ‘watering down’ of the 
religious dimension of the retreat. 
 

We consider that the planning and conduct of retreats require an insightful understanding of contemporary youth 
spirituality as explained below. 
 

Spirituality:  The core to retreat purposes and processes:   In the conduct of the first communitarian retreats in the 1960s, 
one of the driving forces of the movement was the exploration of an emerging, new type of Catholic, Christian spirituality 
that was in tune with the Second Vatican Council’s call for a “reading of the signs of the times” (Firman, 1968).  This same 
quest for a relevant spirituality remains central to contemporary Catholic school retreats. 
 

How Catholic spirituality is to be interpreted underpins the retreat purposes and processes.  It is considered that their 
success ultimately depends on the quality and the perceived relevance of the spirituality that is brought into play during the 
retreats.  Inevitably, questions about the value and the success of the retreats will be conditioned by different estimates of 
what an authentic modern Catholic spirituality looks like.  Hence it is to be expected that there will remain divisions and 
ongoing debate about how the retreats should operate and about what they should be expected to achieve. 
 

Four pertinent issues about spirituality on retreats raised by the teachers in this study will be signposted here, while there is 
insufficient space to discuss them in detail:- 
 

• A concern that specific attention to the topic ‘God’ does not decline on retreats.  While a central place for liturgy and 
prayer remained, it would be problematic to try to appraise how prominent God was in students’ reflections and 
spirituality. 

• While the retreat was intended to enhance the spirituality of all students who attended, it could be a helpful experience 
for individuals who were uncertain about their belief in God and about their association with the church. 

• The community dimension to retreats could help make religious rituals (especially formal prayer and liturgy) more 
relevant to young people’s spirituality.  The retreat presented one of the best opportunities in the Catholic secondary 
school for the evangelisation of youth. 

 

A sufficiently broad-based view of spirituality needs to inform discussion about the spiritual dimension to retreats.  They 
will function best for young people if they are not used as vehicles for promoting either a specifically conservative or a 
progressive spirituality.  To some extent, these divisions need to be transcended.  The spiritual profiles of young people 
and of retreat staff will cut across these categories.  A broad spectrum spirituality is required in the retreat so that it can be 
taken up differentially by participants according to their situation and needs. 
 

If retreats are to promote both the personal religious faith and spirituality of young people, including those who were not 
Catholic, as well as those who were uncertain about belief in God and the relevance of religion, then retreat leaders need to 
take into account the relatively secular, individualistic, eclectic and self-reliant spirituality of many contemporary youth 
(Crawford & Rossiter, 2006;  Mason et al. 2007; Maroney, 2008).  This includes understanding the distinctions that have 
emerged between the spiritual and the religious, as well as the relationships between spiritual and personal development.  
While this thinking about spirituality is specifically concerned with relatively non-religious youth, making relevant 
adjustments in the conduct of retreats is considered to be equally beneficial to those who are religious and who participate 
in a local community of faith.  In other words, this conception of a retreat does nothing that would compromise the needs 
of religious youth who were described by Rymarz & Graham (2006a, 2006b) as “core Catholic youth.” 
 

In the retreat, the spirituality of the adult leaders is usually more religious and clearly engaged with the church than that of 
the students.  The purpose of the leaders is to offer unconditionally to the young retreat participants a combination 
religious/spiritual experience that will hopefully enhance and resource their spirituality – whether they are religious or not.  
Being attuned to contemporary youth spirituality does not require the elimination of religious elements.  Rather, the retreat 
provides a special opportunity for young people to experience firsthand some of the traditional religious spirituality that 
can be made more accessible to them in a favourable community setting. 
 

Conclusion 
The article has examined a range of psychological and spiritual/religious questions about the purposes and conduct of 
retreats that we consider need to be addressed as part of the ongoing enhancement of retreats and maintenance of their 
prominent position within Catholic secondary schooling. 
 

While the original research study has given a voice to a small sample of teachers who conducted retreats, there is a need to 
see whether the issues raised by this group, as well as our interpretation of their significance, apply more extensively to the 
conduct of retreats in Catholic secondary schools around the country.  But what is of even more importance would be 
research that gives young people a voice on the conduct of retreats.  For many years, research and anecdotal evidence have 
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indicated that young people enjoy retreats and see them as valuable spiritual experiences.  But nothing systematic has yet 
been done to investigate their perceptions of the psychological and spiritual dynamics of retreats. 
 

Also a particular concern of ours is the availability of professional development programs for retreat teachers.  Hopefully, 
this and the earlier article will endorse the need for such programs as well as identify an agenda of content and issues that 
they could address.  To complete our interpretation of the current state of retreats and of what needs to be done to promote 
their continuity and development, we intend to give further attention to contextual school factors that have a bearing on the 
success of retreats (c/f Tullio & Rossiter, 2010). 
 

References 
Carr, D.  (2003). Making sense of education: An introduction to the philosophy and theory of education and teaching. 

