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The Religious and the Secular
The religious and the secular are often placed in opposition to one
another as though there is no common ground and no common
space in which they might encounter one another. Yet, it is difficult
to understand the genesis of secular liberal values without reference
to religious traditions and cultural inheritances. In this project, we
refuse to begin with a binary opposition of the religious and the
secular, an opposition which risks tending towards polarisation, and
which fails to connect with the existential, with stories, with
experience, and with the poetic dimension of the human condition.
Instead we think about what we hold sacred and what we value,
inviting into a space of contiguity a range of positions that might not
ordinarily be found alongside one another – the religious, the
political, the philosophical, the cultural, the personal. This approach
seeks to notice the sacred in everyday life, surveying the long history
of humankind, including the faith traditions. It is impossible to
understand the history of Europe without a sense of the faith
traditions of Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, and to stretch further
back, amongst many others the interconnected stories of these lands
include the myths and cultures of Mesopotamia, the Caves of
Lascaux, and Ancient Egypt. So too is it essential to acknowledge, and
indeed reverence, the cultural and belief traditions of contemporary
indigenous peoples, in particular given the legacies of settler
colonialism and colonialism. We live within traditions and they live in
us, including in ways that we do not acknowledge or understand. We
are not interested in ‘reifying’ traditions, invoking a return to the
‘past’ where the world was aright, but rather in relating to traditions
as living.
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It is in this wider context that there have been misgivings about what
has sometimes been perceived to be a demand that education about
religions and beliefs, and ethics be taught in a neutral or so-called
objective manner. Some feel that this risks failing to connect with the
living nature of religious traditions and faiths, or will confuse the child
or young person. Others suggest that it fails to connect with the
existential needs of students or value their experiences. Yet it is
important to deepen literacy in areas of faith, beliefs, religions and
ethical traditions, as in other traditions, and there are many ways in
which we can approach these questions and subject matters
pedagogically.
The Toledo Guiding Principles did emphasise the importance of
providing learners with a fair and deep understanding of religious,
cultural, and belief traditions, but perhaps it was not sufficiently
sensitive to the importance of creating educational spaces in which
students can talk about what it means to practice those faith
traditions from the inside or be committed to religious beliefs and
values. To teach about religions, beliefs, and ethics in a living way is
not to indoctrinate students or bind them to a ‘single vision’ – it is
simply to show that these are living and vital traditions, not simply
banks of information. On the other hand, in response to those who
propose a human rights approach will suffice in terms of sufficient
normative attraction, we suggest questions of justice must run
deeper than rights, and that the space of the secular can lack the rich
resonances of ‘religiosity’, or the ‘sacred’ in terms of values:
philosophers Raimond Gaita and John Llewelyn both argue for a
retrieval of the language of the sacred in the everyday in broadly
secular societies.

Distance in Time and Space
The ‘Rough Guide to the Sacred’ draws upon dialogic pedagogies and
practices of silence and listening. Dialogues about beliefs also invite
engagement with the beliefs of religious and cultural groups from the
past, drawing upon, for example, the rich belief traditions of the
Ancient Egyptians, the Ancient Greeks, the Celts and the Ancient
Romans, or the Aztecs alongside a myriad of living ancient wisdom
traditions. Students’ commitments and convictions can be explored
through dialogue about complex contemporary belief traditions and
practices, opening up to diverse epistemologies and the relational
ontologies of, for example, the first peoples in Australia. This permits
of a sense of living connection between past and present values,
beliefs and rituals. In terms of the distant past, ancient belief
traditions, for example, Egyptian mythology, can be doorways into
the present, distancing devices that allow us to be strangers in our
own present, and make unfamiliar, temporarily, that to which we
may be most attached, offering a different sense of perspective and
outlook. Creative pedagogies also provide new vantage points from
which participants can appreciate the complexity of their own beliefs
and values as well as those of others. They support the cultivation of
an ethical sensibility that contemplates the long history of humankind
in its relation to the sacred, living traditions and values, and to the
‘gods’ and God.
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Common Spaces and Storytelling
Sometimes foregrounding from the outset one’s own beliefs or identity brings a risk of closing down conversations that might otherwise be fostered
through storytelling. Narrating experiences and stories without prior self-identification or ‘self-labelling’ is one way of shifting and opening up
practices of listening. We call this ‘de-identification’. It is a measure not to annihilate difference but rather to create a space for careful listening that
isn’t overburdened by prejudgement and projection. In some of the exercises we ask people not to begin with a declaration or expression of
personal belief identity or even faith, but to temporarily explore what happens when we don’t first identify ourselves before listening to one
another, but do so a little later, rather telling the stories of our rituals, our faiths, our beliefs, and our values in storied and aesthetic form. With this
small gesture, conventional approaches to inter-belief and inter-faith dialogue are transformed.
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Dialogical approaches that value deep listening also support
participants’ engagement with religions and beliefs through multiple
models of enquiry. This can make it easier to engage with the
discomfort or reluctance that sometimes arises when addressing
questions about religions, beliefs and values, particularly in
classrooms. It can be difficult for both educators and students to
always know how to navigate such spaces because of a lack of
religious, ideological or cultural literacy, of knowledge (even of one’s
own tradition), because of lack of confidence in cultural competence,
because of stereotypes and assumptions, or because one doesn’t
belong to a faith tradition (or even because one does). Sometimes,
teacher discomfort arises when students know more about beliefs
and religions than they do. Students may also feel sensitive,
embarrassed, victimised or alienated when issues relating to their
personal or familial beliefs are explored in the classroom (Council of
Europe Teaching Controversial Issues, 2015, p. 12) or, alternatively,
be afraid of causing offence or saying the wrong thing or causing
conflict in the classroom. Developing culturally responsive
pedagogies invites the child or young person to bring her life-world
into the educational space so that teachers can respond to these
funds of knowledge as a rich learning resource. This can allay fears
and support the teacher in seeing the children’s diversity as a
strength and rich fund of educational knowledge, even at those
moments when there are clashes and disagreements of beliefs.
Finding the right pedagogical response for such ‘critical’ moments
can enable them to become important teaching moments.
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By creating exercises that foreground and value phenomenological and
existential experience - lived and living values - the aim is to invite
curiosity and interest in the content of different beliefs, faiths, religions
and values, and to connect with the ‘living’ nature of these beliefs and
values. Introducing ‘exemplars’, as we elaborate in our section ‘Making
Democracy’, draws on Hannah Arendt’s concept of ‘exemplary validity’
and Immanuel Kant’s claim that ‘examples are the go-carts of
judgement’. Examples can support participants in developing a finely
grained understanding of concepts by understanding how they are
embodied and lived.

