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This Discussion Paper is the second in a series produced by Anglican EdComm as a tool for
assisting teaching staff in Anglican schools to engage in an intelligent and thoughtful way
with the emerging components of the new Australian Curriculum. We are indebted to Ruby
Holland for the thoroughness in which she has researched and written this paper and we
look forward to receiving equally thoughtful and constructive feedback. We don’t pretend
that this paper has addressed every issue but we are pleased to share it with you as a
conversation starter and as a trigger for further reading and thinking.
Many of the ideas discussed in the paper are not peculiar to teaching and learning in
English. At the same time, we believe that 'Exploring teaching and learning in English with
the eyes of faith' is a challenging a place to continue a series that will address teaching and
learning in Mathematics, Science, History and Personal Development, Health and Physical
Education.
In this paper Ruby acknowledges that in Anglican schools ‘education is seen as nothing less
than the intellectual, spiritual and moral formation of students as created beings of a loving
and holy God.’ The theme of formation features often as does the challenge for all of us
who teach to see the rituals and routines of our subjects with the eyes of faith.
This Discussion Paper will introduce you to writers, researchers, questions and issues which
you may never have considered. We trust that it is a stimulating experience for you and for
the community of practice with which you are involved.

Dr Bryan Cowling
Executive Director
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Ruby Holland has been a teacher in government and independent schools for over forty
years. She was formerly the Principal, and later the Assistant Principal: Curriculum at St
Paul’s Grammar School, Cranebrook where she developed her ideas in the context of a
Christian grammar school. She has a Master’s degree in education from Newcastle
University and has lectured in a Bible College. Her educational interests include
internationalism in education, leadership and subject-based Christian scholarship. She
interacts frequently with other Christian scholars around the world. She is a member of the
Anglican Education Fellowship and is contracted by Anglican EdComm to promote an
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4

The Impact of a School Community
Forming Students through our Subjects: Routines and Rituals
Talking Truth: Perspective and Objectivity
Into the Classroom: Critical and Discerning Thinkers
Integrative Teaching: Exploring with Respect
The Australian Situation: Curriculum and Character
The Need for What and Why as well as How: Considering the Big Questions of Life
Supporting the Christian Grand Narrative: The Subject in a Curriculum Framework

7
7
9
10
10
12
13
14

Five Assumptions
Key Questions for English
Programming English ‘with the eyes of faith’: Some tentative suggestions

17
19
20

5

6

Teaching in an Anglican school is a rewarding experience, supported by centuries of
tradition in academic excellence and pastoral care, focused on a clear vision of ‘the good’
and what it means to live what is referred to as a ‘good life.’ In the Anglican community, it is
the Bible that gives us that vision, characterised as ‘wisdom.’ And so it is in Anglican schools
that education is seen as nothing less than the intellectual, spiritual and moral formation of
students as created beings of a loving and holy God. The routines and rituals that are
practised in the community are crucial to such formation with the student developing a
certain orientation toward the world1 through the community’s practices.
While this understanding of formation is largely uncontested, its application is often
restricted to activities outside the classroom of the mainstream subjects. However, such
student-forming practice is not restricted to the more obvious Christian celebrations; it can
also be seen in the routines and rituals of the subjects we teach and of our classrooms. As
well as the personal characteristics of the teacher, two areas then become of major
importance for faith-based schools:
•
•

scholarship related to each subject and
teaching and learning within each subject.

Supporting Anglican practice that is formative of students intellectually, spiritually and
morally requires us to examine these two areas in some depth. Although we will be
incorporating ideas that are essentially theological, they are done in a spirit of what Alan
Jacobs refers to as ‘kerygmatic theology,’ ‘governed by Christ’s commandment to proclaim
the Gospel rather than by the natural impulse to argue and justify’2.

