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Part IV
Implications for religious education in
independent schools (with special reference to
Catholic schools)
Part IV examines the theory and practice of religious education in religious
schools in the light of issues discussed earlier. The notion of education in
meaning, identity and spirituality (Part II) has implications for religious
education in any school type; similarly, studying religion makes a distinctive
contribution to the spiritual and moral dimension of the school curriculum (Part
III).
Religious education in Catholic schools will be taken as a principal example in
religiously sponsored schools, enabling us to attend to issues with a high degree of
contextual specificity. We considered that the advantages in this strategy considerably
outweighed those in restricting attention to generalisations across all types of religious
school. Nevertheless, many of the issues are relevant to other religious schools in
Australia, especially Christian church-related schools – with appropriate transposition
according to context; estimating how their situations compare and contrast with that
of Catholic schools can yield useful analyses. In addition, there will be some
implications for Jewish and Muslim schools, depending on their particular cultural,
theological and educational orientations. To account for the distinctiveness of
religious education in the different types of religious schools in the country is beyond
our scope here.
It will become evident that a number of the issues discussed here are closely related
to those already examined in Part III on the spiritual and moral dimension to public
education. The five-part arrangement of Chapters in this book has the potential to
promote more mutual understanding and dialogue among educators in the public and
independent sectors by having materials on the spiritual and moral aspects of
education relevant to each in the same volume.
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Chapter 16
Historical perspective on religious education in
Catholic schools: Towards a relevant religious
education for the future
This chapter interprets the recent history of religious education in Australian Catholic
schools, highlighting issues in contemporary theory and practice.1 It will provide the
basis for identifying links with the questions raised in Parts I, II and III, as well as for
comparisons with the practice in other types of religious schools.

16.1 Social and intellectual conditions that enable a critical historical
interpretation
The historian Jaroslav Pelikan considered that a wise understanding of history is the
best starting point when planning for the future, especially in an era characterised by
rapid social change and uncertainty.2 Present issues are best interpreted in the light of
formative historical influences.
But constructing an insightful interpretation of the past is neither easy nor simple.
Our capacity to interpret historical developments in religious education – as for any
aspect of culture – depends on the relative maturity of the social and intellectual
climate in which we work. To illustrate, we will consider a recent documentary about
the role of Paul Robeson in the African American civil rights and labour movements.
The estimates of Paul Robeson as an African American leader during his own times
(in the 1950s and 1960s) were not flattering. Because of his simplistic and
sympathetic views of the quality of life in the Soviet Union under Stalin, leaders like
Martin Luther King and Malcolm X distanced themselves from him; for a time he was
not permitted to travel outside the United States because of his so called ‘unAmerican’ activities. He was not as widely appreciated then as he is now. It has taken
many years before an evaluation of his leadership role emerged which acknowledged
the social complexities that explained the successes and failures of his endeavours.
Now we have a better understanding of the life work of this man who sang for the
workers on the Sydney Opera house construction site in the 1960s and for Soviet
workers in Moscow – the man who can be judged as an influential precursor of the
Black civil rights movement in the United States.
The point of this analogy is that a critical interpretation of rapid new developments
within Australian Catholic Religious Education in the 1960s and 1970s required a
maturity of vision that was not available at the time. More experience and historical
perspective were needed before an interpretation emerged that better explained what
happened – that is, an appraisal that acknowledged all the influences at work and that
resisted the temptation to oversimplify; one that did not collapse the tensions,
accepting the failures along with the successes, and acknowledging both strengths and
weaknesses. We are now better able to put the development of Catholic religious
education into perspective, interpreting the history in terms of a network of causal
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factors that makes sense of what happened and enables us to make wiser decisions
about the future. Not all in the Catholic sector will agree with the interpretation that
follows; there remain different estimates of what is the most appropriate content and
method for religious education. But at least the discussion may raise issues on which a
particular stance needs to be taken. It will presume that a common commitment to the
advancement of religious education is greater than the differences, and that an
opportunity to evaluate theory and practice is always important for advancing the
profession.

