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Section 1

Introductory
Material



Introduction

his resource presents a new approach to Religious Education (RE) in
Primary Schools. It is called ‘the RE-searchers approach

The RE-searchers approach encourages pupils to think about the
significance and effectiveness of different methodologies and methods
of enquiry in RE. To make these accessible to young children, we have
personified some of them as cartoon characters.

Individually these characters are called Debate-it-all Derek, Ask-it-all
Ava, Have-a-go Hugo, and See-the-story Suzie, but collectively they're
known as the 'RE-searchers’ Each character holds different assumptions
about religion(s) and advocates different research methods (e.g.
questioning and arguing, interviewing and empathizing, participating
and experiencing, and narrating and exploring interpretations). Like the
methodologies and methods they represent, each character’s approach
to studying religion(s) has different strengths and weaknesses. Once
acquainted with our characters and their respective characteristics as
researchers, pupils can metaphorically call upon them or assume their
identities, in pursuit of different understandings of religion(s). This means
undertaking the activities, and manifesting the research preferences,
values and aims, that are associated with each of the characters.

The characters we have developed so far are indicative rather than
comprehensive. We would welcome the creation of many more, rooted in
the interpretations, methodologies and methods deployed in theological
and religious studies, and that cohere with the knowledge, skills and
experiences of teachers and pupils.

This resource includes details of the RE-searcher characters, some
practical examples of how we have implemented the RE-searchers
approach to promote methodologically-orientated RE, and some feedback
from early adopters of the approach. If you are interested in the approach,
and want to try it in your classroom, then we would be delighted to hear
from you. Please contact either Giles Freathy or Rob Freathy by
email: gilesfreathy@hotmail.com or rj k. freathy@ex.ac.uk.

This resource represents one of the outcomes of the research project:
RE-searchers: A critical dialogic approach to Religious Education in primary
schools. Undertaken by researchers at the University of Exeter, under the
directorship of Dr Rob Freathy, and in partnership with Giles Freathy of
Sir Robert Geffery’s Church of England Voluntary Aided Primary School in
Cornwall, the project set out to further develop the RE-searchers approach.
[t ran from January to December 2014.

We would like to thank Culham St Gabriel's Trust for their generous
sponsorship of the research. We would also like to thank the headteacher,
teachers and pupils of Sir Robert Geffery’s School for their contribution
to the success of this project. And finally, we would like to thank all
those teachers whose feedback has helped shape our work, especially
those whom we met through the South West Learn, Teach, Lead RE'
Project (http://www.ltlre.org).


mailto:gilesfreathy%40hotmail.com?subject=
http://www.ltlre.org

Foundations

The RE-searchers approach is one example of a broader pedagogy of RE
that we are developing at the University of Exeter. This pedagogy is being
designed primarily with a view to implementing it in multi-faith RE in
schools without a religious affiliation, but it can be applied in the context
of many different forms of RE (mono- or multi-faith) and many different
types of school (those with and without a religious character). The range
of teachers and schools who have shown an interest in our approach
evidences this versatility.

Our approach is predicated on the assumption that the main
purpose of RE is to initiate pupils into the disciplinary knowledge
and skills associated with the communities of academic enquiry
concerned with theological and religious studies. In other words, to
draw pupils into the kind of informed, critical and sensitive dialogues
which are at the heart of academic studies of religion(s), and to teach
pupils how to participate in the sort of academic enquiries which give rise
to knowledge and understanding of religion(s). The justification for this
is simple. In the past, present and probable future, religions have been,
continue to be, and are likely to remain, significant socially, culturally,
economically, politically, morally, locally, globally, personally and/or
publicly. Because of this, religions are worthy of being studied seriously
in schools.

