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Good morning.

Thank you for that introduction and thank you to everyone for attending today. 

My goal today is to open the discussion on the incredibly important subject – Religious Education in a Catholic school. I am sure you will all agree that teaching this subject, particularly in a Catholic context is one of the most challenging roles. 
More than any other subject, RE requires a relationality and a vulnerability not required of any other specialists and it begs the question - how do we support RE teachers both now and in the future? 

This question has been at the forefront of my leadership as a Head of RE and was the catalyst for my research as part of my Masters in Religious Education. 

The goal of this session is to share with you some of my findings and some recommendations that are currently working in my own context. Whilst I work in a secondary setting, I believe some of these outcomes may be transferable into the primary setting as well.
I would also love this to be interactive so please feel free to interrupt at any point if you would like to add to the discussion. 


Firstly, I thought I might explain my title. I was teaching in a diocesan co-educational Catholic school for a year and had mostly Year 10 classes. During the very last lesson, a student who was relatively new to the College, raised her hand and asked this question: Miss, who is this Jesus bloke that everyone keeps banging on about?  Not only had she been in my RE, House Group, English and History classes, she had attended the recent Retreat Day and had participated in prayer and liturgy willingly. It was at that point that I realized there are no norms in a Catholic school anymore. As a cradle to grave Catholic myself, my own experiences of being raised in a Catholic family, educated at a Catholic school, living at a Catholic College at University were not the norm for the majority of people anymore. Cultural Catholicism has been replaced by pluralism and this means that Religious Education must undertake an enormous shift in how we disseminate both Catholic and Christian teachings. 

The 2021 Census revealed increasing diversity in the religions Australians identified, reflecting continuing changes in our social attitudes and belief systems. The numbers of people with a Christian affiliation dropped from 52 to 43 % and just on 20% identify as Catholic. At St Ursula’s we have a current enrolment of around 550 students with an 80-20 split between day students and boarders. Of these numbers, approximately 40% of students are baptized Catholics, even fewer have completed their Confirmation and Eucharist, and a bare minimum attend Mass on a regular basis. I am sure this is a similar pattern across all Australian Catholic schools.

So, within this increasing secularization and indifferent attitudes to religion, how do we support our RE teachers?


Context of research

Increasing diversity, pluralism and secularism

Catholic identity and affiliation with practiced religion on the
decline

Catholic school populations reflect Australian trends
What does this mean for our RE teachers in the classroom?@
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The 2021 Census revealed increasing diversity in the religions Australians identified, reflecting continuing changes in our social attitudes and belief systems. The numbers of people with a Christian affiliation dropped from 52 to 43 % and just on 20% identify as Catholic. At St Ursula’s we have a current enrolment of around 550 students with an 80-20 split between day students and boarders. Of these numbers, approximately 40% of students are baptized Catholics, even fewer have completed their Confirmation and Eucharist, and a bare minimum attend Mass on a regular basis. I am sure this is a similar pattern across all Australian Catholic schools.

So, within this increasing secularization and indifferent attitudes to religion, how do we support our RE teachers?
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My research aimed to answer two questions:

What factors impact on self-efficacy beliefs of teachers of RE?
What support do they require to build self-efficacy?

For a definition of self-efficacy, I turned to Bandura’s (1977) groundbreaking research which found that “the higher the level of induced self-efficacy, the higher the performance accomplishments and the lower the emotional arousal” (p. 122). So, I wanted to find out how best to support my teachers both personally and professionally to deliver programs that critically form students in a Catholic worldview which is vastly different from the secular world in which they live. 

I sent out an anonymous survey using Microsoft Forms and received back six, very detailed and honest responses. 
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I decided to research using a qualitative methodology as this allows multiple realties of the same experience (Huberman & Miles, 2002). 

I employed an ethnographic case study as my research design because it allows me to examine a cultural group with shared beliefs, values and language within the natural setting of the school. 

I sent out an anonymous survey using Microsoft Forms and received back six, very detailed and honest responses. 

Questions included:

What do you consider the challenges for teachers of RE at this school?
Thinking about Term One, what topics were more difficult to teach than others?
What support do you need to be effective as an RE teacher?
Rating scale 1-10 -  how confident are you in your ability to deliver RE curriculum at this school?
Any other comments about your experience teaching RE?