If we accept the premise that scholarly practice in our subject is characterised by certain
virtues (habits and dispositions oriented towards a certain understanding of the good3) then
we need to evaluate such from the perspective of our end goal: the Christian vision of life
lived well. This is often more than, and occasionally opposed to, the vision projected by our
subjects. As such it presents a rich opportunity to explore in depth the issues that lie at the
heart of all subjects, issues that are contestable yet of vital importance for lifelong learning.
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For it is now widely recognised that each subject comes with a particular paradigm for its
practice: rules that govern its content and methodology, rules that students are socialised
into in our classrooms. These rules are expressed in routines and rituals as we study and
practise the subject. Think literary criticism in English as a routine or the scientific method as
a ritual. These routines and rituals in our subjects remain largely unexamined in our
teaching. They often simply form an unarticulated ‘social imaginary’4, to use Charles Taylor’s
term, a pre-cognitive ‘understanding’ rather than ‘knowledge.’ The myth that any
construction of a discipline can be neutral and value-free is now being questioned in the
mainstream literature. See for instance critique of the Australian Curriculum Mathematics
Syllabus5. At the heart of every subject’s rules and practices are belief-based understandings
of people and knowledge, (beginning with the existence of God) that are both foundational
and formative. To the extent that they remain unarticulated they retain their formative
power.
The story or sustaining myth of Science, for instance, appears in the media at least to be one
of human conquest of the environment, minus any external creative or sustaining influence.
A simplistic understanding of the scientific method understands that it is performed almost
ritually to determine what is true about this world. For many students, the pre-cognitive
understanding presented to them is that this practice is the means to all reliable truth. All
else is personal taste. The challenge for teachers of Science, as for all teachers in Anglican
schools, is to encourage a study of the natural world within a Christian framework of
understanding: a Christian ‘social imaginary’ which has the capacity to captivate the heart
and mind of students.
Although the social imaginary may function at a pre-cognitive level, the Christian faith is not
irrational. Bible-based Anglican theology provides us with a strong set of ‘control beliefs’6
with which to critique the social imaginary behind subject paradigms as well as theorise and
embrace their rich contribution to human life. The Christian life involves ongoing listening to
God speaking through His word and responding with faith to His precepts, vision and
purposes. This includes His redemptive and renewing purposes in relation to the creation
and our creation mandate as culture-makers. We will often find ourselves agreeing with
those who come from a different foundation of beliefs because God in His mercy has
extended common grace to all people to access truth. However, humankind, as Romans 1
tells us, tends to distort the truth about His world, preferring to leave the
Creator/Redeemer out of the picture. With the eyes of faith we see that God is the ground
and source of all truth, wherever it is found; but that we need to be discerning in relation to
any truth claims.
4
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In undertaking to uncover and critique the beliefs on which our subject’s paradigm is based,
we are taking seriously the three-pronged emphasis of Anglican education: intellectual,
spiritual and moral. But in the process, we may be tempted to give undue weight to the role
of perspective, particularly what has been termed ‘a Christian perspective’ or ‘the Biblical
worldview.’ Where does this leave the role of ‘facts,’ the traditional body of ‘universal
truths’ that teachers used to be able to transmit to students with confidence? In describing
the act of knowing, some writers7 have indeed highlighted human perspective and
interpretation in our knowing at the expense of traditional objectivity. Don Carson provides
a more nuanced view,
‘Human beings may know objective truth in the sense that they may know what actually
conforms to reality, but they cannot know it objectively, that is, they cannot escape their
finitude and…their fallenness, and therefore the limitations of perspectivalism, and thus they
cannot know anything completely or from a neutral stance.’8
Note the role of belief even in this statement. Carson’s control beliefs about the nature of
humanity (able to access truth, yet sinful, finite) lead him to emphasise the limitations of
human knowing. On the other hand, his (assumed) control belief in a creator God leads him
to affirm that truth can be known. If the development of our subjects involves such complex
knowing over time, then they are imperfect, more or less objective human interpretations
of reality. They are indeed humanity’s glorious, fallible attempt to impose a pattern on the
universe in response to their experience of it. The disciplines empower us to construct
meaning and develop a worldview to guide our day-to-day living in a bewildering cosmos.
However, we do well to consider that the disciplines are but one aspect of our meaningmaking, albeit a dominant one for schools. J.K.A. Smith claims that much of the orientation
that influences our interpretation or perspective is operative at a subconscious level…what
he calls ‘the adaptive unconscious.’9 At this level, as stated earlier, social institutions are
crucial in their contribution to worldview, in the way a student orients himself to the world.
The whole context of the school therefore deserves thorough evaluation for its concrete
formative influence on students. However, the focus of this paper remains on the
unarticulated formative aspects of the disciplines.
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So what does this have to do with our classroom teaching? If the subjects we teach are
human constructs, interpretations based on contestable beliefs and commitments, then we
have the responsibility to teach our students how to explore these values and perspectives
after having done so ourselves. We need to do so in full knowledge of the formative power of
the practice of our subject for developing a view of and orientation to the world. The rituals
and routines of our classroom, including the enacted curriculum, will help socialise students
either into becoming critical and discerning thinkers in relation to our subject, or leave them
as possibly unreflective practitioners, with a truncated understanding of both themselves
and their world.
As intimated in the above quote from Carson, such subject-based interpretations cannot be
arbitrary, as their truth must be tested for the closest possible agreement with reality; but
they are nevertheless products of human beings who inevitably bring their belief-based
perspectives and valuing to that enterprise. We do our students a disservice if we teach our
subjects as if belief-based perspective has no role in them because those unarticulated
beliefs are intellectually, spiritually and morally formative of our students. To explore them is
both to deepen their knowledge of the subject and to give to students an active, choicebased role in their own formation.
This is especially the case given that the disciplines upon which our subjects are based
originally formed part of a modernist structure for organising knowledge and giving meaning
to the world. Unrestrained modernism, with its overdependence on the scientific method for
the justification of knowledge, tends to act as a secularising influence on our subjects.
Modernist explanations of telos tend to limit it to the material world.