London: RoutledgeFalmer. 
Cefai, C. & Cooper, P. (Eds.). (2009). Emotional education: Engaging children and young people with social, 

emotional and behavioural difficulties. London: Jessica Kingsley. 
Crawford, M.L. & Rossiter, G.M.  (2006).  Reasons for living:  Education and young people's search for meaning, identity 

and spirituality.  Melbourne: Australian Council for Educational Research. 
Damasio, D.  (1994). Descartes’ error: Emotion, reason and the human brain. New York: Putnam’s. 
De Ruvo, J.  (2009).  The legal obligations of teachers regarding personal disclosures and mandatory reporting.  Personal 

communication, 25th March 2009. 
Firman, W.  (1968).  Towards a living religion: Ideas and experiments.  Our Apostolate. 16(4) 209-217. 
Flynn, M. (1985). The Effectiveness of Catholic Schools, Sydney: St Paul Publications. 
Flynn, M. (1993).  The culture of Catholic schools: a study of Catholic schools, 1972-1993.   Homebush, N.S.W: St. Pauls. 
Flynn, M., and Mok, M (2002).   Catholic schools 2000: a longitudinal study of year 12 students in catholic schools, 1972-

1982-1990-1998.   Sydney: Catholic Education Commission.    
Folsom, C. (2008). Teaching for intellectual and emotional learning: A model for creating powerful curriculum. 

Lanham MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 
Harrison, M.  (1989).  Retreats and seminar days in Catholic secondary schools.  Word in Life.  37, 4, 15-18. 
Hill, B.V. (1981). Teacher commitment and the ethics of teaching for commitment, in G.M. Rossiter 1981, Religious 

education in Australian schools. Canberra: Curriculum Development Centre.  
Hill, B.V. (1982). The religious education teacher’s commitment. In P. Slattery (Ed.). (1982). Curriculum development in 

religious education vol. 2.  Perth: Australian Association for Religious Education. 
Hughes, P.  (2007).  Putting life together: Findings from Australian youth spirituality research.  Victoria, Australia; 

Christian Research Association,  Fairfield Press.  
Hugo, J.  (2007).  The laws regarding mandatory reporting of child abuse.  Personal communication, 16th September 2007. 
Maroney, M. (2008).   An exploration of a youth spirituality among senior students in three Catholic schools.   

Unpublished Doctor of Education thesis, Australian Catholic University, Sydney.  
Mason, M., Singleton, A. & Webber, R. (2007). The spirit of Generation Y: Young people’s spirituality in a changing 

Australia. Melbourne: John Garratt. 
Rogers, C.  (1961).  On becoming a person:  A therapist’s view of psychotherapy.  London:  Constable. 
Rogers, C.  (1972).  Encounter groups.  London:  Allen Lane. 
Rossiter, G.M.  (1975).  Aims of Christian Living Camps, Our Apostolate, 23, 1, 6-12. 
Rossiter, G.M.  (1978).  Beyond the classroom: New approaches to personal development and religious education. 

Melbourne: Dove Communications. 
Rossiter, G.M.  1981,  Religious Education in Australian schools.  An overview of developments and issues in Religious 

Education in Australian schools with descriptions of practices in different school types.  Canberra: Curriculum 
Development Centre. 

Rossiter, G.M.  (1997).  Reflections on retreats in Catholic secondary schools.  Word in Life, 45(1), 18-21. 
Rossiter, G.M. (2009).  Competing for souls:  Religious education and the changing landscape of contemporary 

spiritualities.  Paper presented at the 6th International Symposium on Religious Education and Ministry, Australian 
Catholic University, Sydney, July. 

Rymarz, R and Graham, J. (2006a).  Drifting from the mainstream: The religious identity of Australian Core Catholic 
Youth. International Journal of Children’s Spirituality. 11(3) 371-383. 

Rymarz, R. & Graham, J.  (2006b). Australian core Catholic youth, Catholic schools and religious education.  British 
Journal of Religious Education.  28 (1) 79-89. 

Tullio, R.  (2009).  The senior secondary school live-in retreat:  A study of the views of a sample of teachers from one 
metropolitan Catholic diocese about the purposes and practices of retreats.  Unpublished Ph D thesis. Australian 
Catholic University, Sydney. 

Tullio, R & Rossiter, G.M. (2009).  Critical issues for the future of senior class retreats in Australian Catholic schools:  
Part 1  Major theoretical and educational issues.  Journal of Religious Education.  57(4) 57-70. 

Tullio, R. & Rossiter, G.M.  (2010).  Contextual factors affecting the conduct and the future of live-in retreats in Australian 
Catholic Secondary Schools.  Journal of Catholic School Studies. 82, 1 (In press). 

Zins, J. E., Weissberg, R. P., Wang, M. C., & Walberg, H. J. (Eds.) (2004). Building academic success on social and 
emotional learning: What does the research say?. New York: Teachers College Press. 

 

javascript:open_window(%22http://unilinc20.unilinc.edu.au:80/F/V833JQ1MFS9F72JUAQFDFAGNTIH6JPYJSRQDCLDYERBTCM5FNU-13923?func=service&doc_number=001909460&line_number=0010&service_type=TAG%22);


RESEARCH ON RETREATS 

194 

Appendix 3C 
Tullio/Rossiter Resource 

Article 3 

Tullio, R. & Rossiter, G.  (2010B).  Contextual 
factors affecting the conduct and the future of 
live-in retreats in Australian Catholic secondary 
schools. Journal of Catholic School Studies.  82 
(1), 43-58.  