In suggesting that we don’t always start with identity positions or ‘roles’
in life, we do not wish to bracket or suspend people’s stories, lives and
commitments. Far from it. Rather we want to cultivate ways of allowing
these stories and perspectives emerge through dialogue and listening.
By creating exercises that foreground and value every day, lived
experience, our aim is to both invite curiosity and interest in the
content of different beliefs, faiths, religions and values, and also to
connect with the ‘living’ nature of these beliefs and values. Sometimes,
though not always, students and indeed educators and parents may like
to tell stories about what matters and what they value without first
having to identify themselves ‘I am a…’ or ‘As a..’, that can sometimes
act to pre-frame their identity.
The refusal to set the secular in opposition to the religious, or to
separate the two spheres from the outset, allows the creation of a
different kind of educational space, a space of the commons that allows
for deep disagreement and very different perspectives, one that is not
solely oriented toward moderation or the middle ground. It allows
students to explore, connect with and articulate a sense of purpose and
identity in their cultural and religious life worlds, whilst asking that they
also listen to others as they do likewise. It is important at a time of
increasing polarisation and ‘filter bubbles’ to create such common
spaces in education. Educational spaces are governed by norms that
demand that we listen to one another, in particular when we are invited
to speak freely.
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The Heart of the Matter
The Enquiring Classroom’s methodological approaches offer a
repertoire that also requires the judgment and skill of the educator
in distinguishing between pastoral, pedagogical and judicial moments.
The Rough Guide to the Sacred provides a space and structure where
a range of different beliefs, identities, perspectives and traditions can
be explored. Students need not step away from their commitments
and values once they enter the educational space, even if some
exercises like philosophical enquiry require other ways of relating to
them. These values and beliefs can be approached in different ways
in educational spaces. Sometimes, it is important for students express
and explore their beliefs and talk about their own traditions, entering
into dialogue in a space that values their life-worlds, beliefs, cultures,
and values. At other times, more dispassion and criticality may be
fostered by listening carefully to what others say about beliefs and
values more broadly or generally, such that the personal conviction or
connection is not foregrounded in the same way. Such approaches
make space in the classroom for a variety of meaningful dialogues. It
allows us to explore with imagination and curiosity, the rituals and
meanings, both secular and religious, that give orientation and offer
meaning to human life. By developing creative methodologies, we
aim to scaffold different kinds of moments in educational spaces that
range from the contemplative, existential, dialogical, experiential and
personal to explore values and beliefs.

closes off the other. Educational norms can ask of students that they
engage in practices of listening and dialogue, without imposing or
requiring consensus or agreement. Some of our proposed
pedagogical strategies work with belief circles and everyday rituals.
Others involve more subversion and imagination, turning
assumptions on their heads (Saturnalian School). Some place personal
commitment and belief in a wider cultural, religious, political, and
historical context (Does anyone care what I wear?). Other exercises
are intimate and personal or involve collective dialogue and
philosophical reflection. Some methodologies involve thinking
together (Origami Moment) and engagement with formal belief
systems, but they are all designed to connect students with beliefs
and values, both their own, others, and those of times past.

At the heart of this is an experiment in bringing diverse traditions,
values and ideas into a common space, without seeking mutual
understanding, consensus, or agreement, but which also does not fall
into relativism, a monologue of ‘my opinions’ and ‘my beliefs’ that
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The Heart of the Matter
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The aim of the exercise is to reflect upon and express personal beliefs.
Learning Outcomes:

Intended Age Group:

From 8 years old to adults

Duration:

Between 20-60 minutes, depending on the
number in the group and the level of activities
(three levels possible)

Resources:

Belief Circles (one for each group), timer
●
Whiteboard markers/chalk
●
A digital version of the belief circle can be
created with the randomiser app and an online
timer.

CIRCLES

Participants:
●
Provide a safe space to think about personal beliefs and
identity.
●
Foster participants’ confidence in expressing their beliefs.
●
Create a safe environment where personal beliefs will be
taken seriously and will not be ridiculed.
●
Facilitate participants’ respectful engagement with a variety of
belief perspectives.
●
Negotiate points of difference and commonality.
●
Acknowledge that there might be moments of disagreement in
any discussion about beliefs and participants can disagree
without being disagreeable.

BELIEF

Belief circles emerged as an experimental strategy in order to create
the conditions to talk about what really matters to us as human
beings. They scaffold and structure communication about personal
beliefs among small groups of participants (6-8 participants). The
belief circle is a small circle made of plastic or chalkboard rewritable
material. Topics for discussion are selected by spinning the dial on the
belief circle on which topics are written on each of its eight sections.
The methodology provides a safe and structured process which invites
participants to speak about their convictions, commitments and
personal worldview. They might also wish to remain silent but do so
for the equivalent set period of time. They are encouraged to pay
attention, to notice, to listen and to become aware of the relevance of
beliefs (including religious, moral, political, and philosophical
convictions) in the everyday lives of participants. This format invites
people to communicate to others what they personally believe in a
structured safe space, and asks them to listen to others without
comment.
Belief circles focusing on key themes (e.g. death, life, gods/God,
wealth, animals, soul, school, justice) are used to discuss participants’
responses to whatever word arises from the spin of the Belief Wheel
from a personal and storied perspective. Each person will speak – or
be silent – for a set period of time, usually between 30 seconds and 2
minutes. Each participant will be invited to speak, but nobody is forced
to speak. The belief ‘game’ is a scaffolding device for learners’
expressions of personal values, worldviews, belief identities and
commitments in the classroom. It normalises and fosters confidence in
reflecting on and talking about felt and lived beliefs, which are
intimately important to learners. Through inviting learners to voice
what matters to them and encouraging turn-taking and active
listening, it also connects learners to the voices of others who speak
about what really matters to them.

