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Exploring Models or Methodologies of Religious Education

How do you want the children ( children / youth )  to  develop, learn and grow through their religious exploration experience within your congregation?

Assigned groups each review one model

1. Spirit Play

2. Small Group Ministry 

3. Workshop Rotation 

4. Way Cool Sunday School

15 minutes to read the material and discuss using the following questions as a guide
Questions to report back to the group:

a. What are the strengths of this model for spiritual development?

b. What background and training would you require?
c. What questions do you have about this model?

d. How suitable is this model for the vision, goals and resources of your congregation?
e. Would a significant shift in understanding be needed for this model to meet with support in your congregation?
A word on models: MRE Betty Jo Middleton writes, “We will do well to clarify our meanings and work toward some common language as we discuss issues of models and paradigms, content and method, as we move into a new era in religious education in our congregations.” Betty Jo suggests using “models” to mean the structures and designs we create for our programs. Where, how and when they will be carried out should be part of the discussion, although most of our discussions have centered on Sunday morning programs for children and youth we do not need to be limited by traditional times. Here are models regularly used in our current Sunday morning programming for children between the ages of three or four  through eleven or twelve.
Classroom-Based Programs: This familiar structure, of the “Self-contained Classroom,” may include participants grouped by any method— often age, but possibly gender, interest, etc. While a curriculum and classroom model may suggest a traditional Sunday School the model in itself does not imply any particular method of instruction or theoretical model. The room may be arranged in a variety of ways, including as an open classroom with learning centers or stations. Many innovative and exciting methods of teaching may be, and are, used in this kind of setting. Participants have a sense of being at home in the congregation when they meet in the same place most of the time, especially if they are able to post their own materials and projects. Problems arise when the classrooms are too small, too full of furniture, and too crowded to allow participants and leaders to move around. When rooms are set up for other purposes religious education groups may have to contend with too many distractions and too little sense of ownership of their space.

1.  Spirit Play  A Unitarian Universalist adaptation of the Godly Play and Montessori Methods developed by Nita PenfoldD.Min., Rev. Ralph Roberts, and Beverly Leute Bruce
The program developers see the purpose of religious education as helping children in living into their own answers to the existential questions: Where did we come from? What are we doing here?  How do we choose to live our lives?  What happens when we die?

The two most important keys to the Montessori Method are the environment and the teacher.  The teacher is the link between the children and the materials, prepared and arranged on the shelves by this teacher. But the teacher remains secondary to the children themselves and creates an atmosphere of peace and comfort in the classroom

Using the Montessori approach and Jerome Berryman's ‘morning as worship approach’ for the structure of the morning, the key  elements of the well prepared environment and the calm, full-of-wonder presence of the teacher presenting the story free the children to work at their own pace on their own issues after an initial lesson.

Stories have been developed by Nita Penfold in the following categories using current children’s literature, myths, and religious stories that cover answers from various sources to the existential questions above.  Each set of stories is color-coded or symbol-coded to the shelf for easy access and return 
Unitarian Universalist Focus
Promises (Principles)
Sources
Stories of the Mystery
Beginnings and Endings
Sacred Places
Church Corner
Religion Boxes and Ways to Pray
Heroes and Heroines
Each group has a Storyteller and a Door Keeper. The Door Keeper helps the children get ready to enter the classroom as parents drop them off. The Storyteller leads the circle in the story of the day, followed by the wondering. Children choose an art response or to work with a story previously heard, helped by the Door Keeper. Children clean up, followed by a feast (snack) with the Storyteller. Leave-taking is a formal process of  saying good-bye to the Storyteller when parents arrive and children  are ready.

Using Spirit Play we model how to wonder in religious education, so children can “enter” religious language rather than merely repeating it or talking about it.
http://www.spiritplay.net 
2. Small Group Ministry Gail Forsyth-Vail, Director of Religious Education, started using a Small Group Ministry format with grades 1-8 in church year 2001-2002. Her model has the following characteristics:

· The Religious Education session follows a worship service in which a wisdom story drawn from one of our living traditions is told.

· Gail has prepared generic ways of implementing each part of the session format that can be used by the facilitators (Opening, check-in, reflecting, carrying our faith into the world, appreciation/wishes/closure). These include games/activities as well as discussion.

· Gail emphasizes the service or outreach component under “carrying our faith into the world.” This is an example of connecting the group with the larger whole. It also illustrates the shared praxis approach of educating for action. (See Shared Praxis)

· Each week, facilitators are sent plans for each age group that relates to the story that is used in the worship. 

· The groups include several grades (grades 1-2, grades 3-5, grades 6-8). Gail has found it easier to place a child in a group configured this way than the specific graded groups.

The session format that is being used in North Andover is this:

Opening/Inclusion. Light the chalice. Use some kind of name game for the first two sessions, then every time someone new comes into the group. If not using a name game, use some kind of “check-in,” such as “share something special that happened to you this week.”