 
Abstract 
This article reports a research study of a sample of teachers’ views of the nature, purposes and conduct of live-in retreats 
(Tullio, 2009).   It identifies and discusses a range of contextual school factors that have a bearing on the conduct of 
retreats.   Addressing these issues, both at school and diocesan levels, will be critical not only for maintaining the 
privileged place for retreats in Catholic secondary schools, but also for their enhancement as special opportunities for 
promoting the spiritual and moral development of young people. 
 
Introduction 
In 1964, a group of religious teachers in Adelaide Catholic schools conducted the first communitarian retreat weekend for 
senior students.   Up until then, school retreats had been modelled on the silent retreats for clergy and Religious orders.   
The emphasis was on community building, interpersonal exchanges and discussion – together with friendship-enhancing 
activities like singing and games.   The development of a tangible sense of community flowed into the celebration of 
Eucharist, Reconciliation and prayer. 
 
The new style communitarian retreats began as a grassroots school innovation.   Over forty five years, they have become a 
valuable fixture in Catholic secondary schools across Australia, even though comparatively little is written about retreats in 
diocesan and school documents;  and even in the Religious Education literature (Tullio, 2006). 
 
Research over many years has shown that senior students have enjoyed retreats and considered that they contributed to 
their personal and spiritual development (Flynn, 1985, 1993;  Flynn and Mok, 2002;  Maroney, 2008).   However, there has 
been little systematic research on teachers’ views of retreats and no detailed studies of young people’s experience of 
retreats (Harrison, 1989;  Rossiter, 1997;  Tullio, 2006,  Tullio & Rossiter, 2009).   Despite the popularity of retreats with 
students and with the teachers involved in retreat work, there is a looming crisis in relation to the future of retreats in 
Australian Catholic schools.   With an increasingly crowded curriculum, where academic outcomes have become ever 
more important, questions are being raised about the value of live-in retreats.   Sacrificing two or three days of valuable 
Year twelve class time, together with disruption to the school timetable, as well as the financial commitment in staff 
resources and parental contributions, may lead to a judgment that such costs cannot be afforded, particularly if there is 
some doubt about the religious value of the retreat.   In a number of schools, there are divisions among staff as to whether 
or not there should be live-in retreats for Year twelve students. 
 
This article reports on a doctoral research study that surveyed the views of a sample of teachers about the nature, purposes 
and conduct of retreats (Tullio 2006;  Tullio & Rossiter, 2009;  Tullio & Rossiter, 2010).   Tullio & Rossiter (2009) 
showed how the communitarian retreat developed as a significant educational innovation where an emerging new Catholic 
spirituality after the second Vatican Council was fostered by the religious teachers and priests who conducted these 
retreats.   In the 1960s and 1970s, school retreat work was one prominent place where both adults and young people 
explored together a relevant Catholic spirituality that tried to read the “signs of the times”.   In particular this meant: “The 
Church has the duty in every age of examining the signs of the times and interpreting them in the light of the Gospel” 
(Gaudium et Spes, #4, in Flannery, 1996).  And, “It is for God’s people as a whole, with the help of the Holy Spirit, and 
especially for pastors and theologians, to listen to the various voices of our day, discerning them and interpreting them, and 
to evaluate them in the light of the divine Word”. (Gaudium et Spes, # 44).   Tullio & Rossiter (2010) identified and 
discussed key issues related to the psychological and spiritual/religious dynamics of retreats. 
 
This article discusses a range of organisational and structural factors that affect both the conduct and future of retreats. 
 
Potential conflict in the school related to the timetabling and conduct of live-in retreats:  The need for staff 
consensus about the value of retreats 
In the schools represented in the study, only a particular group of staff members worked on the senior retreat team.   As not 
all staff understood or agreed with the prevailing view of the nature and purposes of retreats, there was some ambiguity 
about what these purposes were.   At times this was evident in criticism of retreat team members because the retreat was 
perceived to be a sort of student and staff holiday – a ‘low key’ fun and recreation activity that lacked any academic or 
assessable component.   In addition, there was concern about the loss of valuable teaching time for the senior class, 
exacerbating the anxiety staff already felt about the ‘normal’ level of distractions during the school year that resulted in 
loss of class time.   To make matters worse, the absence of the retreat staff could increase the workload of teachers 
remaining at school by having to take substitution lessons.   All of this led to a divided school culture concerning the 
legitimacy and value of live-in retreats for Year twelve  students, and for other year levels as well.   This division could tip 
the balance towards discontinuing live-in retreats, or replacing them with one day retreats at school or at a nearby venue. 
 
While there is no easy solution to the logistical and cost problems with retreats, particularly in a period of economic 
hardship, something can be done to address the problem of conflict in staff perceptions of retreats.   Firstly, there is a need 
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for a staff consensus in understanding the nature and purposes of retreats;  they need to be well informed.   It needs to be 
acknowledged that this will not necessarily result in a consensus about the relative value of retreats or about whether they 
are justified in the school.   It is to be hoped that minimising misunderstandings about retreats might engender more 
acceptance of their place in the overall curriculum. 
 