It should be noted at this point that any exploration of contestable areas should be done in a
spirit of humble inquiry and with respect for differing viewpoints. A didactic pedagogy is not
suited to the development of the capacity to analyse and critique subject areas. Such didactic
approaches have often accompanied what may be termed ‘pseudo-integration.’10 Such
attempts in the past have variously involved the construction of completely alternative
program of teaching and learning, proof-texting with decontextualised Bible verses, the
artificial insertion of values education into the subject or the didactic delivery of a set of
doctrines as ‘the Christian worldview.’
In avoiding such artificiality, the easy solution appears to be to restrict our thinking as
teachers in Anglican schools to pastoral and relational aspects of teaching. But this in effect
10
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hands formative power over to the unarticulated paradigm of the subject, as we have explored
above. It also wastes an opportunity to demolish the false understanding of knowledge that
pits facts against faith, objectivity against values, science against religion, mainstream
subjects against Biblical Studies. And it denies an understanding of all our educational practice
as inevitably focussed on a particular formative narrative of the life well-lived.

Modelling the Biblical picture of the good life in our pastoral and relational roles as teachers
is of course important. However, Nicholas Wolterstorff (Emeritus Professor of Philosophical
Theology at Yale) points out the necessity for an interplay of modelling and carefully planned
teaching,
‘To be truly effective in cultivating dispositions, modeling needs the support of articulated
thought. If teaching justly is to be effective as a model it needs the support of a conceptual
framework for thinking about justice’.11
By far the best option for those of us involved in Anglican schooling is to adopt a scholarly
approach to our subject, using a process recommended by Christian scholars for genuine
integration, constructing an appropriate ‘conceptual framework.’ David Wolfe suggests three
aspects specific (integral) to each subject as fruitful for investigation in the classroom:




Presuppositions on which the subject is based—eg. The assumption that human beings can
be completely accounted for in terms of their biology.
Value commitments, both explicit and tacit of the subject—eg. The value of empirical
evidence or logic.
Results of study of the subject, set within the context of the Big Picture—eg. Deconstruction
considered as a form of literary criticism that supports postmodern views of life.12
Another approach to integration involves exploring the relationship of the disciplines to one
another and especially to that of theology. Major ways of doing this have been termed:





Complementary, whereby each discipline is seen to tell a different story, needing the other
disciplines to provide the most comprehensive picture of the world and life.
Dialectical, in which ‘authentic Christian commitment’ is used in sorting out what knowledge
is genuine and vice versa.
Reactive, in which problems are considered from a Christian perspective whenever
encountered.13
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In the second section we will be exploring the subject using elements of both these
approaches as a stimulus for programming from a Christian perspective. Before we consider
this, however, we need to explore the relevance of this approach to the current context of
Anglican education, namely the National, or Australian curriculum.