Our pedagogy is critical, dialogic and enquiry-based. It seeks to move
beyond old-style ‘paradigm wars'in which different pedagogies are seen
to be in competition with one another. Instead, it promotes the use of
multiple perspectives, multiple theories, and multiple methodologies
and methods in teaching and learning in RE. Thereby, the RE curriculum is
characterized as a bricolage, and teachers and pupils are characterized as
bricoleurs, utilizing a range of tools and materials to develop knowledge
and understanding of religion(s). Our developing pedagogy is built on the
following foundations:

The landscape of religions...

Religions are complex, diverse, multi-faceted, evolving and multi-
dimensional phenomena including, for example, doctrines, laws,
literatures, languages, narratives, traditions, histories, institutions,
communities, people, places, practices and materialities (e.g. buildings
and artefacts).

There are multiple methodologies and methods for generating
knowledge and understanding of religion(s), drawn from multiple
disciplinary perspectives (e.g. theological, philosophical, historical,
archaeological, linguistic, literary, psychological, sociological, cultural
and anthropological).

But there is no neutral vantage point from which to explore religions.
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There are many ways to map and explore religious territories...

A multi-perspectival, multi-methodological and multi-method
pedagogy avoids promoting certain approaches, and understandings
of religion(s), over others.

If only one approach to, or understanding of, religion(s) is adopted,
then pupils are not given the freedom to see religion(s) from
alternative viewpoints.

A critical pedagogy exposes the assumptions underlying the
interpretations, methodologies and methods encountered in RE, and
enables pupils to become more autonomous and self-regulating
learners.

So, we suggest that RE should...

provide opportunities for open-ended, shared enquiries in
which pupils can learn about, implement and evaluate multiple
methodologies and methods as they co-construct knowledge in
collaboration with the teacher and their peers;

enable teachers and pupils to look both through and at different
interpretative lenses;

draw pupils into dialogues about methodological and hermeneutical

issues, and in so doing, learn to listen to others and see through their

eyes, so that they may ask different questions and encounter different
answers; and

give opportunity for pupils to ‘reflect’ on their own dispositions and
worldviews, and how these affect, and are affected by, their learning.

Navigating religious terrains, using the RE-searchers approach,
requires teachers to:

think about route maps, modes of transport and equipment
(methods), as much as the ground to be covered (contents) and the
selected destination (aims);

treat pupils as co-travellers rather than followers;

enable these intrepid explorers to develop their own understandings
of what they encounter;

allow them to write their own travel diaries not merely read the guide
books of others; and

equip them with what they will need in order to undertake subsequent
learning journeys into unfamiliar religious environments on their own.



Implications for
assessment

In short, using the RE-searchers approach can help with learning about
religion(s) and learning how to learn about religion(s) by creating a
balance between:

1. subject content and issues of representation (i.e. what is being learnt
about, and why)

2. learning processes and research methods (i.e. how it is being learnt
about, and why)

3. personal evaluation and self-reflection (i.e. who is the learner, and why
this matters)

To reflect the re-balancing of the aims, methods and content of RE which
is demanded by all of the above, a new assessment framework is required.
The assessment framework presented below incorporates the three areas
of assessment prioritised by the RE-searchers approach: (1) how well pupils
represent religion(s); (2) how well pupils research religion(s); and (3) how
well pupils reflect on their own worldviews in relation to their research.

Area of assessment

Pupils should be able to Language, literacy and
demonstrate: communication skills

Represent

(Representation of religion(s))

T1a) Factual knowledge of
religion(s)

1b) Conceptual knowledge and
understanding of religion(s)

Research

(Interpretations, methodologies and
methods)

2a) Knowledge of interpretations,
methodologies and methods
used in the study of religion(s)

Record, recount and respond

2b) Knowledge of how to plan, (Read, write, listen and speak)
carry out and evaluate an
enquiry to study religion(s)

Reflect

(Reflection and reflexivity)

3a) Knowledge of their own
worldviews

3b) Knowledge of how their own
worldviews influence, and are
influenced by, their learning
about religion(s)