If there is a general understanding by all staff of the spiritual function of retreats, this could serve as a basis for achieving 
some whole school sense of cooperation and responsibility for the effective conduct of the retreat program.   If the staff 
remaining at school could give moral support to the retreat, as well as seeing that their maintenance of the school’s 
efficient functioning in the absence of the retreat team was an important contribution to the success of the cooperative 
venture, then this could lessen the staff friction that at times is caused by the retreat. 
 
Clarification of these issues could help with the recruitment of new staff to retreat work.   If there was a good staff 
understanding of the nature and purposes of retreats, this could spread to parents and students.   Where there has been a 
somewhat secretive approach to retreat work on the part of retreat teams, this is contrary to the development of a consensus 
and therefore not supportive of school retreats in the long term. 
 
The need for school documentation about the nature and purposes of retreats 
The retreat may appear to lack status because it does not qualify as an assessable academic experience;   nor does it have 
measurable outcomes as do regular academic subjects.   We consider that there is currently a crisis of understanding 
regarding the place of retreats in Catholic secondary schools, and this affects not only school staff but also parents and 
students who are often somewhat confused about the nature and purposes of the retreat.   Information about the rationale 
and hopes for the school’s complete Religious Education program needs to give prominence to the place to retreats so that 
all Catholic school stakeholders will have access to an informed view of the retreat’s distinctive contribution. 
 
A well set-out school statement about retreats, grounded within the normative diocesan educational framework, would 
provide more clarity about their spiritual and religious function.   In turn, this could help consolidate the place of school 
retreats within Catholic Religious Educational culture.   If not, a lack of information about retreats could continue to 
reinforce their current ambiguous and relatively precarious status. 
 
While it is usually a standard procedure for schools to send letters to parents about the retreat seeking parental permission 
for their children’s attendance, this communication does not always provide a clear description of retreat processes and 
expectations.   Such letters need to be more informative to lessen possible confusion about what happens on retreats.   It is 
understandable that some parents and students will be reluctant to take leave from studies at senior secondary level for any 
extra-curricular activity.   An impression that retreats are predominately fun activities lacking spiritual substance would 
reinforce this view, especially as some parents and students are not particularly interested in religion in any case.   Students 
and their parents need to know about how retreat time will be spent, even if this does not cover all details;  otherwise 
schools risk losing parental and student support for retreats. 
 
Readily available detailed information that clarifies the nature and purposes of retreats is needed in the school as a pre-
requisite for developing a basic level of staff, parental and student consensus about the value of the retreat.   The rationale 
for retreats should show how they can promote young people’s personal and spiritual development and how they are a 
valuable part of the school’s religious mission.  Through reference to the historical record, their long and valued place in 
Catholic schooling can be demonstrated.   This will support the continued use of retreats as a key component of the overall 
Religious Education curriculum.  
 
Specific attention could be given to retreats periodically at staff meetings, perhaps every few years, or at year level staff 
meetings, to both inform and sustain a positive, unambiguous staff understanding of retreats.   These discussions could 
include identifying and trying to address the problems that arise in the organisation and successful conduct of live-in 
retreats.   They can only be successful if all staff, both those on retreat and those conducting classes back at school, endorse 
retreats favourably and accept that a cooperative effort across the entire staff is needed to make them function with 
maximum effectiveness and minimum disruption and stress.   Both the retreat activity itself and the teaching going on at 
school need to proceed harmoniously, particularly when the level of disruption to the school timetable can be a critical 
factor and a source of tension. 
 
Workload and supervision issues 
There is a need to address workload and supervision issues for the teachers on retreats to achieve equity compared with 
what is expected of teachers not involved.   Being on retreat often means that teachers’ workloads increased because their 
temporary absence from the school required catching up on subject programs as well as the setting and correction of work 
for classes missed.   This also impacts on the teachers remaining at school who are allocated additional supervision duties.   
It is not uncommon for both groups to feel some resentment. 
 
Because the same teachers usually conducted the annual retreat, this created a dependency on their skills and good will.   It 
also put pressure on them through increased demands on their time before, during and after a retreat, often without much 
support or respite. 
 



RESEARCH ON RETREATS 

196 

As part of their attempts to lessen the frustration from disruptions caused by the absence of staff and senior students on 
retreats, schools need to consider how workload inequities might be addressed.   This could affect the future viability of the 
retreats.   An activity as religiously significant as retreats needs to have a commitment of staff time and resources set aside 
to enable them to be conducted with minimal staff stress.   Without the allocation of adequate planning time and without 
acknowledgment that retreats call for an investment of time and energy that goes beyond what is required on a normal 
school day, teachers may re-evaluate their commitment to retreats if their levels of dissatisfaction increase.   Staff 
dissatisfaction could be the critical factor that leads to the discontinuation of these highly regarded experiences in a school, 
contributing possibly to their disappearance from Catholic schools.   Some schools have discontinued live-in retreats or 
adopted a scaled-down, seminar-day retreat format precisely because of workload and staff time commitment issues.   It 
would be a mistake for Catholic education authorities, at both school and diocesan levels, not to address industrial 
workload issues related to teacher involvement in retreats. 
 