Aims:

1:

Description:

EXERCISE

Exercise 1: Belief Circles

●
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•

•

Method:

1. Arrange the chairs in a circle.
2. Teacher introduces the beliefs game and belief circles.
3. Agree the rules of the game.
• Everybody is invited to speak but nobody is forced to speak.
• Silence is a valuable form of participation and
• communication.
• Everyone speaks about their own views… “I think” or ”I
believe” or “I feel”….
• Everybody is invited to speak for an equal amount of time
(e.g.30 seconds to 2 minutes, using a timer or speaking
object if desired).
• Everyone speaks about their own views… “I think” or ”I
believe” or “I feel”….

4.
5.
6.
7.

8.

• Everyone in the group gets a turn to talk (clockwise rotation).
• Everybody agrees to listen actively to the person who is talking
and not to interrupt.
• Nobody criticises or ridicules another person’s beliefs (e.g.
“you’re wrong”…”That’s ridiculous”…)
• Nobody tries to convert other people to their personal beliefs or
to share with anyone outside the circle what somebody has said
(confidentiality).
Collaboratively decide on themes for discussion.
A volunteer starts the discussion by spinning the dial on the belief
wheel until it randomly lands on a topic for discussion.
Everybody has a first go at speaking for one minute.
If time permits, go around the circle a second time to hear
participants speak on the existing topic or alternatively spin the
wheel again until the dial lands on another topic. Participants speak
about their own beliefs.
Before the game ends the participants are invited to write
anonymously and briefly on a piece of card:
• One thing they liked about somebody else’s belief.
• One thing they heard that made them think differently about
their own belief.
• What did it feel like to agree with somebody’s beliefs?
• What did it feel like to disagree with somebody’s beliefs?
• After 5 minutes the cards are gathered, shuffled and placed blank
side up on the floor. Participants are invited to pick up a card and
going around the circle again they read out the response that is
written on their random card.
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BELIEF

•

Decide on the number and size of the groups appropriate to your
context.
Download the Belief Circles pack from The Enquiring Classroom
Padlet.
Improvise and make your own belief circles by using 8 small cards
with topics printed on them and a pen to spin as a dial. Alternatively
use a randomiser app to select topics on a circle on your interactive
whiteboard.
A range of possible topics is given in the The Enquiring Classroom
pack, although teachers can choose to work collaboratively with
participants to select topics that are most relevant for their learning
needs and interests. Newspapers can be used to select contemporary
events and themes. It is important that teachers filter these.

1:

•

EXERCISE

Preparation:

CIRCLES

Exercise 1: Belief Circles

A Rough Guide to the Sacred (the religious and the secular)
Exercise 1: Belief Circles

Possible Belief Circle Topics
Justice

Life

Children

Younger Children

Fear

Love

Older Children

Children

The
World

Money

Hatred

EXERCISE

1:

Tolerance

Blank

CIRCLES

School

BELIEF

Friends

Violence

Animals
Belief Circles foster inter-belief dialogue as a distinctive higher order
pedagogy, with different levels of meaning, as well as affective,
cognitive and relational dimensions that foster co-operation,
communication and self-confidence.

Tips and Further Resources:
• The teacher facilitates the process but does not join any belief circle.
• Leave blanks on the belief wheel so that participants can contribute their
own themes.
• Different groups might select different topics or extend or reduce the
length of time (2 minutes or 30 seconds). 30 seconds for beginners
gradually extending to 2 minutes.
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WEAR?

Learning Outcomes:

Intended Age Group:

From 8 years old to adults

Duration:

20-30 minutes

Resources:

30 laminated A4 images of different types of
clothing (downloadable resource on TEC Padlet
Does God Care What I Wear?)

CARE

WHAT

I

Participants:
• To excite curiosity and interest in clothing and its rich symbolism in
human life.
• To appreciate that clothing is worn for a variety of reasons: cultural,
geographic, fashion, gendered, power, playful, religious, practical,
and so forth.
• To present participants’ experiences, thoughts, responses about
different forms of clothing to peers.
• To evoke questions about unfamiliar clothing and to think through
the symbolism of familiar everyday clothing.

ANYONE

One of the aims of these units is to encourage participants to become
aware of and explore the multiple lenses through which we perceive
clothing and to become attuned to the symbolic nature of clothing, as
Dianne Gereluk (2008) describes. This methodology invites
participants to become conscious of the way in which they view
people who wear certain forms of clothing. Rather than focusing on
the clothing of one ethnic group or one culture or belief tradition, this
opens the question of the symbolism and meaning of all clothing in
human lives.

The aim of this exercise is to encourage participants to explore the
symbolism of clothing.

DOES

This methodology explores how beliefs shape choices of all clothing
and the ways in which all clothing is deeply symbolic. In his book
Mythologies (1972), Roland Barthes writes of how all the world is
saturated with meaning: no object or word can exist without being
suffused with multiple meanings, and we humans are constantly
reinterpreting and reimagining the world around us through a variety
of lenses (class, gender, age, ethnicity, belief). One person might look
at an item of clothing and see an everyday item of clothing, another
notice its rich cultural meaning, someone might see it as purely
practical, another as precious, another as utterly pointless, or yet
another as harmful or culturally isolating.