Reflecting. (This may be shortened if there is a longer service project, or may be done while working on a project.) Be sure that each person is able to hear and to be heard.

Carrying Our Faith Into The World. This is an important piece of EACH Sunday morning. Sometimes this time can be used to plan and do projects, sometimes to challenge one another to do something of service in the world during the week coming, sometimes to reflect upon a service project.

Appreciation/Wishes/Closure. A suggestion is to blow out the chalice after the opening for safety reasons, then to relight it for the closing. Each person says something that they appreciated about the session, and one thing that they wish would happen the next time. Don’t forget to restore the space. 

Gail selects her stories from the living traditions. In reality, the principles and purposes that we espouse arise from our traditions. Teaching from stories – stories that we tell, not read -- calls on the vital work of Sophia Fahs and Dorothy Spoerl, who knew the importance of myths in imparting truths!

* We have a copy of Gail’s curriculum in the CUC Lifespan Learning Library, for loan.

3. Learning Centers/Stations; Workshop Rotation


Melissa Armstrong-Hansche and Neil MacQueen introduce and describe “Workshop rotation” in their book Workshop Rotation: A New Model for Sunday School.  MacQueen says, in an article on the website www.rotation.org:


Here’s the Workshop Rotation Model in a nutshell: Teach major Bible

Stories and concepts through kid-friendly multimedia workshops: an Art workshop, Drama, Music, Games, A-V, puppets, Storytelling, Computers, and any other educational media you can get your hands on. Teach the same Bible story in all of the workshops for four or five weeks rotating the kids to a different workshop each week. And here comes the extremely teacher friendly part: Have

the same teacher in each workshop for all five weeks teaching the same lesson week after week to a different class coming in. 

Obviously most Unitarian Universalist congregations will not teach only “major Bible stories,” but any content may be used with this model. Makanah Morriss and September Gerety have both posted to the Reach-List their good results using this model with a “pillars” curriculum plan in Cheyenne, Wyoming. They and others have stressed the importance of having “journey guides” with each group as they move through different workshops, providing a continuity of adult leadership.  In Cheyenne “we use the same story in slightly different variations for the workshops so children hear and experience the story in three different ways over three weeks. They basically explore three stories for each theme,” Morriss writes. (Reach-List. January 25, 2003.)

The exploration of the same story through different approaches over a period of time is new to us. The workshop approach has been used under the name of “Centers” or “Learning Stations” in many Unitarian Universalist congregations, especially during special programs such as spring festivals or “mini-mesters.” (This is an expansion of the learning center as a method.) Library and museum education approaches are evident in different manifestations of this model: use of storytellers, resources, guides, hands-on exhibits, audio-visuals.  

In The Creative Process and Religious Education, published in 1964, Dorothy Tilden Spoerl describes a proposal a religious educator wanted to institute in one Unitarian Universalist congregation. It involved elimination of age-level and grade-level classes for children, and adoption of a “program of interest groups in which any child might enroll if he chose to do so…there would be a dance group; an art studio with a wide variety of available media; a dramatic group; a science corner or a laboratory where children could follow the dictates of their own curiosity; a library filled with many books which children could read, or from which they could be read to.”
4. Way Cool Sunday School/Religious Education Without Walls

Greg Stewart and others developed the Way Cool Sunday School model at the Second Church, Chicago. Writing about this model in Essex Conversations, Stewart says:

…we put lived experience before the dissemination of information, took Sunday School out of the church’s basement and into the city’s streets, eliminated age divisions, used curricula as a resource rather than a recipe, intentionally invited (and transported) non-UU children to Sunday school from area shelter and group homes—yes, we became both missionaries and evangelists—and we confused social action with religious education. We called this approach “Way Cool Sunday Scool.”

Stewart noted wryly that he had “got hold of the wrong reading list,” referring to the philosophical books generally recommended by Unitarian Universalist religious educators, and tried to put into practice what he read there.  He has since used this model in congregations in Cleveland and Pasadena and other congregations are using it on their own. Margaret Levine Young’s “alternatives” web page describes it this way:


The first Sunday of each month is an all-children worship. The second and

and third Sundays have age-based classes. The fourth Sunday of the month is reserved for a social action project. If there is a fifth Sunday, it is reserved for exploring spirituality through the arts. Children younger than six meet separately, because they need a smaller, simpler program.

Some elements of this model have been used in other Unitarian Universalist congregations for special spring programs or “mini-mesters” and in some cases at intervals throughout the year. 

Way Cool Sunday School is an experiential RE format, incorporating  regular Worship, Social Justice, and Arts Sundays as well as curriculum-based Classroom Sundays, all grounded in a common focus on our Unitarian Universalist principles and values.  At its heart lies the conviction that children are best served when integrated into the whole life of the church, and that RE is where congregational transformation happens.
www.cuc.ca/lifespan
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