The need for special attention to retreats in diocesan documents about Catholic schools and Religious Education 
There is an impression among Catholic educators generally that retreats are important for Catholic schooling and this is 
supported by a long history of successful practice.   However, this view from within the culture of Catholic education is not 
strongly reflected in specific, substantial commentaries on retreats in Catholic diocesan documentation (Tullio, 2009).   
Little if anything is said about their nature and purposes, or about how they provide a special experiential opportunity for 
promoting spirituality.   Rather, the value of retreats is surmised from general statements about Religious Education and 
the commitment to promote young people’s spiritual and moral development. 
 
This notable absence in official documentation may be explained in part by the historical development of communitarian 
retreats.   Initially they appeared as voluntary, extra-curricular activities on an inter-school basis.   As they became popular 
with students, teachers and parents, they assumed a place within each school’s religious program.   They were examples of 
school based curriculum development (Print, 1987;  Brady and Kennedy, 2003) and therefore somewhat independent of 
diocesan authorities.   The new style retreats became accepted, important elements of the schools’ Religious Education 
program (replacing the traditional silent retreats) without the need for much if any official endorsement by diocesan 
education authorities.   This unarticulated relationship has tended to persist, with their importance remaining presumed 
rather than clearly articulated.   If this relationship does not become more formalised and supportive of retreats, their lack 
of official endorsement could affect their future adversely. 
 
During the early development of communitarian retreats, it was the Religious orders, and not diocesan authorities (who at 
that time did not have the extensive Religious Education support structures and advisers they now have) who supported 
them with personnel, retreat venues, travelling retreat teams and some professional development for retreat teachers. 
 
While most Catholic educators would see retreats as an essential part of the Catholic school’s mission, evangelisation and 
Religious Education program, some would prefer to see them as extra-curricular or co-curricular activities to distinguish 
them from formal classroom Religious Education.   It depends on how the terminology is interpreted.   In this article, a 
broad definition of curriculum is presumed which includes all intentional activity that promotes pupils’ learning, and their 
personal and spiritual development.   Retreats fit within this definition.   Nevertheless, it remains important to distinguish 
co-curricular, away from school activities that have different contexts and learning potentialities from those of the 
classroom. 
 
The problem of lack of official endorsement of retreats is often also evident in particular schools’ own documentation 
about their mission and Religious Education.   Because retreats received little if any attention in diocesan literature about 
Catholic schools and Religious Education, the relationship between Catholic Education Offices, school retreats and support 
for retreats remain ambiguous.   It remains problematic for the future of retreats in schools to continue only on the basis 
that Catholic educators presume they are good to have.   Too much would then depend on the religious culture of particular 
schools. 
 
What is said about retreats in school materials needs to be backed up by special reference to the nature and purposes of 
live-in and other types of retreats, in formal diocesan documents about Catholic schools and Religious Education.   Such 
endorsement is needed to cement their place in schools.   It should include an explanation of their nature, purposes and 
practices, an account of the possibilities and potential problems in the conduct of retreats, and acknowledgment that 
difficulties in the programming, resourcing and supervision of retreats need to be addressed.   In addition, an account of the 
retreat’s contribution to the overall educational aims and religious purposes of Catholic schools should be included. 
 
The information presented in such documentation may lead to more systematic and long-term diocesan resourcing of 
school retreats.   It could inform regional professional development programs for retreat leaders.   The compilation of 
school retreat programs and resources might also be helpful.   Over the years, diocesan support activity for the conduct of 
retreats has not been lacking, but neither has it been substantial or ongoing (Tullio, 2009). 
 
Without a mandate from diocesan authorities and a clear rationale as to the value, purposes and processes of retreats 
(together with complementary school documentation), they will continue to struggle for recognition and their potential 
value will be undermined within a crowded curriculum.   The future of retreats in Catholic secondary schools cannot be 
presumed to be secure in the current educational and financial climate.   This situation needs consideration not only at 
school and diocesan level, but by the leaders within the Australian Catholic Church. 
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The future of the retreat movement in Catholic schools also needs diocesan commitment to the resourcing and training of 
retreat leaders.   Within current university and diocesan professional development programs (at pre-service, postgraduate 
and in-service levels), the place and role of retreats need to be explained to show that they are integral to Catholic school 
Religious Education. 
 
A Catholic schools’ retreat policy would not in itself mandate or guarantee the future of retreats, and neither would it 
guarantee the delivery of quality retreats, but it would be a good starting point for a new public and educational valuing of 
retreats within Australian Catholic education. 
 
The availability of suitable retreat venues 
Successful live-in retreats require the ready availability of suitable venues that are not too distant, nor too costly, and that 
cater properly for retreat activities.   When substandard, the venue affects student enjoyment.   Some ‘camp-like’ venues 
may lack a retreat atmosphere that is conducive to reflection and prayer.   An absence of sacred spaces, reflection/prayer 
areas and religious symbols/icons can minimise the spiritual ambience that can be fostered in more appropriate venues.  
Such deficits can impact on the mood of a retreat, giving students the impression that they are attending a camp rather than 
a retreat. 
 
It is important for Catholic education authorities, either by themselves or cooperatively, together with the Religious orders, 
to consider what might be done to contribute to the provision of suitable retreat facilities.   A number of Religious order 
owned buildings have been used to date, but this is changing as some are sold.   Other Christian denominations have had a 
long history of providing campsites for youth work;  but not all of these are suitable for retreats.   As the pool of available 
and suitable retreat venues diminish, this will impact on the organisation of secondary school retreats by restricting choices 
and affecting timetables. 
 