Using the
RE-searchers
approach in your
RE classroom
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In order to implement the RE-searchers approach in such a way as to co-
here faithfully with the above theoretical foundations, RE lessons should:

include the explicit teaching of the RE-searcher characters'names,
aims, values and preferred research methods, in order to learn about
some approaches to learning about religion(s);

facilitate discussion and evaluation of a wide range of perspectives
when teaching about religion(s); as well as considering how religion(s)
can be studied using the RE-searcher characters;

initiate pupils into some of the many methodologically- and
hermeneutically-orientated dialogues that form the multi-disciplinary
fields of theological and religious studies, by expanding the number of
RE-searcher characters with which they are familiar and enabling them
to imagine and explore the conversations which may occur between
the characters;

require pupils to undertake the activities and adopt the research
preferences, values and aims derived from the RE-searchers’
character descriptions and tostay in role; acting according to their
understanding of that character;

provide high-quality and first-hand experience of what it means to
study religion(s);

require pupils to be joint researchers working alongside teachers to
consider the nature of religion(s), and to investigate the effectiveness
of different methodologies and methods of studying religion(s);
ensure that through open-ended shared enquiry, pupils acquire the
knowledge and skills associated with the communities of academic
enquiry concerned with theological and religious studies;

facilitate dialogue about the significance, effectiveness and
appropriateness of each RE-searcher character's approach to the
study of religion(s);

require pupils to consider which of the RE-searchers’ approaches

(if any) cohere with their own research strengths and interests;
encourage pupils to critically analyse different approaches to studying
religion(s) including the RE-searchers approach;

give pupils an opportunity to reflect on their own worldviews, and
how these affect, and are affected by, their learning; and

work towards pupils being able independently to plan, manage and
evaluate their own research.

For practical examples of how to enable pupils to get into role, how to
facilitate enquiry-based teaching and learning, and how to promote
methodologically-orientated dialogue, please see Section Three. Further
reading on the approach is included in Section Five.



Enquiry-based
teaching and learning

Dimensions of enquiry-based
teaching and learning

The RE-searchers approach encourages enquiry-based teaching and
learning. In practice, this means making decisions about the extent to
which RE lessons should focus on (i) knowledge and skills to be taught by
the teacher, or (i) practical, participative and inter-active learning by the
pupils, as well as thinking about the extent to which they should focus
on (iii) the products of research or (iv) the processes of research. Different
teachers will emphasise different elements. The RE-searchers approach
incorporates elements of each dimension.

Focus on
2 practical, participative and inter-active 4
learning by the pupils
Discussing and engaging with Undertaking primary research
knowledge of religion(s) and seeing individually, in groups or as a
it as the product of other people’s class (e.g. undertaking participant
research (e.g. critically engaging with observations or critically analysing
methodological issues) texts) and discussing and engaging
critically with the results
Focus on Focus on
the product the process
of research of research
Learning about the knowledge Learning about research methods and
of religion(s) produced by other developing skills and techniques (e.g.
researchers (e.g. reading textbooks learning how to undertake interviews
and websites) or engage in critical philosophical
debates)
Focus on
1 knowledge and skills to be 3
taught by teacher

Adapted from Healey, M. ‘Linking research
and teaching: exploring disciplinary
spaces and the role of inquiry-based
learning’ In R. Barnett (Ed.) (2005)
Reshaping the University. McGraw Hill/
Open University Press, pp. 67-78.
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In terms of sequencing, the RE-searchers approach might follow from

the bottom-left quadrant (1), to the top-left quadrant (2), the bottom-
right quadrant (3), and lastly, the top-right quadrant (4). To aid the
planning of such enquiry-based teaching and learning, this sequence
can be represented as an enquiry cycle (see below). This is indicative
rather than prescriptive, to be used as a guide rather than implemented
mechanistically. The cycle can be planned over any time frame and depth
(within or across lessons or units of work), and the extent to which any of
the following steps is pursued is a matter to be decided upon by teachers.
Similarly, it might be that particular lessons/units are dedicated to one
element only (e.g. the development of the understanding/skills of a
particular RE-searcher/methodology).