16.2 An historical perspective on Catholic school religious education
in Australia
A first step is to compile a list of the factors that had a shaping influence on religious
education. They affected the thinking of authorities which gave rise to the intentional
curriculum; they also influenced what happened in the classroom – the actual
curriculum – where the perceptions and responses of the students made an important
contribution. Such an extensive listing (see box) is only a starting point for a critical
perspective. What is needed is an interpretation of the interplay between these factors,
making use of selected themes, as will be taken up in the sections following the box.
Factors that have had a shaping influence on Catholic religious education in Australia
since the 1950s
Theology
Impact of the emerging theology of the Second Vatican Council.
Influence from particular movements in theology: Christological, ministry, social justice,
liberationist, feminist.
Scripture scholarship influenced understandings of biblical authorship with considerable impact on
the interpretation of the gospels.
Increasing theological sophistication of the adult Catholic community.
Movements in Religious Education with different orientation
Changing emphases in movements such as the kerygmatic movement, also the experiential, social
justice.3
community-oriented student retreats which began in the late 1960s, changing from the silent
retreats which had predominated.
Impact of Thomas Groome’s Shared Christian Praxis approach, which was adopted by a number of
Catholic dioceses.4
Pursuit of religious literacy as a goal; the notion of ‘critical’ religious literacy.5
Change in curriculum format to stress outcomes. 6
Education
The new prominence of ‘experiential’ education (for example Jerome Bruner); the emphasis on
‘process’ rather than content.
The rise of ‘critical’ education: emphasis on analysis, evaluation and interpretation rather than on
learning facts.
1990s emphasis on outcomes and employment-oriented competencies.
Increasing interest in the personal and social dimensions of education.
The new emphasis in the 2000s on education for spiritual and moral development, and for the
acquisition of values.
Social science
Humanistic psychology from the 1960s onwards. Great interest in how human relationships foster
personal development.
The rise of ‘psychological spirituality’ where insights from psychology have been blended with
theology and traditional spirituality to give a language for spirituality that sought to articulate the
religious tradition with more relevance and meaning for contemporary life (see 8.2).
Social and cultural developments affecting the context of religious education; an interpretation of
the social situation is taken into account within theory and practice of religious education
Secularisation of culture – less prominence for organised religion; decline in parish church
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participation; increasing numbers of pupils coming from homes with minimal connection with the
local church.
Social and cultural change as issues to be addressed:
Changes in family life and social roles
Social liberalism: more tolerance of diversity, but social conflict remains evident
Changes in the workplace and employment
Increasing levels of poverty and hardship
Economic rationalism and the impact of globalisation, casual employment, downsizing
More technological and computer-oriented society
Anxiety about increasing levels of drug use and violence in the community
Anxiety about racism and immigration, and about terrorism
Environmental concerns and anxiety about deterioration in the quality of life
The influence of film and television on life expectations and values.
A more educated and critical adult and youth community – less ready to respect and believe
authorities; more questioning; more critical of church teachings and less accepting of traditional
views.
Promotion of multiculturalism in a multi-faith society.
Crisis of meaning arising from inability of people to find relevant and sustaining meaning and
purpose in life (increase in suicide rates, depression, drug use, violence, boredom).
Teaching religious orders
Provided the structural and personnel resources for Catholic schooling and religious education
since the 1870s.
The great interest of religious order personnel in Vatican II theology and in the psychological
spirituality that emerged from the 1960s onwards; effects on theory and practice of religious
education.
The boom period for religious order vocations (1950s and early 1960s) followed by sharp
decline.
Minimal number of personnel from religious orders remain teaching in Catholic schools in
1990s.
Lay personnel in Catholic schools
Gradually became the large majority of religion teachers in the 1980s and 1990s.
The emergence of lay spirituality gradually taking the place of religious order-oriented spirituality
as the norm for teachers in Catholic schools.
Diocesan structures
The rise of Catholic Education Offices after funding was secured for Catholic school systems;
consultants in religious education.
Diocesan religious education documents and Vatican documents
Vatican documents on catechesis, evangelisation; and on Catholic schools.
Diocesan guidelines
Student texts
The new national Catholic school catechisms of the 1960s for primary and junior/middle
secondary. The booklet series Come Alive for Year 12 in 1970, and conflict over its
appropriateness.
Aims, content and teaching strategies influenced by student texts; the use of American, British and
Australian student texts and series of booklets in the 1970s and 1980s.
The New Zealand religious education series Understanding Faith late 1980s and 1990s (cf.
production and marketing of the Australian edition).
The publication of the To know, worship and love series of texts for Kindergarten to Year 10 for
use in Catholic schools; adopted by a number of Catholic dioceses from 2001 onwards.
New state-based Religion Studies courses
Emergence of state Religion Studies courses, mainly in the 1990s.
Religion studies courses widely adopted and taught in Catholic schools at Years 11 and 12
levels.
Religion Studies courses becoming the de facto formal religion curriculum for Years 11 and 12.
Writers/theorists in religious education
Relative influence of American, British and Australian writers.
Professional development programs for religion teachers
Diocesan programs for teachers.
Professional development of educators for Catholic schools in Catholic Teachers Colleges and
subsequently in Catholic universities, at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels.
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Relative popularity of overseas religious education scholars who conducted professional
development programs.
Increasing numbers of educators engaged in postgraduate research in religious education.
The perceptions of students and their responses
Criticisms of the lack of relevance of religious education by students in the 1960s and 1970s.
Student satisfaction with retreats.
Increasing acceptance of academically accredited courses.
Teachers’ perceptions of the changing needs and interests of students.
The spirituality of contemporary young people and how this was perceived by teachers.

[Box not styled]
There are a number of historical accounts of the evolution of Catholic religious
education that trace the emergence of different approaches.7 They show that there has
been a perennial quest to be ‘relevant’ and ‘effective’, involving trial and error and
professional conflict. Also evident are the different estimates of what classroom
religious education should be about. Given that this evolution has already been well
documented, our interpretation will concentrate on what the developments mean for
the future; it revolves around the interplay between six themes:
16.2.1
16.2.2
16.2.3
16.2.4
16.2.5
16.2.6

The experiential quest for personalism and relevance
The centrality of the concept ‘faith development’
The development of diocesan guidelines for Catholic religious education
Student resource materials
New state Religion Studies courses and the quest for academic credibility
The spirituality of contemporary youth