Other pertinent issues about venues include: 

• occupational health and safety requirements necessitating vigilance by teachers, especially if they are not familiar 
with the venue; 

• the high cost of retreats that impacts on some families; 
• dissatisfaction with the facilities, especially with respect to the quality and/or volume of food, bedding and 

heating/cooling; and 
• the availability of venues when required by schools rather than simply when the venue is available. 

 
The resourcing of retreats 
The transition from the traditional silent school retreat to the communitarian live-in retreat in the 1960s was a stimulus to 
retreat leaders to find new resources.   Many of the resources initially put together were ad hoc stimulus materials and 
notes on activities which were sometimes shared with retreat leaders from other schools.   There were a number of retreat 
manuals for youth ministry published in the United States which included various experiential and prayer activities ( for 
example: Harman, 1985; Price & Price, 1987; Reichter, 1983; Rydberg, 1985; Sawyer, 1987, 1988; Schultz, 1989);  but 
these volumes did not attend comprehensively to informing the overall strategies and issues related to the conduct of 
retreats in Australian Catholic schools.   The style of retreat in the United States Catholic sector addressed a predominately 
voluntary, weekend youth ministry experience and differed somewhat from the retreat experience of Catholic secondary 
school students, even though there are Catholic school retreats in the U.S.   There were some Australian collections of 
resource materials made available, such as that developed in the 1990s and early 2000s by Claessen (Tullio, 2009, p. 72).   
There has been no substantial Australian book on the conduct of retreats since Rossiter’s Beyond the classroom: New 
approaches to personal development and Religious Education (1978). 
 
While retreat training programs, such as the Montagne Institute in Sydney (supported by the Marist Brothers), issued 
locally developed resources, each school involved in the conduct of retreats usually had its own set of resources that was 
usually updated from year to year with minor revisions. 
 
Experienced retreat leaders often had a repertoire of activities and strategies they developed over time, which may well 
have included materials borrowed from other sources.   With the recycling and /or modification of resources each year, 
retreat teams were familiar with the format and knew what to expect in each session.   Student responses too were felt to be 
predictable when the annual retreat was presented with minimal changes to program and personnel.   Continuity in retreat 
personnel probably contributed to the stability of retreat programs and to the longevity of resources and  when there were 
changes in personnel, this would be likely to affect the retreat program for good or ill. 
 
Similar retreat themes considered relevant to students were followed in various schools.   Hence the overall bank of retreat 
resources was spread across schools on a school by school basis.   It was likely that, because of similarity in retreat themes, 
there were some commonalities in activities and resources based on the acquisition and exchange of materials by retreat 
leaders. 
 
Staff professional development and the training of retreat leaders 
While there were student resource materials that retreat leaders could refer to for program development, there was no 
significant recent literature that could be used for the professional training of teachers.   Much of the professional wisdom 
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that had accrued from religious and lay retreat leaders generally remained unwritten and this lack of documentation 
remains a problem. 
 
Similar to what happened with the early communitarian retreats, current teacher retreat leaders continued to learn through 
trial and error about what constituted a relevant and meaningful retreat experience for students.   They were influenced by 
the views and experience of the more senior retreat leaders in what was primarily school-based training. 
 
The training of retreat leaders in Catholic secondary schools has been generally inconsistent since the need for such 
training emerged in the 1960s.   While there have been some diocesan initiatives for retreat training from time to time 
(Tullio, 2009, p.68), the most enduring program is that conducted by the Montagne Institute in Sydney.   It  was beyond the 
scope of our study to investigate the history of such programs nationwide (Boonen, 1992;  Quillinan, 1995).   The work of 
the travelling retreat teams sponsored by the Religious orders also made a valuable contribution to the training of retreat 
teachers, even if conducting retreats rather than training teachers was their prime purpose (Mullins, 1989;  Prout, 1994, 
1995;  Shanahan, 1982.). 
 
Thus, in the main, the professional preparation of teachers for the role of leading retreats was limited to what was provided 
within their own schools.   The usual induction into retreat work relied on the ‘watch, copy and do’ method at the school 
retreat with little pre-planning or post-retreat debriefing  and this proved a daunting experience for some teachers. 
 
One key area where new team members needed help was understanding the personal dimension of the retreat.   This 
involved a range of issues from handling emotion and euphoria to the conduct of discussion groups that included personal 
sharing.   It often required wisdom in addressing situations where students’ personal problems may have been disclosed, as 
well as strategies for adequate follow up after the retreat when this was needed.   New retreat leaders needed guidelines 
that identified both the healthy possibilities as well as the potential problems in this role. 
 
While it can be argued that repeated retreat programs without much change from year to year added stability to the 
experience, it could also stifle creativity because the teachers might not get to ‘own’ the retreat program as the might one 
they were involved in developing.   Further, the outcomes in terms of student responses may have become too familiar and 
too predictable, such that repeating the same program, with ‘cosmetic’ changes, might not stimulate the development of 
new and innovative retreat experiences.   Yet, sameness and stability may have been important for teachers who were so 
pressured by school responsibilities that they had little time and energy to commit to experimentation with new strategies, 
activities and resources. 
 