Aims:

2:

Description:

EXERCISE

Exercise 2: Does Anyone Care What I wear?
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•
•

WHAT
CARE
ANYONE

•

Many additional exercises and images are on TEC Padlet Does God
Care What You Wear?
Piercings and tattoos may be of interest and relevance to students.
It is up to the discretion of the teacher to include/exclude these.
Some schools have policies relating to these.
You might listen to Daniel Lismore Be Yourself Everyone Else is
Taken https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zeZprXcHW1Y
Neil Mc Gregor Living with the Gods BBC 4 Podcast
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09c0pw4

DOES

•

I

Tips and Further Resources:

2:

1. Facilitator begins with the question ‘Does anyone care what I
wear?’
2. Participants form a line of opinion with those saying ‘No I don’t
care what you wear’ on the left and ‘yes I do care on the right’
and those who don’t know in the middle.
3. Probe why participants care/don’t care. Facilitator introduces
variables. Would you care if…the diamond in my ring were a
blood diamond? If my shoes were made by child labour in a sweat
factory? If I had assaulted somebody to get my jacket? If I had a
hate slogan on my T-Shirt? If the people who sewed my jeans
were trafficked? If the factory where my scarf was made was
pouring toxins and plastics into the sea?
4. Introduce the topic of clothing carrying meanings that say
something about the wearer and extend beyond questions of
practicality, labels and fashion, communicating also mood,
personality, status, wealth, self-perception, beliefs, ideas, values,
etc.
5. Divide participants into groups of 4. Each group engages in photoelicitation activity. Groups are presented with laminated images
of people wearing a variety of clothing – different types
encompassing fashion, fur, religious, entertainment, safety, etc.
Each group is given different images.
6. Group collaboratively selects one image to look at more closely
and discuss in detail.
7. Group discusses what these clothes are saying to them: Do they
tell you anything about the wearers’ beliefs and values? Do they
tell you anything about your assumptions?

8. Plenary: individual groups show the image they’ve chosen and feedback
to the main group.
9. Are there any issues that might arise if these clothes are worn in
schools? Who decides what can and cannot be worn in schools?

EXERCISE

Method:

WEAR?

Exercise 2: Does Anyone Care What I wear?
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1.What really really matters in a human life?
2.What really really matters to you?
Participants are encouraged to appreciate that people’s personal
commitments and beliefs are important and often sacred to them.
However, they will also notice that beliefs, including their own, can be
fluid and dynamic, sometimes internally inconsistent and subject to
change, and can be very difficult to express. This methodology gives a
place and a space to explore and express the heterogeneous,
contested, dynamic, and constantly evolving nature of beliefs and
commitments. This methodology involves the creation of two parallel
“Beliefs Walls”, one focusing on what really matters in human lives
(more general and universal) and another focusing on what really
matters to me and my life (more personal and particular). Post-its are
stuck onto each labelled wall to enable participants to see what
matters to them as individuals in a particular time and place, and what
may matter to human beings more universally. This methodology is
particularly appropriate in educational contexts where people inhabit
multiple cultures that interact in complex ways in order to explore
affinities and divergences in beliefs in a space shared in common with
others.

LIFE?

Learning Outcomes:

Participants:
• Distinguish and articulate beliefs that are of importance to
participants.
• Reflect upon what is ultimately important in their lives through
answering the questions “What really, really matters to me?” and
“What really, really matters in a human life?
• Reflect upon why certain things really matter to them and to
humans.
• Construct 2 labelled beliefs wall using post-its which provides a
visual record of different themes and values commitments which
matter to the group and to humans.
• Explore common and diverse themes on the beliefs walls.
Intended Age Group:

From 8 years old to adults

Duration:

20 to 30 minutes depending on the number of
pictures used
Two clearly delineated spaces on a wall or large
whiteboard. One with a label “What really,
really matters to me?”, another with a label
“What really really matters in a human life?”

Resources:

Preparation:

WHAT REALLY MATTERS IN HUMAN
REALLY REALLY MATTERS TO ME?

Sometimes people feel uncomfortable or uncertain when talking about
their beliefs. They may even not know what they believe. Beliefs may
seem abstract or irrelevant to their lives or overly theoretical. In order
to explore issues of ultimate meaning and personal commitment, we
ask the following questions:

To encourage participants to explore questions of beliefs generally and
personally.

3:

Description:

Aims:

EXERCISE

Exercise 3: What really really matters in a human life? What really really
matters to me?

WHAT

A Rough Guide to the Sacred (the religious and the secular)

Look at testimonies from Yann Arthus-Bertrand’s film Human. This film
addresses issues connected with the question “What is the meaning of
human life?”. In this film, a compilation of first person human stories
without commentary, people speak in their own voices.
https://www.youtube.com/user/HUMANthemovie2015

16

LIFE?

• Participants may not associate what really matters to them with
questions of ultimate meaning or with what they believe, so you
might re-phrase the question to connect in with values and with
practices of living. They may view these issues pragmatically or
materially and may not see the connection between what matters,
and their everyday practices, values, and beliefs.
• Think about clustering these, and exploring underlying values
orienting practice.

WHAT REALLY MATTERS IN HUMAN
REALLY REALLY MATTERS TO ME

1. Everybody sits in a circle.
2. Introduce the theme of what gives human lives meaning?
3. Show a number of brief excerpts of testimonies from Yann
Arthus-Bertrand’s film Human.
4. Think-pair-share: What really, really matters for human beings?
5. Volunteer hands out a blank piece of card and a pencil to each
participant. The volunteer then reads the prompt questions and
invites participants to jot down a response (can be visual or
written etc.) to the questions: What really, really matters to me?
What really, really matters to human beings?
6. Allow participants to spend some time reflecting and then
discussing in smaller groups of 2-3, thinking about what people
need to live, to feel alive and valued, and to feel that they, and
wider humanity, are leading lives that matter, in some way.
7. Invite the participants to place their post-its on the designated
labelled wall space.
8. Participants survey what matters to them as individuals, and what
they think matters to human beings.
9. Ask what do you notice about what matters to our group? To
humans? Return to the circle to reflect.

Tips and Further Resources:

3:

Exercise 3: What really matters in a human life? What really really matters
to me?
Method:

WHAT

A Rough Guide to the Sacred (the religious and the secular)

EXERCISE

Do all humans think the same things are important?
Does what matters to me really matter to everyone else?
Do we all have the same needs and desires?
Are there any things that surprise you on the wall?
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Exercise 4: Everyday Rituals
Description:

RITUALS

Aims:

EVERYDAY

The aim of the exercise is to enable participants to explore playfully
everyday rituals that are meaningful to them and appreciate the
symbolism of objects associated with rituals.
Learning Outcomes:

Participants:
• Recognise the importance of ritual in everyday life.
• Are aware of the symbolic nature of objects and their capacity to
communicate meaning about what is meaningful in human lives.
• Explore the different symbolic meanings and personal narratives
associated with different everyday objects and rituals in people’s
lives.
• Appreciate that a ritual that is deeply significant to them may hold
little significance for others.
• Understand that different people and traditions value different
rituals and that the narrative and meaning of ritual is deeply
symbolic.