[Box not styled]
16.2.1 The experiential quest for personalism and relevance
Perhaps the most notable change in Catholic school religious education after the
Second Vatican Council was the emphasis on the experiential and a quest for
personalism and relevance. It sought to make the classroom interactions tuned in to
pupils’ life experience, needs and interests as well as being personal. The idea of
‘faith sharing’ was prominent.
The new emphasis emerged from the coalescence of a number of movements.
Whereas previously theology had been mainly the preserve of the clergy, it was
opened to members of the teaching religious orders of sisters and brothers, and then to
the laity. The religious personnel, who made up the majority of the religion teachers
in Catholic schools at the time, joined the surge of interest in the new humanistic
psychology (for example the work of Rogers, Maslow, Allport, May). Special
attention was given to human relationships as a key aspect of personal and spiritual
development. What emerged was a form of ‘psychological spirituality’ which sought
to interpret theology and scripture in terms of their relevance to contemporary life
(8.2). This development reinforced and magnified the changes in Catholicism that are
often ascribed to the Second Vatican Council. While this gave useful insights into
personal development, where it was overused and not kept in balance with other
interests, it tended to result in a religious education that looked excessively
individualistic. There was a danger that it could promote and reinforce selfcentredness, aggravating problems of narcissism that might already be there in some
individuals.
Being able to relate sensitively in one-to-one relationships became a more
prominent part of people’s religious spirituality. The counselling relationship assumed
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a wider significance beyond the therapeutic; it became like an ideal for religious
ministry, and the often used words ‘being sensitive to people’ were iconic. This new
interest in personalism not only affected the lives of educators, but changed their
understanding of religious education. Efforts were intensified to make it an activity
that overtly engaged pupils at a personal level; intimacy in discussions became a
much desired goal. In senior secondary classes, ‘relationships’ and ‘personal
development’ figured prominently as content, displacing more formally religious
topics. This development made religion teaching easier for those who had little
knowledge of theology or scripture – at a time when theological and scriptural
understandings were changing quickly in any case. The spectacular success of the
new style of community retreats which began in the 1970s reinforced this thinking,
and teachers unsuccessfully tried to use retreat activities to transform their ordinary
lessons into lively personal discussions.
The research on Catholic schools conducted by Flynn (1975), following up that of
Leavey (1972), stressed the importance of community and school climate. It was
interpreted as a research justification of the quest for personalism. Religious education
was thought of more as a community-building, ‘personal sharing’ activity than as a
‘study’ of religion. Teachers tried to ‘de-school’ religious education, making it into a
more informal discussion activity (see Chapter 19).
So, in the Catholic education sector, as the language of psychological spirituality
came to dominate thinking about personal and spiritual development, the small-group
discussion came to be regarded as the central process of religious education.
Distinctions between religious education and personal development education were
blurred. Informality in context and method, personal sharing, group dynamics, and
process rather than content became prominent in teachers’ understanding of religious
education, especially in the secondary school. Having students make personal
revelations became the measure of effective religious education. Words like ‘students
really giving of themselves’ were used by teachers to describe what they regarded as
successful lessons. Even though much has changed in Catholic religious education
since the heyday of the experiential approach, there remains lingering attachment to
this personalist view of the process. A thorough, realistic interpretation of the place
for personalism in Catholic religious education is still needed today.
From the vantage point of hindsight it can be seen that the personal formula which
appeared to have so much promise was inappropriate and unsuccessful. No doubt it
made helpful contributions to young people’s personal and spiritual development, but
as a comprehensive approach to the classroom study of religion it was too narrow in
both content and method.
However, it was not the quest for relevance and personalism in itself that was the
problem – this is still important. The problem was in the unrealistic expectations for
personalism, and inappropriate methods for pursuing personal interactions in the
classroom; an inappropriate informality was not the key to personalism in that
context. The same problem affected the personalist movement initiated in British state
school Religion Studies by Harold Loukes in the late 1960s (21.4.3).8 ‘Artificial’
informality did not engage the students; the activity was felt to be of little educational
or personal consequence, even though many said that they enjoyed it. The intention of
structuring informality into religious education led to practice that actually subverted
both the desired personalism and the relevance; the students perceived religious
education as unimportant (14.3.1).
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Reflection on implications

The problem was essentially about the place of a personal dimension to classroom
teaching and learning. We consider that the conceptualisation in Chapters 13 and 14,
and in other publications,9 offers the best solution. No new pedagogy needs to be
invented; rather, what is needed is a wise perspective on historical developments that
can affirm best theory and practice.
Some Catholic educators look back on the experimentation in the 1970s and 1980s
and judge the quest for personalism as a complete failure. Not so: the intentions were
valid in the main, but the efforts were misdirected. Relevance and personalism remain
the most important issues for Catholic religious education in the new millennium,
more so now than was the case formerly (see Chapter 17). The particular content and
pedagogy arrangement employed to achieve this goal was generally inappropriate and
naive. It was successful in retreats, and especially in voluntary religious groups, and
this remains the case, because there was congruence between the personalist formula
and the voluntary retreat contexts. Such congruence was missing in formal classroom
religious education.
What was required for a natural and authentic personalism was a different content
and pedagogy that were more at home in the classroom and were consistent with
expectations and practice in other subjects. What happened pedagogically in other
subjects was not static; it changed and evolved. The point being made here is that
religious education needed to have substantial congruence with the teaching and
learning processes experienced by students in other subjects, otherwise its perceived
value as a subject would be fatally marginalised.
More than most other subjects in the curriculum, religious education has been the
arena where the quest for relevance and personalism has been explored and tested,
with much experimentation, successes and failures over the years. An educational
wisdom has emerged from this experience, with valuable implications for general
education; for example, the substance of the proposals for the spiritual-moral
dimension to public education in Chapters 11–14 was distilled from religious
education.
Much has been done within Catholic religious education to make it personal and
relevant for pupils. But, as considered below and in the next chapter, problems
remain, and continuing efforts are required to maintain and enhance these qualities.
Progress has been made as regards challenging teaching and learning processes,
including the subtle place of personal freedom. What often remains the principal
difficulty is the need for more relevant content.
16.2.2 The centrality of the concept ‘faith development’
Because of the prominence and influence of the concept ‘faith development’ in the
history of Catholic religious education in Australia, it will be considered in more
detail in Chapters 18 and 19. Only a summary statement of its significance will be
made here.
Promoting the spiritual development of young people has always been a central aim
of Catholic schools. Not surprisingly, the term ‘faith development’ has come to
dominate the language of Catholic religious education since the late 1970s, but there
remains some ambiguity about its meaning and implications for the classroom.
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The significant issue here is the way that faith development came to be associated
with the personal processes considered in section 16.2.1 above. It was like baptising
the quest for personalism, identifying personal interchanges as instances of faith
development. In turn, this sort of naive thinking about the nature and development of
religious faith led to a false dichotomy: the apparently more personal activities like
retreats, shared prayer, discussions and counselling were labelled as faith
development; by contrast, the study of religion was regarded as something less than
that (and hence less important), probably because its cognitive emphasis was thought
to be less faith-intensive. This thinking became embedded in diocesan guidelines, in
the writings of religious education theorists and in school programs, and no doubt it
affected the thinking and practice of religion teachers.
Reflection on implications