Table 1

Fi n d i n g S . Frequency of reference to themes by participants at St Mary’s School
Theme Number of references
Teacher support 16
Student attitudes to religion 16
Teacher efficacy 7
Professional Development 6
Other challenges 2
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From the surveys, I found there were five main themes that emerged from the data:

Teacher support – whilst this seems obvious, RE teachers require additional support from their HODs and Leadership teams. Teachers commented that they felt RE could be “endlessly frustrating” and that teaching RE is “spiritually tiring”.
This was mostly as a result of student attitudes towards religion. Teachers acknowledged that students “do not see RE as a way of engaging in life” and many were apathetic due to “parent attitudes” and having a “fixed mindset” and “preconceived ideas of faith”. The rise of the ‘nones’ that is reflective in Australian society is also present in our student body. 
What was very surprising was their ratings in regard to their confidence in their own ability to teach RE.  Responses ranged from a low of 5 to a top of 10 with a median of 7.8. A mode point of 8 reflected a greater level of confidence among the participants. Their high confidence ratings was a result of access to resources, perceived support from the HOD and leadership for the subject and the ability to discuss content and share resources in an open and supportive environment. 
We haven’t time today to go through all of my findings but clearly access to ongoing and purposeful professional development was seen as central to building self-efficacy in the department. 

Break for Q & A and discussion (5 minutes).  Do these findings reflect your own school context? 




Jsions and
recommendations:

1. Establish 2. Provide funding and 3. Support peer- 4. Improve the status

Communities of additional time observation of RE and acceptance of RE

Practice to support RE allocation for formation teachers in action to in the wider curriculum

teachers (both new opportunities to improve confidence by educating peers,

and experienced) improve self-efficacy around delivery of parents and the wider
beliefs curriculum content community.
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The data confirmed that student attitudes towards RE impact significantly on teacher self-efficacy. A recent paper by the National Catholic Education Commission (2018) noted the “growing indifference and event hostility to religion” (p. 8) in Catholic schools.  So what mechanisms can a HOD or College leadership put in place to support RE teachers?

Establish Communities of Practice – this enables a collective process of learning (Wenger, 2000); supports those new to the subject; alleviates anxiety around teaching topics that are perceived as difficult or challenging. For example, my own Dept meetings have changed from focusing on administrative matters to discussing what we call “Hard Topics”. Within a closed and supportive environment, we have unpacked topics such as the Church’s attitude to homosexuality and gay marriage, gender identity, sacraments, evolution and natural law theory. These were very open sessions where teachers could ask questions and we found solutions that might help us to answer these tricky questions we get in class. 
Shared teaching and learning resources – we establish a term planner with topics, resources and learning activities as a collective group. These are published to students and parents and ensure consistent pedgagocial practices across the subject. 
Funding for formation and PD – whole school staff retreat days have become a regular on our school calendar. We also have 5 hours a year focused on religious literacy. This may include the exploration of themes in Church documents, theology or Papal Encyclicals. This year we unpacked Pope Francis’ Laudato Si’ (2015) then went to the movies as a teaching body to see ”The Letter”. 
Peer observation and team teaching.  We have a public whiteboard where teachers can nominate a lesson or part of a lesson that is open for observation. This has worked very well especially in the senior space with Study of Religion and Religion and Ethics courses. 
We are still working on number 4!  We recognize that parents’ own experiences of RE growing up are regular responsible for current biases and antagonisms. We discuss our RE program with every student during enrolment interviews; however, this continues to be a challenge. 
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Thank you very much for listening today. I hope you found these recommendations useful in some way. I am passionate about RE and personally think it is a wonderful subject to teach. My greatest fear is that RE fades into the background in a Catholic school so I will continue to promote and support my teachers, so they feel confident about entering the RE space; watering it down is not an option if we are to continue the mission of the Church in spreading the gospel messages of Jesus. 

Hopefully, that young girl who was in my Year 10 class continues to ask questions about this bloke Jesus – our job then, will be done. 

Q &  A and wrap up. 
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