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ABSTRACT

In several states of Australia, parents who send their children to public schools can
also elect that they participate in special religious education (SRE). SRE is taught in public
schools during school hours by visiting teachers who provide education in the beliefs and
practices of their religion. The religious organisations that these SRE teachers represent are
responsible for both the selection and training of SRE teachers, and the provision of
curriculum. Although SRE is common in many public schools, little is known about the

distinctive nature of its pedagogy.

Although there are many similarities between SRE pedagogy and other pedagogy
(including religious education), its particular features are of interest in this thesis. SRE
teaches about belief from a faith perspective which is a source of motivation for all teachers
who volunteer to teach children in public schools in NSW and Victoria. SRE is timetabled in
school hours and yet is not part of the school curriculum; and it is taught by visiting teachers
who may be passionate about their beliefs and the need to share these with young people but
are also subject to the contingencies of classrooms arrangements which are often
inhospitable. These factors influence the knowledge, values and practices of SRE teachers
which can be seen through three broad, interrelated lenses - epistemological, axiological and
methodological. It is therefore important to understand how SRE teachers’ experiences and
beliefs influence these three aspects of the pedagogy they embody in the classrooms they visit
and the ways in which they struggle to reach the children in these irregular classroom

encounters.

In order to discover how SRE pedagogy looks to its teachers and to do justice to the
ways they construed their calling and pedagogic response to this I needed to attend closely to
the words they used to describe their work and to tease out those categories that were
common across the cohort of 23 teachers in all their differences. Constructivist grounded
theory was chosen as the basis of the methodology both because it provided an opportunity
for the voices of the SRE teachers to be heard and because it is well suited to research that
explores issues where there has been limited academic consideration. Using the categories
generated from the analysis, and examining them in relation to relevant theoretical
perspectives from other social and educational researchers, a theoretical framework for
understanding SRE pedagogy was then constructed. Data for this study was collected from

twenty three SRE teachers between 2010 and 2012. SRE teacher interviews were chosen as
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the initial source of data. In addition, reflective journals and follow-up interviews further
enhanced the depth of the analysis. Constructivist grounded theory enabled me to attend
closely to the words the SRE teachers used to describe their teaching and the conditions

shaping their classroom actions.

The data analysis was extensive; data from the teachers’ interviews and journals was
initially coded through line-by-line coding and then through focused coding where salient
codes were brought to the forefront. As analysis continued conceptual categories were
constructed through an iterative process involving a continuous returning to the data, the
focused codes, and the construction of conversations derived from the teachers’ words. The
analysis underscored how the historical and institutional context of SRE, and the place of
religious belief in SRE teaching, both influence SRE pedagogy. At the heart of SRE
pedagogy is an emphasis on the relational aspect of teaching. This relational teaching is
embedded in the way that the SRE teachers bring their belief to their students and the
vulnerability they experience as they do this. Each of these aspects are subject to the realities

of teaching in schools and classrooms that are not their own.

The analysis led to the construction of four conceptual categories that capture the
distinctive nature of SRE pedagogy for the SRE teachers. These are the SRE teachers’ (i)
experiences of guest/host relationships; (i1) experiences of vulnerability and authority; (ii1)
beliefs around truth and hope; and (iv) belief in the importance of relational teaching. These
four categories come together to form the SRE Pedagogy Lotus where subsequent layers are
embedded within the previous layer. The SRE Pedagogy Lotus is a useful heuristic for
representing and understanding the distinctive nature of SRE pedagogy. It represents how the
interconnectedness of the four categories with relational teaching at the heart of SRE teaching
were constructed in the analysis. Experiences of being a guest and host form the outer layer
of the lotus because these experiences impact all aspects of SRE. As SRE teachers cross the
threshold of public schools they become the guests of both the school and the classroom
where they teach. Regardless of whether these experiences are positive or negative, the

awareness of being a guest influences the SRE teachers’ pedagogy.

In the second layer of the SRE Pedagogy Lotus, SRE teachers experience both
vulnerability and authority. SRE teachers experience vulnerability because they teach about
something that is deeply important to them within the context of the guest/host relationships

that they encounter. Experiences of vulnerability are also related to the SRE teachers’
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perceived lack of authority they contend with in the classroom. Paradoxically, the SRE
teachers’ experience of vulnerability and lack of authority is counterbalanced by their
expressed belief that they teach under the authority of God who has called them to teach SRE

and they believe joins them in the classroom.

Truth and Hope is the third layer of the SRE Pedagogy Lotus. While the SRE teachers
express belief in the absolute truth of God’s word, as they teach they selectively work with
this truth to make it accessible for their students. Similarly, the SRE teachers express both an
eschatological and an immediate hope in their teaching. They have an eschatological hope
that their teaching will have deep, spiritual impact on their students in the future. But they
also have an immediate hope that each lesson will unfold in positive ways, engaging their

students with ideas about faith that are shared in a class.

Relational teaching lies at the centre, or heart, of SRE pedagogy. The SRE teachers
emphasise how developing a good relationship with their students helps them to establish a
positive learning environment. However, the SRE teachers also bring a spiritual dimension to
the importance they place on developing good relationships with their students. Their
expressed belief that God is relational, their sense of calling to SRE and their desire to share
the possibility of having a relationship with God drives them to work on positive

relationships with their students.

This thesis underscores the distinctive nature of SRE pedagogy that is reflected in the
SRE teachers' epistemology, axiology and methodology. The SRE Pedagogy Lotus provides
a helpful heuristic for understanding SRE pedagogy and highlights the need for teaching
resources that support this pedagogy and for training and support of SRE teachers in the four
layers of SRE pedagogy.
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