What Catholic religious educators have often talked about as faith development would
be more appropriately described as an emotional or personal component of religious
education. Vagueness in popular usage of the term faith development implies a
questionable view of the nature of religious faith; it presumes too narrow a
dependence on psychological processes (and more specifically, on emotional activity)
as the core pathway for the development of pupils’ religious faith. Such thinking tends
to devalue classroom religious education as if it were somehow less faith-intensive
than intimate group processes; and it tends to obscure the complexity in links between
religious education and students’ spiritual development. Examples of such
problematic thinking are still evident in contemporary Catholic religious education.
What is needed in Catholic religious education is a more discriminating use of the
concept faith development – in particular, a use that does three things:
1. reflects the important contribution of classroom teaching and learning;
2. does not oversimplify the complexities of spiritual development; and
3. acknowledges the tenuous links between teaching and young people’s
spiritual-moral development.
16.2.3 The development of diocesan guidelines for Catholic religious education
A 1997 article on Catholic schooling noted that the guidelines produced by various
Australian Catholic dioceses had contributed significantly to the support for Catholic
school Religious Education.10 In terms of the personnel, time, funds, trialling,
dissemination and inservice programs associated with these documents, their
development represented an extraordinary commitment to religious education in this
country. Many Catholic dioceses have their own guidelines, while some of the smaller
dioceses have adopted or modified the programs used in metropolitan centres.
The ways in which diocesan documents have affected classroom practice in
religious education have changed since the 1970s. Originally, they functioned as
guides, with extensive school-based curriculum development being the norm; the
school program was the focal point. While there has been little systematic research on
the effectiveness of diocesan guidelines as a strategy for improving the quality of
religious education, there were indications that in those early years they received little
attention from teachers, the exception being those responsible for the school
programming and resourcing of religious education.11
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In some instances, the choice of student resources was more influential in shaping
the curriculum than the diocesan documents. For example, in the 1990s, student
materials originally developed for Catholic religious education in New Zealand
(Understanding faith) were used extensively in Australian Catholic schools. An
Australian edition was produced and marketed successfully. Where these materials
were used, it would be difficult from classroom observation alone to determine which
particular diocesan guidelines the teachers were working from. The student materials
themselves had a significant influence on lesson-planning and classroom teaching.
This raised questions about whether or not diocesan curriculum documents resulted in
different and distinctive teaching styles and content selection for Catholic religious
education around the country.
However, as the 1990s progressed, and as school curricula generally became more
centralised around authoritative documents that spelled out specific outcomes, the
principal focus of attention shifted from the school religion program towards the
diocesan guidelines. School-based curriculum development in religious education
declined in the 1990s, even though the number of qualified religion teachers increased
considerably. The more prescriptive and extensive diocesan religion documents
included background theology and support material such as units of work, lists of
teaching resources and directions for pedagogy. Internal and external evaluations of
diocesan guidelines affirmed their role in support of religion teachers.
Since their first publication in the 1960s, generations of diocesan documents
reflected changes in thinking about the nature, purposes and methods of religious
education. Both the quest for personalism and relevance and the centrality of faith
development (16.2.1, 16.2.2) were evident; two aspects only will be considered here:
values and faith outcomes; and the ‘relevance’ of content.
Values and faith outcomes

In the 1990s, the outcomes format was adopted into various diocesan guidelines. With
measurable products, evidence-based reporting and an emphasis on effectiveness and
accountability, the outcomes-based religion curricula affected both teaching and
assessment. The new system appeared to work well for knowledge and skill
outcomes, but had difficulties when it came to the personal or values areas.12
The focus on knowledge and skills was beneficial in drawing attention to immediate
and achievable educational goals; to some extent, these were neglected where
excessive attention had been given to the aim of faith development. Also, the
outcomes orientation helped keep religious education on a par with other key learning
areas. But ambiguity remained about the use of values and faith outcomes – in
particular, questions about their nature and educational appropriateness, and about
whether or not they could be measured and reported in an ethical fashion.13
Relevant content

It is ultimately the Catholic bishop in each diocese who approves the diocesan
guidelines. The purpose of ‘handing on the religious tradition’ will therefore always
be prominent and will affect scope and content. While this emphasis does not in itself
make the material less student-centred, it contributes to the overall impression that the
documents are primarily concerned with ‘conserving’ the tradition. This is not
undesirable per se – giving young people access to their religious heritage. But
considered from the perspective of developing curricula that are personally relevant,
most diocesan guidelines are too tame. More issue-oriented content is needed.
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Reflection on implications
Faith and values outcomes as ‘hopes’