4:

These rituals may form part of communal formal religious, faith, or
convictional traditions, they may include everyday activities,
conventional rituals, or they may be private and particular to an
individual (or all of these). This approach invites participants to express
what ritual means to them and to express the personal, idiosyncratic
and particular nature of those rituals that are meaningful in their lives.
Participants are invited to become curious about, explore, express,
and reflect upon those everyday rituals which are meaningful or
important to them. They are asked from the outset not to ‘overthink’
the exercise. Rituals encompass the everyday, intimate, particular and
personal aspects of what matters to people as well as the more formal
public aspect of organised belief and philosophical traditions. The
experience of sharing rituals, marvelling at, or being challenged by the
ritual of others, allows diverse rituals to be placed in relationship to
one another in what we are calling the ‘space of the commons’. This

allows for the secular and the religious to occupy the same common
space as matters of common concern, but this is not to suggest that all
these rituals are the ‘same’ or ‘equivalent’. The narration of personal
ritual can also engender experiential and participative moments of
significance, especially when those stories enter into relation with the
stories of others’ rituals.

EXERCISE

This exercise differs significantly from “religious-impartial or beliefimpartial” approaches, which place an emphasis on presenting
information about cultures or traditions in an objective manner. By
centring on the question of ritual, it also allows for exploration of what
really matters, including in faith and belief traditions, and for
exploration of what is held sacred in everyday existence. Blaise
Pascal’s famous formula for belief was “Kneel down, move your lips in
prayer, and you will believe”. Ritual is an essential dimension of faith
traditions, transforming the nature of experience. For the purpose of
this exercise questions of ritual are understood expansively to describe
any repeated gestures, activities, practices, experiences, or events that
express or in some way give meaning or orientation in a human life.
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Exercise 4: Everyday Rituals

Resources:

•

•

Participants bring a real (or imaginary)
object that symbolises or communicates
an everyday ritual that is significant to
them.
Large cloth/sheet upon which the objects
are placed, including imaginary objects.

Preparation:
•

•

In advance of this exercise, invite participants to bring an object
that symbolises in some way a ritual that is important in their lives.
Everything from the deeply significant to the banal and very
ordinary, or even silly, is welcomed into the space. It is important
for it to be invitational.
Participants are invited to think about why their selected ritual is
important to them (but asked not to ‘over-think’).

Method:

4. It is fine if some do not wish to speak & simply wish to silently
place the object on the floor space.
5. When everybody’s object is placed on the floor, the facilitator
invites people to look silently at all the objects and reflect upon
the meanings and rituals they represent in people’s lives.
6. Think how might somebody who had not heard the personal
stories of their meaning in participants’ lives view the objects?
7. Facilitator notes key themes and ideas throughout the exercise,
mirroring and reflecting back at the end.

RITUALS

30 minutes

EVERYDAY

Duration:

Tips and Further Resources:
•
•
•

Participants speak randomly and spontaneously and not taking
turns according to circle formation.
Person who goes first set the tempo, tone & duration for the
exercise.
To start perhaps select somebody who will tell the story of their
object and explain the ritual with rich detail and with ease.

4:

From 8 years old to adults

EXERCISE

Intended Age Group:

1. Whole group sits in a circle around a large cloth placed on the
ground. Everybody brings an object that symbolises an everyday
ritual (however apparently insignificant) that helps them to live
in some way.
2. Participants invited to speak to, and through, their object, tell
why it matters, and what values it holds in their lives.
3. After speaking they place the object (real or imaginary) on the
cloth in the centre of the circle & return to their seat until next
participant volunteers.
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EXERCISE

4:

EVERYDAY

RITUALS

Exercise 4: Everyday Rituals
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Exercise 5: Covering the Head

Aims:
•
•

Excite curiosity and interest in head covering traditions and
practices & understand the symbolic nature of clothing.
Appreciate that people in the past and present cover their heads
for a variety of reasons.

Participants:
Explore diverse historical and contemporary practices of head
decoration/coverings in religious, secular, ethnic, and cultural
traditions.
• Elicit discussion about the complex meanings associated with
different forms of head covering without exoticising or relativizing
them, or making them all the same.
• Engage imaginatively with unfamiliar forms.
From 8 years old to adults

Duration:

Between 40-60 minutes depending on the
number of tasks selected

Resources:

Padlet TEC Head covering Power Point, Head
Start Cards, Respect and Disrespect Cards,
Fact or Fib game, Finish the Statement Cards,
Response Board, whiteboard markers, pencils
and blank card/ bag of different head
coverings. Resources downloadable on
Padlet.

THE
COVERING

Intended Age Group:

HEAD

•

5:

This methodology evokes questions about cultural and religious
traditions that may be unfamiliar, or perhaps misunderstood. It
encourages participants to think through familiar everyday ways of
living that involve covering one’s head. It invites them to think of
headcovering in relation to their own lives, and to realise that the
head itself is deeply symbolic. Importantly, it avoids a disproportionate
focus on certain types of headcovering (e.g. religiously inspired
headcovering) by fostering an appreciation of the symbolism and
significance of a large variety of headcoverings in diverse ancient and
contemporary traditions. This is not to diminish the religious
significance of headcoverings in faith traditions, but to displace the
assumption that only this form of clothing is symbolic, by coming to
see the symbolic and expressive nature of all clothing. This
methodology moves beyond a binary view of the sacred and profane
by placing together a range of headcoverings, exploring their
symbolism, as well as exploring the responses of students if they were
to be prohibited from wearing their familiar or favoured
headcoverings.

Learning Outcomes:

EXERCISE

Description:

Preparation:
•
•

•
•

Divide the participants in groups of 5-6.
Give groups box including a range of head coverings (cultural, fashion,
religious, sporting, novelty etc.).
Mirrors, pen and paper and response board.
Story Booth Disrespected for Wearing a Hijab
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfON_TDYMn0
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Exercise 5: Covering the Head
Method:

Participants think of a head covering that is important to them.
Invite them to write a short diary entry imagining how they would
feel if people put pressure on them not to wear it. Lay the
anonymous responses on the floor and invite participants to read
one other’s responses.