Use existing knowledge to identify
a problem/issue relating to a given
topic and stimulate pupils’ curiosity

In doing so, pupils learn about, discuss
and engage critically with their own
and other researchers'representations
of religion(s) (e.g. teachers, textbook
writers, website developers and
television scriptwriters).

Conclusion

Pupils are asked to present answers
to the research questions. They are
given an opportunity to evaluate the
methodology/method used in the
enquiry and to discuss its strengths
and weaknesses. They are asked to be
reflexive about their worldviews, and
the impact their worldviews had on
their learning, and the impact their
learning had on their worldviews.
Finally, they are asked to discuss what
further research is required, and what
new problems and issues have arisen.

Analyse and discuss the findings
and results

Pupils analyse the findings and discuss
the results. They make sense of, and
make meaning from, the findings and
results.

Section 1

Identify new problems/issues
relating to the given topic arising
from the previous enquiry

Use existing knowledge to find out
about, discuss and engage critically
with how the pupils and other
researchers have represented this

topic and the related problems/issues.

Give pupils an opportunity to
reflect on the chosen topic and
encourage them to ask questions

In doing so, pupils are given an
opportunity to consider ‘what do |
think?' - they are encouraged to be
reflexive about their own worldview
and how it might influence, or be
influenced by, learning about the
given topic.

Select research question(s) and
plan the enquiry

Teachers and/or pupils choose

one or more research questions

and select an appropriate research
methodology and method by which
to undertake the enquiry. They learn
about the methodology and method
and develop the relevant skills and
techniques.

Implement the research plan

To undertake the enquiry, pupils show
competence in applying the selected
research methodology and method,
and gathering the relevant data
where required.
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The Characters
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Ask-it-all Aya

Section 2 -

n this section, we provide profiles for the RE-searcher characters (Ask-it-all
Ava, Debate-it-all Derek, Have-a-go Hugo, and See-the-story Suzie). Each
profile contains the following items:

1. A character description with an accompanying illustration

The character description explains the character’s research preferences,
values and aims at the greatest level of complexity required in the primary
phase. Regardless of the year group you are required to teach, it will be
useful for you to have a real flavour of the character so that your choices
when planning align with the character about whom the pupils are
beginning to construct an understanding.

2. Differentiated character descriptors for use across the
primary phase

Here you can find differentiated descriptors which not only present

the characters at a level of complexity appropriate for different ages

(from reception to Upper Key Stage 2), but also contain within them an

indication of what might be expected from pupils role-playing each of

these characters at each stage.

3. Information sheets to help you communicate the character’s
preferred activities and values
To help you communicate the characters'research preferences, values
and aims, without reading the character descriptor each time, we have
developed symbolic representations of the key activities and values that
are important to each character. The images and corresponding labels
presented in these sections are a useful quick reference guide for each
character. Once taught, the images and labels should bring to mind prior
learning and act as a guide to pupils making decisions in character.

4. A summary profile poster for the character

As a further quick reference guide we have included a profile poster which
summarizes the main characteristics of each character. This could be easily
adapted to be a playing-card size aide memoir to be perhaps kept on a
key-ring and used by pupils and teachers alike.

5. A self-assessment tool

The next item is a self-assessment tool which is best used as a stimulus for
dialogue about a pupil’s performance in the role of the relevant character.
From each character, five characteristics have been derived which

pupils are expected to display when in role. Pupils are required to score
themselves out of four to show the extent to which they demonstrate
these characteristics. Four is the highest and one the lowest. The profile
resembles a starfish. On each leg of the starfish is the aforementioned

1-4 scale. Pupils place a cross on each leg to indicate their judgement.