Problems with the use of values and faith outcomes can be addressed by
differentiating hopes from measurable outcomes. This solution is congruent with the
conclusions in 16.2.2 above – acknowledging the intricacy of links between
educational processes and desired spiritual development (see Chapter 13). While it is
important to articulate hopes that give a valuable direction to religious education, to
try to measure and assess them is ethically inappropriate.
Relevant content

While more attention will be given to what constitutes ‘personal relevance’ in the next
chapter, at this point it is sufficient to note that it means content that is perceived to be
important for the students’ lives: it has implications for life and is not just theoretical.
While theological and scriptural content may well be taught in ways that highlight
such implications, one could expect that personal and social issues would have more
natural relevance. If this is the case, then it would be desirable to include an
appropriate amount of issue-related content in the religion curriculum, giving it a
prominent place alongside traditional religious topics.
Given the origins and purposes of Catholic diocesan religious education documents,
it is unlikely that their ecclesiastical and theological emphasis will change – even
more the case in a time of religious conservatism. While many of the documents
include social justice and morality, the bulk of their content would be perceived as
traditionally religious because at heart the curricula are tradition-conserving. Such an
emphasis leaves little place for personal and social issues.14 However, even a marginal
increase in the proportion of issue-oriented content would be helpful. Such a change
could increase the perceived relevance of the religion curriculum without
compromising the attention given to traditional religious content. Relevance could
also be enhanced through pedagogy that taught religious content in a problem-posing
way.
16.2.4 Student resource materials
While diocesan curriculum documents have been prominent in the evolution of
Catholic school religious education in Australia, it was the student resources that gave
a better picture of developments. Apart from the catechisms of the early 1960s, some
primary school programs in the 1970s, and the Year 12 Come Alive series in 1970, the
Catholic dioceses did not invest significantly in producing student materials; their
interest was in guidelines that supported school-based curriculum development.
Hence the writers and publishers who produced student resources had a de facto
influence on the curriculum. This was evident as early as the 1960s when series of
student texts and program booklets developed in the United States were used
extensively in Australian Catholic schools; these gradually displaced the official
‘green’ and ‘red’ Australian catechisms used in primary and secondary schools. While
there were some texts and series produced in Australia (for example the Move out
program by Dove Communications and other programs at primary school level)
materials from the United States were more prominent (together with some from the
British Isles).15 The publication of the Year 12 program of booklets Come alive
sponsored by the Australian Catholic bishops in 1970 met with mixed success. While
the books became icons of the new experiential approach, they also prompted
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controversy because they were perceived by opponents as too non-traditional.16 This
would be the last major set of student resources produced by Australian Catholic
authorities for thirty years (with the exception of the Australian edition of the New
Zealand texts, Understanding faith).
Gradually more Australian texts were developed by individual educators and local
publishers, a trend that continued into the 2000s.17
In 2000, at the initiative of Archbishop Pell in Melbourne, a series of religion texts
(To Know, Worship and Love) was produced for K–10 students. After the Archbishop
moved to Sydney, the texts were revised and introduced in that archdiocese; the new
edition was also adopted in Melbourne and in a number of other Catholic dioceses.
These texts represented a major development in Australian Catholic religious
education. Also prominent during the 1990s and early 2000s were various commercial
texts produced to support the new Religion Studies programs that were popular at
Years 11–12 level in Catholic schools.18 More recently, texts have been developed in
support of Catholic Studies programs in the senior school.19
Interesting questions now arise as to the status of authoritative diocesan student
texts. Do they become the curriculum? How will they relate to diocesan guidelines?
Will they be the exclusive resources to be used in the classroom? In addition, the texts
have implications for pedagogy: How can set texts be used creatively? For
inexperienced teachers, and for those with an inadequate background in the subject,
the texts provided support for the students, giving them basic resources on the
syllabus. A key purpose in providing texts was to take Catholic teachings directly into
homes.
Reflection on implications

Improvement in the quality of classroom religious education draws on a number of
sources, especially the professional development of teachers, normative curriculum
documents and student resource materials. The history of Catholic school religious
education in Australia showed the prominence of all three.
If the case for more issue-oriented content and teaching is accepted, then the
challenge for student materials development is to give this aspect more attention. It is
to be expected that authoritative student texts such as To Know, worship and love
would not highlight this dimension, just as they do not have a strong place in
normative curriculum documents; the initiative will then rest with teachers to
incorporate more issue-oriented content into the school program and to find suitable
resources.
Every student resource makes an implied statement about the nature and purposes
of religious education – hence their ongoing development needs to acknowledge and
address conflicting views of what is appropriate content for religious education, and
what constitutes good pedagogy.20 Further research is needed to inform dialogue
about content and method; if a wide consensus is not achievable on this question, then
at least there should be a tolerant pluralism. The same question about content and
pedagogy is equally important for the next area to be considered: state-based Religion
Studies courses.
16.2.5 New state Religion Studies courses and the quest for academic credibility
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One of the major problems faced by Catholic school religious education for many
years has been its academic credibility, and its poor status in the eyes of students.
Catholic schools have long claimed that a subject like religion, which deals with
ultimate meaning, beliefs and values, should have a philosophically central place in
any school curriculum. However, the very subjects concerned specifically with the
personal and spiritual dimensions to life can have their credibility subverted by the
‘psychology of the learning environment’ (14.3.1). A number of factors have
influenced the poor level of involvement of many students in religious education,
even when they enjoyed it.21 Of particular interest here was its academic credibility –
or what students called its ‘mark status’.
Earlier, when the approach to Catholic religious education was experiential,
informal and community-oriented, some attempts were made to increase its academic
rigour at secondary level. This was a difficult task, not only because of student
perceptions, but because it went against the grain of teacher thinking at the time; the
‘academic’ and ‘personal’ approaches were felt to be incompatible, and it was the
latter that was in favour. By 1972, some Catholic school Year 11–12 religion
programs had gained partial accreditation as ‘Other approved studies’ in New
SouthWales; religious education was included on the graduating students’ final
certificate as a school-developed unit, but it did not count towards university entrance
scores.
Even though Tasmania had a fully accredited state Religion Studies course in the
1970s, it was not until the 1990s that these programs were introduced in the other
states, with the exception of the Northern Territory (see Part V).
Catholic schools embraced the new state courses enthusiastically. Catholic religious
educators from Education Offices, schools and the Australian Catholic University
were key players in the development of the courses and in the production of student
materials. The majority of the candidature of the Religion Studies (or studies of
religion) courses came from Catholic schools.
The courses were taken up for a number of reasons:


Their academic credibility helped religion to become more accepted as a regular,
examinable subject in the Catholic school curriculum.



The subject made a contribution to university matriculation requirements and
entrance scores.



Religion was presumed to be compulsory in the senior classes in Catholic schools;
with Religion Studies, there could be some academic recognition for their work.



The purposes of Religion Studies courses were considered appropriate enough to be
accommodated within the purposes of Catholic religious education.



The Religion Studies syllabuses tended to bypass ongoing debate about content and
method in Catholic religious education by providing clear content with examinable
outcomes; there is nothing like an examinable course to galvanise teachers’ efforts.



The educational purposes of Religion Studies seemed to some extent to avoid
problems associated with the excessive attention that had been given to long-term
religious goals like faith development and to ecclesial constructs like evangelisation
and catechesis.

The arrival of Religion Studies courses on the Australian educational scene, and the
way in which they were embraced by Catholic schools, have made an invaluable
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contribution to Catholic religious education; they became the de facto religion
curriculum for Years 11–12, along with religious activities like liturgy, prayer and
retreats. They enhanced the academic credibility of religious education, and this had
repercussions back through the junior secondary school. More importantly, they
provided a context within which students could experience the study of religion with
academic rigour.
So in effect, Religion Studies added a crucial element to the formula for Catholic
religious education: academic study and research, which had been difficult to achieve
earlier because of the non-accredited status of diocesan programs.
While currently Catholic school students make up the large majority of the
candidature in state Religion Studies courses in Australia, some Catholic educators
have doubts about their suitability – they would prefer more overt Catholic content
and are not comfortable with so much attention given to world religions. In New
South Wales, a diocesan program for Years 11–12 – like a Catholic studies course – is
endorsed as an approved program by the state Board of Studies, without university
entrance status. Some schools offer this and Studies of Religion as alternatives. It
remains to be seen if there will be a significant movement away from Religion Studies
programs towards Catholic studies.22
In schools that have both options it is evident that the selection of Catholic studies
is often made by students who wish to do the minimum. This is not necessarily an
anti-religious gesture; it may be a way of balancing the competitive pressures in the
final year of schooling. But for whatever the reasons, students in these classes have a
recognisably different and noticeably poorer attitude to engagement in studying
religion. It poses an interesting conundrum: the content in a school-based course may
be more relevant than that in a state Religion Studies course; but the students may get
less personal benefit from the former because they study it with ‘half a brain’;
whereas the latter, with less relevant content, may be more beneficial because they
study it with a ‘whole brain’.
Reflection on implications

If Catholic and other religious schools are to implement state-based Religion Studies
courses with confidence, there is a need for a good rationale to show how they
contribute to the school’s traditional religious purposes. Catholic schools have
embraced these programs with a general acceptance of their value both educationally
and with respect to their pupils’ spiritual development. But in the long term,
particularly when some oppose the adoption of such programs as compromising the
school’s Catholicity, a more comprehensive and robust case justifying their adoption
is required. As yet, this question has not been given the attention it warrants (cf.
Chapters 21–22); at this point it is pertinent to note some of the issues.
First, there is the question of harmonising the purposes of state courses with the
school’s aims for denominational religious education – in other words, showing how
Religion Studies are congruent with the school’s religious purposes. An analysis is
required that acknowledges theological and educational issues, as well as political
ones, and commonalities and differences between denominational religious education
and Religion Studies courses need to be articulated. For example, the following early
statement referring to the Victorian course gave the false impression that the two were
incompatible:
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A phenomenological approach to the study of religious traditions
has been adopted in the (Victorian) Religion and Society Study
Design. This is intended to encourage open, critical and
dispassionate study of religions throughout each unit in the Study
Design. The approach taken to Religion should not be confused
with religious education or Religious Instruction. These are two
quite different methodologies, both requiring a confessional
approach to the study of one religion only.23