HEAD

13.

THE

Tips and Further Resources:

5:

COVERING

Before you do this activity, invite students to bring in different forms
of head coverings (cultural, fashion, religious, sporting, etc.) to
contribute to the collection. Build up your collection so that you have
a range of head coverings encompassing a variety of beliefs and
traditions.

EXERCISE

1. Students agree to the ground rules.
2. Warm up fact or fib game exploring headcovering traditions
around the world.
3. Teacher invites everybody in the group to play the finish the
statement game: e.g. I think people shave their heads because..
Somebody might wear a wig when.. Religious reasons for covering
heads include..
4. Each group is given a box of head coverings.
5. Participants are invited to playfully try on a range of
headcoverings (mirrors provided).
6. Each participant selects their favourite type of headcovering from
the box and explains why they picked it out.
7. Participants are then invited to select one item of headcovering
they know little about and drawing on information sheets on
selected cultural/religious head covering (Padlet) to record on
their response boards:
8. What it is called? When,? Why?, and Where might somebody
wear this?
9. Participants select one item they know little about and drawing
on information sheets provided (Padlet) they record What it is
called? Why might somebody wear this?
10. Group discussion: Is there a head covering in the selection you
would never wear? Why?
11. What would happen if you wore this head covering in a place
where it is not usually worn (e.g. wearing a cowboy hat in a
swimming pool or a swimming hat in the supermarket)?
12. Do you think people might view you or respond to you differently
if you wore this in the street? How might you feel? What might
you think?
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Exercise 6: The Saturnalian Classroom
Description:

This version of Saturnalian activity is influenced by the Brazilian
playwright, Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed. His practice turns

6:

THE

SATURNALIAN

CLASSROOM

things on their head so that spectators become active participants in the
theatre, they dialogue with performers, and they suggest alternative
ways of engaging with the narrative to become Spect-Actors. Boal
suggests ‘While some people make theatre, we all are theatre.’ Historical
(long ago), geographical (far away) and cultural distancing (different
worldviews) can provide a safe starting point to allow students to look
imaginatively at both their own and other’s belief traditions and values.
This enables them to reflect on the familiar through a stranger’s eyes, and
helps navigate complex and difficult questions by ‘introducing activities to
help students to see an issue from someone else’s perspective...’
(Teaching Controversial Issues, 21). This exercise is also influenced by
Jacques Rancière’s arguments for the ‘sharing/distribution of the
sensible’ by analysing how the voices and ideas of some people are
rendered invisible and inaudible, and by exploring what might need to
happen to change this: the subversion of the master-slave relation, for
example.
Aims:

EXERCISE

At the Ancient festival of Saturnalia the Romans tried to recreate and
imagine a vanished golden age when Saturn, the god of the harvest
and the god of agriculture, ruled on earth. This festival recalled an
ancient but long past Utopian time of joyful plenty and feasting
without slavery or hunger or division. During the festival of Saturnalia
Romans imagined returning to this age of plentiful contentment and
lack of division by turning the world, as they knew it, on their head.
Saturnalia turned upside down the normal social conventions and role
reversals and role-playing were an important aspect of the festival. C.
Geertz says, “In ritual the world as lived and the world as imagined
…turn out to be the same world”. During Saturnalia, slaves could
disrespect their masters or tell them what they really thought of them
without reproach. A king of misrule was elected in each family and
could bid the paterfamilias (head of the family) to do whatever they
pleased. Women could mingle in men-only company. Free speech –
satire, liberty to insult without impunity, criticism of those in power,
abandonment of social hierarchy, dress (more solemn white toga
exchanged for synthesis – brightly coloured gown), disruption of
convention over a number of days, playing of games, gambling, etc.
became the norm during the festival. Ancient Romans gave to one
other what is a precursor to greeting cards containing deliberately
awful verses. Gifts were given – the more esteemed the person, the
worse the gift. “Now you have license, slave, to game with your
master”.

The aim of the exercise is to introduce students to the cult of
Saturnalia as a device to role play and role reverse so that they can see
their own familiar world through unfamiliar eyes.
Learning Outcomes:
•
•
•
•

Playfully explore the festival of Saturnalia through role reversal.
Write an instruction piece to an educator telling them about the
Saturnalian Classroom or School.
Discuss links between ancient and modern rituals and beliefs and values
Interrogate conventions and explore alternative possibilities.
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Exercise 6: The Saturnalian Classroom

•

Resources:

PowerPoint on the god Saturn and Saturnalia
(available on TEC Padlet)
Whiteboard markers, response boards, card,
pens

Preparation:

Decide which images of symbolic value you are to ‘put on the table’ (i.e.
on the whiteboard) and search for digital pictures that represent them.
Method:

• Introduce the festival of Saturnalia & in groups brainstorm what it
might be like to celebrate Saturnalia in their classroom
today? What would they do if everything were flipped?
• Prompt questions: Imagine what would happen to the physical
learning space? What roles would change? What rules would be
inverted? What might the transformed learning space look and
feel like? Would the playground remain the same?
• Give a sheet of card and pen to each participant. Ask them to
imagine yourself as a younger child that you know or as the child
that you were/are. Younger children can imagine themselves as
adults. Go to any available space in the room you are in and find a
place and posture where that child/adult might be comfortable.
Imagine this Saturnalian classroom. What would happen to your
experience? On your blank sheet of card write out a simple and
concrete set of instructions for a teacher to change the nature of
your experiences and express your needs and desires in the flipped
classroom.
• Group Task: Return to their smaller groups, collaboratively
compose and record a set of classroom rules for the Saturnalian
classroom on their response boards

Task 1: “This is not how we do
things here.. We don’t..”:
Dictate a list of such things
from the perpective of a
teacher, child, parent, and/or
citizen (3 minutes)

Task 2: Subvert the rules of this
space (temporarily). Imagine
how you might have loved to
have occupied a classroom space
as a (younger) child or how you
might occupy it as an adult in the
future (3 minutes)

Task 3: Brainstorm list of
Questions by Children for
Teachers about the Rules of
the School. Group attempts to
answer questions (8 minutes)

Task 4: In groups outline a
Code of Behaviour for
Teachers and a list of School
Rules from the Perspective of
the Child (10 minutes)

CLASSROOM

Between 30-60 minutes

SATURNALIAN

Duration:

Children and young people may enjoy writing a manifesto or
creating placards on the School/World I would like would…
On your blank sheet of card write out a simple and concrete set of
instructions for a teacher to change the nature of your experiences in
the flipped Saturnalian Classroom. In writing your instructions be clear
to express your needs, your beliefs, and desires.