The lack of a relevant literature combined with limited scope for professional development beyond the on-the-job training 
provided by schools can make it difficult for novice leaders to develop a comprehensive grasp of the nature, purposes and 
conduct of retreats.  This is a not insignificant consideration for the future of retreats in Catholic secondary schools.   It is 
crucial to have professional development for retreat leaders at least at a regional level.   Also valuable will be the 
continuation of current retreat training programs together with the development of appropriate units at university level as 
parts of Masters and Graduate Certificate/Diploma courses.   Such opportunities could help overcome the problem of 
professional isolation often experienced by those who conducted retreats.   With on-the-job training and schools 
responsible for their own retreat programs, retreat leaders have operated relatively independently from wider diocesan 
support structures.   This situation needs to change. 
 
A fundamentally important issue for the staffing of retreats is the role of priests in celebrating Eucharist and 
Reconciliation.   This question was considered briefly in Tullio & Rossiter (2010) where the basic problem of the 
availability of priests was noted, together with suggestions as to what can be done with the celebration of paraliturgies with 
maximum student involvement when no priest is available to attend the retreat. 
 
Included in an appendix to the doctoral thesis of Tullio (2009) is a list of areas that we consider should be prominent 
content in a professional development program for retreat leaders.   This same list is also relevant to what might be 
considered in school documentation for their teachers about the place of retreats in the school and about how they should 
be conducted. 
 
The recruitment of new school staff for the conduct of retreats 
Despite the relative stability in personnel and retreat programs that often seemed to exist, the recruitment of new teachers 
as retreat leaders remains important for the future of retreats.   There would be a crisis if there was a rapid decline in the 
number of available experienced retreat leaders, with a significant depletion of the pool of experience and skills. 
 
The question of how to invite new members into a retreat team remains problematic.   Because of the differences of 
opinion among staff about the value of retreats*, there was sometimes little scope for recruiting and training teachers for a 
retreat team. 
 
When staff were invited to join the team, a personal attribute was often a key factor used for judging their suitability.   
Good people-skills and ability to interact comfortably with students at a personal level in an informal setting were desired.   
These skills and dispositions included: 

• good listening skills; 
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• an interest in, and some basic ability to direct, small group discussions; and 
• a capacity to create a confidential environment for personal disclosures in groups. 

 
These dispositions represented a significant shift in role expectation from that of teacher-disciplinarian to teacher-
confidante/friend.   For the teacher participants in our study, their selection criteria were weighted towards a readiness to 
‘share one’s personal story’.   While this can make a valuable contribution to the retreat, when over emphasised this 
strategy became problematic (Tullio & Rossiter, 2010) as this personal emphasis could create ambiguity in teacher 
expectations of the retreat.   It could be unsettling for teachers when the extent of the potential personal challenges was not 
made clear to them.   This factor could result in the withdrawal of some staff from retreat work and in the reluctance of 
other staff to join retreat teams.   A staff selection policy needs to be further clarified in the light of a review of the 
purposes of retreats (Tullio & Rossiter, 2010). 
 
A role for assistant retreat leaders from outside the school 
 
Volunteer assistant retreat leaders:   Some schools have encouraged young adults, including recent past pupils, to assist 
school staff in the conduct of retreats.   Where these young people have been in tune with the way the retreat is conducted, 
they have been able to contribute energy and enthusiasm.   Not being much older than the students was also regarded 
positively in terms of having a retreat team sensitive to students’ needs and interests.   Where their outlook on the retreat 
aims and processes were different from those of the school staff, there was potential for conflict of purpose that could 
impact the retreat negatively.   While the youthfulness of the volunteers appeared to offer relevant connections with 
secondary students, this could also be perceived as a disadvantage because they lacked experience and life skills.   A lack 
of training also raised questions about accountability.   It was not sufficient for volunteers to have nothing more than a 
police clearance to accredit them to interact with students on a retreat. 
 
The use of volunteer assistant staff was sometimes encouraged by school administrations not only because of the valuable 
contribution they could make, but because this arrangement helped address problems such as a shortage of staff retreat 
leaders and a lack of financial resources.   Participation by past pupils could help build up the strength of the retreat culture 
in the school. 
 
As with regular school staff, retreat training would be essential for volunteer assistants.   They needed also to participate in 
planning and debriefing sessions. 
 
Parents as assistant retreat leaders:    Although this has yet to be explored, there may well be a valued role for parents in 
the conduct of senior school retreats.   This would be one avenue for the school to encourage home-school cooperation in 
the school’s religious mission.   However, it may create problems for students whose parents were on the same retreat as 
them.   Parental involvement would require the same sort of professional preparation as proposed for school staff. 
 
Different models or types of retreat in Catholic secondary schools 
Our research, concerned with one particular type of retreat conducted over two or more days at a venue away from the 
school, provided an opportunity to identify some other retreat formats currently being used. 
 
A healthy future for retreats may well be fostered by further research to identify different types of, and approaches to 
retreats and to explain their function and educational potential.   This should include an appraisal of their strengths and 
potential weaknesses.   This sort of information would better inform the successful conduct of retreats.   It could be a useful 
part of retreat professional development so retreat leaders could be more aware of the range of retreat approaches and how 
different strategies could be used to achieve different purposes. 
 