Debate-it-all Derek
Self-Assessment Profile

Explore and test
the logic of

other people’s
arguments/beliefs

14

Explore and test the
logic of your own
arguments/beliefs

These crosses can be joined with straight-lines between adjacent’legs’to
create a regular or irregular pentagon. The size of the pentagon will reflect
the pupil’s ability or confidence with the character. Fruitful discussions

can ensue about the reasons for the scores, what the pupil might do to
improve their scores, and the extent to which they believe improving

is desirable and why that might be. If kept, these profiles may prove to

be a useful reference in terms of assessing performance/confidence/
perceptions over time and prompting discussions on these. An example of
a completed profile is provided.

Know your own beliefs and
reason for them

4
Know what others
believe and group
similar arguments
3 together
4
2
3
2 1 2
1 1
1 1
2 2 Try to improve your

own and other

people's arguments

6. An example activity and accompanying resource/s

For each character we have supplied an activity suitable to be applied to
any topic of study. An explanation of how it can be used is provided, along
with resources and ideas for differentiation. These are pitched at Upper Key
Stage 2 classes, but could be adjusted for younger pupils. In Section 3 we
have included examples of the approach in practice, such as medium- and
long-term programmes, as well as lesson plans/ideas for Key Stages 1 and 2.
Here you can see how the activities can be applied in context and have a
go at using these ready-made lessons to build your confidence.
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7. A suggested list of other activities in-keeping with the
character’s priorities

The last element in each chapter is a list of other activities of which the

characters would approve. This will hopefully enable you to confidently

bring each character to life in different ways to suit your pupils, topic,

available resources and other circumstances.

Summary
In this approach, the teacher has three core tasks:

1. To communicate the RE-searcher characters;

2. Toenable pupils to become proficient in each character's approach to
the study of religion(s); and

3. To facilitate dialogue about the significance, effectiveness and
appropriateness of each characters approach to the study of religion(s).

Part and parcel of this is creating a learning environment in which pupils
can trial the different methodologies and methods. For this we advocate,
the enquiry-based teaching and learning approaches described above.



Ask-it-all Ava
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va is interested in talking to religious people and understanding their

interpretation of the world. She likes trying to understand people
whose views and ways of life are different from her own. She uses this
knowledge to reassess her own beliefs, values and behaviour, and to better
understand what it means to be human.

Ava is interested in people’s religious backgrounds, how they have shaped
their lives and the way they make sense of the world around them.

Ava is sensitive when discussing issues that are important to believers
and tries to understand their points of view as best as she can. She tries to
empathise with them and their personal experiences.

Ava likes looking for similarities and differences between people’s beliefs
and practices. She is also interested in comparing what she knows about
religious traditions generally with what she finds out by interviewing
individual members of these traditions. She finds that there are sometimes
differences between what is traditional within a religion and what
individuals believe, say and do. She thinks understanding these similarities
and differences gives her a better understanding of religions in general.
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Differentiated Ask-it-all Ava character descriptors for use across the primary phase

Reception

Year 1 - Year 2

Year 3 - Year 4

Year 5 - Year 6

Little Ava likes to talk to people in order to be aware of what
people believe and do.

She asks questions of others about what they do as part of
their religion.

Little Ava listens carefully to hear how people, families,
communities and traditions are similar and different. She
shows she has understood by what she says afterwards.
She can answer'how'and ‘why’ questions after listening to
other people’s stories and after experiences of meetings
with others.

Little Ava understands that what she says and does might
upset people or make them happy. She knows when to
offer encouragement or support to those she talks to. She
knows that others may not agree with her, and is sensitive to
this by not telling people that they are wrong

Little Ava likes to talk to people in order to know what their
religious beliefs are and what they do because of them.

She asks questions about people’s beliefs and actions
based on what has been said previously or based on what
she knows about the person or their faith already.

Little Ava listens carefully to learn how people, families,
communities and traditions are similar and different. She
shows she has understood by being able to explain what
they said (answering'how'and ‘why’ questions) or by asking
follow-up questions.