THE

•

6:

From 8 years old to adults

EXERCISE

Intended Age Group:

Tips and Further Resources:

Selecting beliefs or rituals from ancient history or culture is a distancing
device that simultaneously connects the past and the present while
inviting participants to engage with and reimagine conventions and
practices in their everyday world.
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EXERCISE

6:

THE

SATURNALIAN

CLASSROOM

Exercise 6: The Saturnalian Classroom
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Exercise 7: Origami Moment

Preparation:

This exercise offers a playful, informal methodology which
encourages participants to pause momentarily in the middle of an
exercise and play a game using a piece of origami. The origami game
enables participants to ask each other questions about the nature and
symbolism of clothing in their lives and in human life. It can be
adapted for other questions on other topics that can range from the
silly to the philosophical to the historical. The template is provided on
our website.

•
•

•

An origami template is given to every pair of participants.
The pair follow the instructions and make the origami piece containing
the questions on clothing.
Downloadable template found on http://www.enquiring-project.eu/
and TEC Padlet.

MOMENT

Description:

Aims:

ORIGAMI

•

Create opportunities for participants to engage in playful, paired
dialogue on the topic of clothing.
Respond to the spontaneous opportunities for imaginative thinking
about the function of clothing though paired work based on
question and answer.

7:

•

•
•
•

•

EXERCISE

Learning Outcomes:

Explore the symbolism and function of clothing.
Elicit paired discussion about the complex meanings associated with
different forms of clothing and body decoration.
Engage imaginatively with colour, shape, texture and forms of
clothing that might mean different things to people in different
places and times.
Activate the imagination and create a sense of strangeness and
interest in one’s own and others’ everyday practice, as well as a
sense of how things might have been otherwise.
Intended Age Group:

From 8 years old to adults

Duration:

Between 10-15 minutes depending on the
number of times the teacher invites
participants to engage in an origami moment.
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Exercise 7: Origami Moment

•

MOMENT

•

A downloadable blank version of this origami template is provided
by TEC that can be adapted to ask questions relating to any unit of
learning. These origami moments can be used to scaffold paired
work.
Not all participants will be familiar with how to make the origami
piece or how to play the origami game. You may need to give
additional time for this.
For older groups this can link to questions of cultural destruction or
a discussion about the politics of assimilation that tries to eliminate
difference. For children of all ages it can open up discussions about
difference. These can be approached in a number of ways,
including philosophical enquiry and writing fiction.

ORIGAMI

•

7:

At the beginning of a session on clothing provide each pair of
participants with the origami template and invite them to make the
origami piece. As participants engage in Does God Care What I Wear
activities the teacher decides when it would be appropriate to
punctuate the units of learning with paired dialogue on the
symbolism of clothing. Participants are invited in pairs at intervals,
open their origami figures and play the game and read the question
or quotation. Suggested Questions inside the origami template
below:
1.
If we all wore the same clothes, would there be less division in
society?
2.
What colour does the notion of the sacred have for me?
3.
Looking at the colours in this room what questions come to
mind?
4.
Imagine a situation where you wear, for example, swimming
gear to the museum. If clothing is only functional this should not
be a problem. Why might it be?
5.
Do the clothes you are wearing today express who you are or say
something about your character and identity?
6.
How might clothes divide you from other humans who dress
differently? Why?
7.
Why didn’t Neanderthals and early humans share fashion tips?
8.
Look around the room. If clothing hadn’t become popular and
we had stuck with decorating our bodies with paint, how might
people here be decorating themselves?
9.
What was the human or Neanderthal who first put on a piece of
clothing thinking? How did the others respond? Did he or she
first start wearing clothes to cover up his or her loss of fur? And
if so, how did it become a ‘thing’ and when did fashion proper
begin?

Tips and Further Resources:

EXERCISE

Method:
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Exercise 8: Interfaith Dialogue Cafe

Aims:

Learning Outcomes:

From 8 years old to adults

Duration:

Between 60 – 70 minutes depending on the
number of tables and group sizes.
Markers, paper tablecloths, prompt questions,
4 large tables /chairs for students Interfaith
reflection & bank of question resources
downloadable on Padlet.

Resources:

Preparation:

INTERFAITH

Intended Age Group:

CAFE

• Explore diverse sacred artefacts in a multi-sensory manner.
• Elicit discussion about the symbolism, teachings, rituals and
personal significance of different religious traditions.
• Engage in a relaxed open dialogical manner with peers & members
of different religious traditions.

8:

This interfaith café methodology gives students an opportunity to
engage and dialogue with members of different faith traditions. Ideally
it should take place in a large space (e.g. hall) with four tables each
designated to a different faith and covered in paper tablecloths. The
number of chairs around each table (ideally 5 or 6) varies depending
on the number of participants. Coloured markers are left on the table
so participants can draw, doodle, write questions or comments. An
adult member of a different religious tradition is ‘host’ to the students
at the table designated to explore their faith. Faith members put
sacred artefacts from their tradition on the table for students to
explore. Students spend an identical amount of time at each table and
after 10 or 15 minutes they rotate in a clockwise direction while the
hosts remained in situ. Students are encouraged to ask any questions
they wish about each faith tradition. A bank of identical cards
containing questions is provided at each table as a stimulus to
discussion if needed. In the course of the hour students get to visit all
four tables and dialogue with four members of different faiths.

• Set up the 4 tables with paper tablecloths, markers, artefacts, prompt
questions & talking object.
• Divide the participants in groups of 5‐6 and seat them around the tables.