An initial listing of different types of retreat includes the following: 
 

• One day, non live-in retreats held at school or at a nearby venue; 
• Retreat-like seminar days (Harrison, 1989); 
• Silent live-in retreats; 
• Twilight or evening retreats for students on a voluntary basis; 
• Wilderness retreats (Abbott-Chapman, 2006); 
• Social justice retreats; and 
• Street retreats – these have been described as involving visits with homeless youth on inner-city streets and also 

contact with adult homeless persons (Nayler, 2007). 
 
Young people who have experienced a street retreat remember the significant personal and spiritual impact it had on them.   
But some concerns have been raised about whether the word ‘retreat’ should be applied in this instance, because the street 
retreat could be better termed a community engagement or social justice excursion.   Also, there have been questions about 
accountability and duty of care issues with taking school students into inner city areas at night. 
 
Also pertinent is the question as to what criteria should be satisfied before the word retreat is applied to a particular 
program.   If the activity does not have an evidently strong religious/spiritual component, then misusing the term could 
possibly contribute to a spiritual dilution of the notion of retreat. 
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Where primary or junior secondary classes have a camp or excursion that includes a liturgy and some prayer activities, it 
would not be appropriate to label such an event a retreat.   This does not deny the community building and spiritual 
development potential in such activities;  but it avoids creating expectations of retreats where the spiritual/religious 
expectations might be minimal. 
 
Differences between the ‘live-in retreat’ and the ‘non live-in retreat’ conducted at the school or other venue 
The obvious structural difference is in the going away and staying overnight as part of the live-in retreat.   The argument 
that needs to be addressed is whether this makes sufficient difference to justify the financial and logistical costs, disruption 
to school timetable and the loss of Year twelve class time.   If day retreats employed the same procedures and appeared to 
achieve the same types of outcomes, even if at a reduced level of quality, then they may be judged a more appropriate and 
cost effective alternative. 
 
We consider that the live-in experience makes a distinctive contribution to the community dynamics of the retreat, and this 
in turn affects the personal/social environment and the potential for personal/spiritual development.   With the travel away, 
an overnight or two nights stay and two days or more of retreat activities, the live-in retreat offers much more scope for 
community development and formal retreat activities, than the on-school premises, one-day retreat. 
 
In addition, there are problems with the school on site retreat related to the students’ expectations of Religious Education.   
They may tend to identify this format as similar to an extended religion lesson.   The live-in retreat creates a more 
unambiguous distinction between the formal classroom religion curriculum and the retreat.   The school one day retreat 
may also be perceived by students as similar to the classroom Religious Education seminars that have sometimes been used 
in Catholic secondary schools and which is common in denominational Religious Education in government schools.   
These were basically religion lessons extended over a longer period with a greater range and length of activities than was 
possible in normal religion lessons. 
 
There tends to be negative perceptions of classroom Religious Education on the part of senior school students for a number 
of complicated reasons (Crawford & Rossiter 2006).   Even though students may have indicated that they like Religious 
Education, the personal development potential within this area of curriculum tends to be subverted by what Crawford and 
Rossiter have called the “psychology of the learning environment” (2006, p. 307).   Religious Education does not have the 
perceived ‘mark status’ of the traditional subject areas like English, Mathematics and Science, even with Religious 
Education being perceived as both enjoyable and relevant to students’ lives.   Anecdotal evidence from teachers who have 
been involved in both the school one day retreats and live-in retreats suggests that the quality of student participation and 
engagement in the former was significantly lower than what was experienced in the latter. 
 
It can be argued that because key elements considered important for the dynamics of the live-in retreat (going away, 
community building activities, longer time on retreat, the euphoria in friendship development, more time for reflection and 
prayer) are lost in the school one day retreats, it would be a mistake to think that they could replicate both the ideal 
conditions and the sorts of outcomes that have come to be associated with live-in retreats. 
 
Sometimes schools have changed their senior class retreat offerings to a one day format not because it is regarded as 
superior in quality, but because of the logistical and timetabling difficulties that arise when live-in retreats are conducted.   
Other factors like size of class, loss of class time, costs, suitable venues and transport difficulties also impact such 
decisions.   If it became too difficult and disruptive to continue with live-in retreats, then the school day retreat may be 
regarded as the next best option, and at least preferable to having no retreat at all. 
 
Conclusion 
If Catholic educators judge that live-in retreats should be retained within Catholic education because of the distinctive 
possibilities they offer for enhancing the personal and spiritual development of young people, then action is needed both to 
safeguard and to promote their future.   Schools need to manage the contextual problems that militate against the inclusion 
of a live-in retreat within the senior school Religious Education program.  Diocesan authorities need to develop both a 
supportive literature endorsing retreats, and professional development programs for training teachers and other helpers as 
retreat leaders. 
 
The research study on which this article is based has identified the development of the live-in communitarian retreat as a 
significant example of school based curriculum development – initiated and implemented almost exclusively by school 
staff without much systemic support – that has become the mainline approach to retreats in Australian Catholic schools.   
Hopefully, the identification and discussion of issues will lend much needed support to the continuation and further 
development of school retreats. 
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