The statement oversimplified relationships between the programs. Nevertheless, it
highlights problems to be negotiated.
On the positive side, the implementation of Religion Studies has helped resolve the
problematic dichotomy between the academic and personal dimensions to Catholic
religious education. As explained earlier, academic respectability seems to be an
essential element for a healthy personalism in any classroom studies (see Chapters
13–14). However, as far as personalism and relevance are concerned, Religion Studies
courses still have problems. In section 16.2.3 above, it was claimed that Catholic
diocesan curricula were too tame, with not enough content that is issue-oriented and
personally relevant. In general, state Religion Studies courses in Australia are also too
tame in their content, but for different reasons; their content is too traditional – in
terms of the world religions material in British school Religion Studies in the 1970s.
The principles for content selection and methodology for the Australian courses relied
too much on the dimensional analysis of religion derived from the work of Ninian
Smart, and from typological phenomenology.24 This resulted in content that was
mainly descriptive and factual, with little that was issue-oriented and personally
relevant.
While it would be a mistake to overload these courses with issues, the extent to
which they are present in current courses could well be increased. One state education
officer acknowledged that the Australian Religion Studies courses were politically
constrained to stay with what he called ‘traditional religious content’; they could not
afford to be controversial.
In both Catholic diocesan religion curricula and in state Religion Studies, the
content has a ‘political correctness’ about it that is influenced by their respective
contexts, inhibiting the inclusion of questions that are likely to be controversial. In the
former, the influence is primarily ecclesiastical, in the latter it is both political (to
satisfy different religious authorities that the content on their traditions is accurate and
adequate) and traditional (in tune with the 1970s world religions movement in British
Religion Studies). Both types of course need to be more issue-oriented; but such a
change has to be pursued diplomatically, because if the content is too controversial
the move will be counterproductive with respect to public opinion. Also, a course
overloaded with personal and social issues would be educationally unsound for
students. It is a question of finding the right balance.
In an educational environment where spiritual-moral issues are increasingly
becoming prominent across the curriculum, it would be ironic if such issues were
being better handled elsewhere in the curriculum where there was more freedom to
address them educationally. If issues are screened out of Religion Studies and
religious education, this could compromise the integrity of religion itself, which has
always been controversial; this also implies a narrow epistemological view of
religion. In addition, this view tends to ‘domesticate’ religion and it could reinforce
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for many young people their feeling that much of religion is irrelevant to their lives
anyway.
16.2.6 The spirituality of contemporary youth
The detailed consideration of youth spirituality in Chapters 8 and 9 is pertinent here.
At this point, it is sufficient to recall four key aspects:


It is often secular in tone and not so dependent on traditional religion.



It is eclectic drawing on a wide range of resources, not the least significant of which
is the world of film and television, and the entertainment and consumer industries that
support it.



Seeking identity is a major developmental task; it is difficult to balance the polarity
between the core personal need to have distinctive individuality and the feeling of a
sense of belonging to groups.



Personal freedom is presumed to be an absolute – at least in Western countries;
balancing freedom and responsibility is often problematic.

From within their life-world, many young people do not have a traditional view of
religion, and this affects the way they will approach its study. They start from the
position that religion may well be of interest and even important for them – but not
with the same sort of compelling importance that seemed to be the case for past
generations. Many youth just do not have the time and mental space for serious
attention to religion at this stage of their lives. While at times the search for meaning,
identity and spirituality will be prominent and engaging for youth, for much of their
time there is little need for it. And they can oscillate between these two states.
Reflection on implications

Religious educators need to develop a good understanding of the spirituality of
contemporary youth so that content and pedagogy take into account the ways in which
young people forge meaning and purpose, recognising that this is often quite different
in approach and emphasis from that of older generations.
Hence, religious education in the church school should not proceed from the
standpoint that the pupils are religious and want to immerse themselves in the study
of religion and acquire a religious identity. Rather, it should begin from the position
that any educated person needs to have a basic familiarity with their own religious
tradition, as well as being proficient in understanding other religions and
contemporary spiritual and moral issues. Understanding the role and psychological
functions of religion is also pertinent, while educational endeavours in this direction
should not aim at just a psychological reduction of religion.
While it is unrealistic to think that every topic in religious education should be
perceived by students as personal and relevant, there is good reason for trying to get a
significant amount of the content into this category. Research on religious education
in Europe shows why.
In his 1998 study, the Belgian scholar Herman Lombaerts described the situation in
Europe: ‘There are ever increasing efforts to have better more relevant and more
effective religious education, but increasingly, young people are choosing not to be
part of a practising community of faith.’25 Formal religion itself is no longer regarded
by many young people as a principal and relevant source for their spirituality and
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identity. It does have much to offer in this regard, but this is not acknowledged or
appreciated by the majority of the young. The situation of youth in Australia is not all
that different. Hence they are not at a spiritual starting point where the study of
traditional religious content, in the traditionally accepted way, is going to engage
them. Rather, they need to be educated in relation to issues in meaning, identity and
spirituality that bring them to the beginning point of seeing that religion does have
something valuable to contribute, and that it warrants study. Possible engagement in
systematic study of theology is further down the track as an option; getting to the
spiritual starting point is the task of the compulsory school religion curriculum.
Empirical research on German youth by Nipkow in the 1990s found that if the
teaching of religion did not focus in some way on what young people perceived to be
the main spiritual and moral issues of the day, then they tended to regard descriptive
content as religious paraphernalia, more concerned with institutional maintenance
than with people’s search for meaning and values.26 Similar findings were returned in
an extensive survey of students in Catholic schools in Italy in 1991.27 Teachers and
scholars in the United Kingdom, Ireland and other European countries have verbally
reported the same interpretation. It is likely that research would yield similar findings
in Australia. Nipkow considered that religious education should follow a principle he
called ‘elementarisation’; that is, it should focus on ‘elementary’ or fundamental
spiritual issues that youth see as relevant to their life and world, so that whatever their
formal religious affiliation or lack of it, the study of religion will be valuable for their
spiritual life.