EXERCISE

Description:

• Excite curiosity and interest in diverse religious traditions.
• Appreciate that religious beliefs are complex, diverse and deeply
meaningful in people’s lives.
• Listen, ask questions, and engage in group discussion about
religious worldviews & the sacred with believers.
• Open, warm, relaxed, non-judgmental engagement involving group
discussion with religious believers.
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• One person acts as time-keeper (strict) and rotates groups every
15 minutes. Before this activity brief members of the different
faith groups that they are not the ‘expert’ but while answering
students questions they are also facilitators of group discussion.
• Children may doodle, play with artefacts etc. and not appear to be
participating but this is a deeply relevant and meaningful form of
participation. If participants run out of questions introduce the
bank of questions and ask them to pick any one.
• Facilitate diverse forms of participation including
listening/drawing/exploring sacred objects/mime etc. After the
café,tablecloths act as an important record of the dialogue.

INTERFAITH

1. Members of the different faith traditions stand in a line in front of
the children (seated at tables), welcome them & explain how the
interfaith café works.
2. Optional choral reading of interfaith text by faith members to show
solidarity between their different faith traditions (downloadable on
Padlet).
3. Students agree to the ground rules (talking object, nobody forced to
talk, nobody criticizes / tries to convert anyone else/ move table in
clockwise direction.
4. Invite the student to ask questions – no such thing as a silly question
5. Faith members return to the table they are hosting & welcomes
everybody. Everybody says their name.
6. Looking at the objects on the table invite children to guess what
tradition the faith member is from (don’t tell them).
7. Invite spontaneous questions – give children a little thinking time &
invite them to write down any questions on a tablecloth.
8. Use talking object. Faith members respond to participants’ questions
but also expand them to include broader questions ‘Does anybody
else here believe anything similar? Different? ‘
9. When time is up one host faith member concludes the event by
asking students at each table: “Could you tell us one thing you
learned?; “one interesting question?”; “one thing that surprised
you?”; “one thing you’d like to know more about?” etc.

8:

Tips and Further Resources:

EXERCISE

Method:

CAFE

Exercise 8: Interfaith Dialogue Cafe

Methodology has been developed and piloted with EDNIP and MWIN.
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Website
http://www.enquiring-project.eu/
Log on to our website to find all our downloadable resources and links
to all online platforms.
Padlet
Please visit our Padlet boards. These provide a visual guide to our methodologies
and we actively encourage engagement and participation.
https://padlet.com/aislinnjodonnell/enquiringclassroom
Password: Enquiry
Social Media Channels
Facebook: facebook.com/EnquiringClassroom/
Twitter: twitter.com/EnquiringClass
Open Discovery Space
Visit The Enquiring Classroom online hub in the Open Discovery Space
Online Community:
https://portal.opendiscoveryspace.eu/en/community/enquiring-classroom846694
Teachers Academy: https://portal.opendiscoveryspace.eu/en/topiccourses/enquiring-classroom-academy
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Aislinn O'Donnell
Aislinn O'Donnell is Professor of Education in Maynooth University. Aislinn has developed a number of
creative research and teaching projects that seek to introduce philosophy to settings like the prison,
probation projects, and drug projects. She has an ongoing collaborative project in primary schools called
Art and Philosophy in the Classroom with gallery educator and curator, Katy Fitzpatrick and was a
founding member of Philosophy Ireland. Aislinn is interested in exploring innovative and experimental
approaches to teaching philosophy, fostering cross-disciplinary dialogue between philosophy and other
subject areas, such as contemporary art, and developing pedagogical strategies to help us to reflect upon
ethics, inclusion, pluralism, and the global refugee crisis in educational institutions and society.
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/people/aislinn-odonnell

Patricia Kieran
Patricia Kieran teaches Education about Religions and Beliefs at Mary Immaculate College, University of
Limerick, Ireland. She is keenly interested in inter-belief dialogue and her current research focuses on the
manner in which learners might explore deeply personal, complex and sensitive issues surrounding
religions and beliefs in a multi-belief context. Her work focuses on teaching creatively, using religious
artefacts in the classroom to explore complex religious themes, and on the representation of religions
and beliefs in curricular programs. She has been a visiting ICUSTA Scholar to the University of Saint
Thomas in Texas, USA and has published a number of books on religious pluralism in educational practice
as well as inter-religious dialogue and Theology in an intercultural context.
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"Lived Values: a pedagogical-philosophical groundworking of the value basis of Swedish schools" financed
by the Swedish Research Council (2015-2019). The project focuses on what has become of values
education in the knowledge society and its overall aim is to seek out an educational language for the
formative task of schools. Bergdahl is particularly interested in the value conflicts that arise in schools in
postsecular liberal democratic societies and the pedagogical questions that these tensions seem to
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developing innovative and creative approaches to fostering values in schools, and in seeking out
affirmative ways of engaging in difficult ethical discussions in the multicultural classroom. She is currently
working in the research project "Lived Values: a pedagogical-philosophical groundworking of the value
basis of Swedish schools".
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THE ENQUIRING CLASSROOM
The Enquiring Classroom methodologies have been developed in
collaboration with teachers and other educators. It is underpinned by
a philosophy of education that has developed through this
engagement. This re-articulates the relationship between values,
democracy and education. The Enquiring Classroom’s creative
pedagogical strategies are designed to engage teachers and students
in thinking and talking about the rich stories of our common world,
the pluralistic nature of life and society, the existential dimensions of
the human condition, and the values that hold us. By being clear
about the norms and values that govern educational spaces, it can
become easier to navigate difficult conversations, including those
about identity, colonialism, ethics, values, religions and beliefs,
diversity, belonging and violence. Educational spaces involve ‘putting
matters on the table’ in an educational way. Through culturally
responsive and culturally sustaining pedagogies, students are invited
to bring their life-worlds into educational spaces, and teachers are
encouraged to see this as part of the cultural and educational richness
of classroom and school life. By also asking students to face historic
and contemporary injustices and conflicts, educational spaces can also
become spaces in which we come to understand why the world is
how it is and imagine how it might be otherwise. Each new generation
can thus come to take on the task of reimagining and renewing our
common world.
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