Little Ava asks sensible questions when discussing issues
that are important to believers so as not to upset them

or be rude. She tries to understand their points of view

as best as she can through encouraging and supporting
them in their answering of the questions. She knows that
others may not agree with her, and is sensitive to this by
only sharing her own beliefs when it helps to build a better
understanding of the other person.

Ava is interested in talking to religious people in order
to understand what they believe and why they act as
they do.

Ava asks questions about people’s beliefs and actions in
order to construct and test their understanding of them
and the ways their beliefs and practices are different
from her own.

Ava listens carefully to those she interviews in order to
gain an accurate understanding of what has been said
and to learn how people, families, communities and
traditions are similar and different to one another. She
compares her own beliefs, values and behaviour with
those she encounters and considers whether she would

benefit from taking any of what she has heard ‘on board'

Ava also compares what she knows about religious
traditions generally with what she finds out by
interviewing individual members of these traditions.
She finds that there are sometimes differences between
what is traditional within a religion and what individuals
believe, say and do.

Ava is interested in people’s religious backgrounds;
asking how they have shaped their lives and why they
make sense of the world around them as they do. Ava
is sensitive when discussing issues which are important
to believers and tries to understand their points of view
as best as she can without hurrying or misinterpreting
them. She knows that others may not share all of her
beliefs and that by sharing them may limit what she is
told. She bears this in mind and only shares her own
beliefs when it helps to build a better understanding of
the other person.

Ava is interested in talking to religious people and
understanding their interpretations of the world.

Using a growing awareness of tensions between
perspectives, she asks questions about people’s
beliefs and actions in order to pinpoint precisely what
differentiates one set of beliefs and practices from
another, including her own.

She listens carefully in order to gain the most complete
understanding of what has been said as possible and to
reveal any similarities and differences between people’s
beliefs and practices, no matter how subtle. During and
after the interview, Ava continually reassesses her own
beliefs, values and behaviour in relation to those she has
encountered.

She is also interested in comparing what she knows
about religious traditions generally with what she

finds out by interviewing individual members of these
traditions. She finds that there are sometimes differences
between what is traditional within a religion and what
individuals believe, say and do. She thinks understanding
these similarities and differences gives her a better
understanding of religions in general.

Ava is interested in people’s religious backgrounds, how
they have shaped their lives and the way they make
sense of the world around them. Ava is sensitive when
discussing issues that are important to believers and
tries to understand their points of view as best as she
can. She tries to empathise with them and their personal
experiences. She knows that others may not share all of
her beliefs and that by sharing them may limit what she
is told. She bears this in mind and only shares her own
beliefs when helps to build a better understanding of the
other person and very rarely.

She uses all of the knowledge she accumulates to better
understand what it means to be human by considering
which underlying needs, values, desires, beliefs,
experiences, etc. are common to all of humanity.
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Communicating Ava'’s Activities

Understanding people’s interpretations
of the world through talking to them

EXAMPLE QUESTIONS
What do you believe?
Why do you believe it?
What does this mean to you?
How do you feel when...?
Why?

How have your beliefs shaped the way you see the
world?

Reassessing my own beliefs, values
and behaviour in the light of
talking to people

EXAMPLE QUESTIONS

Z How do my beliefs
compare to those of the
person | talked to?

Did my beliefs influence
what | said and how |
responded?

Have my beliefs
changed as a result of
talking to somebody
else?

Exploring people’s experiences to
understand what it means to be human

EXAMPLE QUESTIONS
What beliefs do humans share?
What beliefs do humans disagree about?

What sorts of things do humans hold beliefs about?
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Making comparisons within and
between religions

oY

EXAMPLE QUESTIONS

What beliefs are expressed generally by members of this
faith tradition?

What beliefs are expressed by this individual member of
that faith tradition?

How do they compare and contrast?

How do these beliefs compare to those expressed by
members of other faith traditions?
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Communicating Ava’s Values 5
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EXAMPLE QUESTIONS differ