16.3 Other perspectives that should have a bearing on the further
development of Catholic school religious education
This chapter has identified key principles and issues that emerged in the historical
development of religious education in Australian Catholic schools. However, there are
other perspectives that have as yet had little impact on theory and practice. They will
be signposted briefly as part of the future agenda, while not addressed in any detail.
16.3.1 The development of personal meaning and identity
The last sections of Chapter 21 looked at trends in religious education in the United
Kingdom and continental Europe which showed a range of new developments in
theory and practice. They were presented as part of a spectrum of approaches that
could be used for locating and evaluating Australian Religion Studies courses. They
are just as challenging for denominational religious education. For example, they
show that increasing attention has been given to the development of personal identity
and meaning as a principal operation of religious education. In Australia, phrases like
‘helping young people in their search for meaning’ have been reasonably common in
writing about religious education; but little has been done to expand on what this
means in any detail – with even less written about what is involved in personal
identity development. Hence, the agenda on meaning and identity taken up in Part II
of this volume is pertinent. The final part of Chapter 6 examined British and European
research and writings concerned with the role of education or religious education in
promoting young people’s identity development. The references are listed in note 32
in that chapter.
16.3.2 Addressing questions raised by cultural postmodernity
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Until fairly recently, for most people in Western societies, their ultimate meaning was
a religious belief system that strongly influenced their thinking and spirituality. This
remains the case for some. But for others, the onset of what is called cultural
postmodernity has changed the way they interact with religious traditions. There has
been a radical shift towards a more hermeneutic consciousness of reality; there is a
more widely accepted view that religious conceptions of reality are ‘interpretations’,
and that reality is larger than any one religion can adequately grasp. Hence the
traditional doctrines of religion do not have the same compelling power over what
people believed as formerly. They themselves are now judging the appropriateness of
beliefs, according to their own lights and experience. This has tended to rupture
traditional patterns in the understanding of religion and ways of relating to it; while
for others, the change is resisted as they take defensive refuge in the way they have
always believed. Divisions between the religious and the non-religious aspects of life
tend to break down, creating difficulties as regards the nature and function of
spirituality. This new cultural situation creates problems for religious educators who
are structurally located in a religious school with institutional sponsorship and
loyalties, while they are trying to comprehend and address the problem of educating
children to survive and flourish in a postmodern world (see relevant sections in Part
II).
16.3.3 The hermeneutic task of religious education
Given a social context of postmodernity, the hermeneutic function of religious
education becomes more prominent, as evident in British and European developments
(21.4.9). While the educational implications in hermeneutics have been considered,
little attention has been given to its significance for Australian religious education.28
16.3.4 Other trends in religious education in the United Kingdom and
continental Europe
Other aspects of British and European religious education that have potential
implications in Australia include ideas about constructivist theory, cultural and
religious plurality and contextuality, and ‘critical’ religious literacy (21.4.8).29
16.3.5 The spiritual-moral dimension to the school curriculum
Church schools have often made use of the ‘permeation’ theory as regards their
spiritual-moral influence on pupils. Gospel values are said to ‘pervade’ the school.
However, such generalisations in mission statements need to be elaborated
considerably to spell out what is actually entailed in school structures, curriculum and
social life. The conceptualisation of the spiritual-moral dimension to the school
curriculum in Part III may help with this clarification.

16.4 Conclusion
This interpretation of the history of Catholic school religious education through the
lens of six themes does not cover every historical detail. But it shows a spectrum of
the intentions and practice that have developed over the years. Religion teachers can
be located on this spectrum depending on the positions they take on each thematic.
Thinking about religious education has changed principally in response to cultural
changes in which people, and youth in particular, no longer look to established
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religious traditions as central reference points in their construction of meaning. Some
significant adjustments in purposes and practice are needed if religious education is to
be relevant – as considered further in the following chapters.
Many of the authorities in Catholic education would not be positioned at the leading
edge of this thinking; they retain more traditional assumptions about the role of the
Church as an institution. Hence there remains a tension in expectations between
educators who are trying to address the problems related to cultural modernity and
those who do not see the current situation in the same light. What the former see as
much needed changes in content and pedagogy to address problems will be regarded
by the latter as unnecessary, because they do not diagnose the social situation in the
same way, or at least not to the same extent. In the extreme, some of the former will
be focusing on young people’s ‘quest for meaning’, while some of the latter will be
more concerned with a ‘quest for orthodoxy’. In this instance they are not talking the
same language of religious education. Nevertheless, debate and dialogue are needed
between people at different points on the spectrum of intentions to see what can be
done to make religious education within Catholic schools relevant to the spiritualmoral development of pupils.
Part of the difficulty is that the great success of Catholic schools in the wellrounded education they provide and in their popularity with students, parents and
teachers can be misread as an indication that religious education must also be in ‘good
shape’. It is not that Catholic religious education is in ‘bad shape’, but there is always
room for ongoing refinement to make it more personally relevant for its pupils. There
is some dissonance between prevailing understandings of religious education and a
diagnosis of the cultural and psychological situation of many youth. This dissonance
could be reduced, and the personal relevance of religious education enhanced by even
a small shift towards a more issues-oriented approach. This is not a new trend that
needs to be pushed to the limit; there already are content and pedagogy that satisfy the
criteria. But what is needed is a greater proportion than there is at present.
It may seem ironic that we regard ‘personalism’ and ‘relevance’ as key issues for
Catholic religious education today; they were sought after vigorously in the 1970s and
1980s, but the structural and pedagogical formula then was too informal and
artificially personal. Today the question is being asked again. But this time, with a
wiser perspective on historical developments, it should be possible to make a more
substantial and lasting improvement.
While the chapter has argued the case for change, it is acknowledged that what is
meant by ‘relevance’ ‘personalism’ and ‘issue-oriented’ content and pedagogy need
further clarification; these questions will be taken up in the next chapter.
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