The Australian Curriculum seems to acknowledge the formative power of a curriculum
narrative. One of the broad learning outcomes of the K-10 Curriculum Framework is:
‘develop a system of personal values based on their understanding of moral, ethical and
spiritual matters.’14 To explore further possibilities beyond what they encounter in media,
students need to know what it means to be a creature of God, and the implications that flow
from this understanding of the importance of the spiritual. As the Australian Curriculum
Framework does not include any ‘religious’ subject, it follows that the development of
personal values would arise in the context of the ‘mainstream’ subjects.
The danger of allowing this to happen without developing a discerning critique that is
directed towards a particular goal of a good life is illustrated by recent surveys conducted by
Notre Dame University in the U.S.15 They found that 18 to 23 year olds emerged from 13
years of secular education with little capacity to critically evaluate social, cultural and lifestyle
issues. The emerging adults had been socialised into self-centredness, consumerism,
promiscuousness and secularism. The majority was unable to think through issues ethically;
only a minority saw the relevance of a reasoned faith to the rest of life. Where they espoused
faith, God appeared relevant only when there were problems and His chief role was to
ensure comfort and happiness, which He was generally seen to issue according to the ‘good
works’ of the recipient. Faith was thus characterised as ‘moralistic, therapeutic deism.’
Few doubt that young adults in Australia, partly the product of our schools, demonstrate a
similar pattern. For example, the National Assessment Program found in 2010 that in Civics
and Citizenship half of students at Years 6 and 10 did not reach proficiency level in relation to
the values, attitudes and dispositions of the Melbourne Declaration.16 Both modernism and
postmodernism have done their work well in promoting consumption as a meaning-maker
and digital technology as identity. Such an approach breeds human autonomy and hubris in
science, technology and economics with a subsequent marginalising of a biblical
understanding of virtue and value. And whether our students have a faith commitment or
not, we should be concerned to support their moral and social as well as intellectual
development and this from a Biblical understanding of a life well lived.
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Given Smith’s alarming assessment of youth, the limiting of student consideration of major
existential, lifeshaping questions to Biblical Studies does not seem particularly helpful as this
subject is often marginalised, if only in students’ minds. The rituals and practices of the
scholarly communities involved in our subjects have by and large excluded consideration of
the belief-based foundations of their discipline as if they are not relevant. Charles Taylor
claims this is a quite deliberate strategy of those who have developed the disciplines.17 In
particular, they have rarely included consideration of what a subject is.18 Schools by and large
have copied this approach, teaching mostly the practice of the subject, when it is of major
interest to people of faith to explore the nature of each subject.
In thinking about what a subject is, students are potentially confronted by the big questions
that actually lie at the heart of all teaching and learning: ‘Who are we? What is our purpose?
Is there a God? What is truth? How can we know anything at all? If there is a ‘good life’ how
can we attain it? How do all my experiences fit together?’ The Australian Curriculum
documents are full of references to students developing both their identity and their
understanding of the world. See for instance the proposed syllabus in ‘The Arts’ for its
descriptions of the stages in terms of teaching and learning needs.19 As surely as these are
the concern of the Australian Curriculum, they are of Anglican schools purposefully planning
for student formation.
Indeed, Trevor Cooling claims that the ‘process of discovering meaning and judging
significance is essentially what education is all about…(it) characterises what it is to be
human.’20 This framework of meaning, driven by beliefs is what enables scientists as varied
as Dawkins and Lennox to make sense of both science and their world. And although
students will engage with such questions in Biblical Studies, these questions should also arise
in their proper context in the process of inquiring about the ‘what’ of the subject. The belief
issues that are at the heart of each subject need to be purposefully programmed for
consideration. We will explore how this might be done in the second section.
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Considering the nature of a subject should lead to professional reflection on where that
subject fits within the curriculum framework as all teaching and learning is presented in a
framework of some sort. Whether curriculum developers acknowledge it or not, all
frameworks are, in their educational values, ultimately based on foundational beliefs about
God, people and knowledge. It is these that they promote as they bring their educational
values to selection and implementation of the various components of the framework. It is a
specifically Anglican approach to emphasise that our subjects explore a unified creation that
is imbued with rich meaning from the Creator. We do not impose our meaning on creation,
but seek to uncover it and portray it as truthfully as possible.
Neil Postman has suggested the need for such a framework by referring to the inevitable
service of ‘gods’ by education.21 Postman’s gods are essentially narrative-based accounts of
reality such as technological progress or perhaps Anglican Christianity. These narratives give
a unity and explanatory framework to learning that supplies students with meaning,
motivation and a map to live by. Anglican schools are intentional about the promotion of the
Christian story, the gospel of Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord of all creation, the one true
God. The challenge for Anglican schools is to develop meaningful approaches that affirm the
Christian story in every aspect of its functioning, including the curriculum framework.
A secular example of how this might be done in the curriculum offering can be seen in the IB
Diploma, which is structured around an integrating core in the framework. Theory of
Knowledge is the integrating subject of the diploma, considered within the individual
subjects as well as in a discrete subject. A values-challenging service component and an
extended essay are also included in the core. If Postman provides a philosophical and moral
raison-d’etre for a meaningful curriculum framework, the IB Diploma provides a pedagogical
justification based on research into teaching and learning as a responsive construction of
meaning.
In an Anglican school the core would comprise some form of Biblical Studies, taught so that
students are encouraged to go beyond the framework itself to consider the unity and
meaning of creation in Christ. Ideally this will provide the core of the curriculum and be seen
so by the students. Biblical Studies should be prior to any of our other subjects.
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If Biblical Studies/Theology provides the core integrating frame and the explanation for our
subjects, conversely, the subject areas need to address key theological questions that are
integral to them for they make a powerful contribution to the meta-narrative of the
curriculum. This is the lesson of the IB Diploma where Theory of Knowledge went from just a
discrete subject to being a mandatory aspect of every subject syllabus. The approach may
involve challenging thinking, yet is vital to the presentation to students of a coherent
framework for their learning and their subsequent formation.
It should be noted once more that setting student learning within such a framework,
providing a big story with an exploration of big questions within the subjects, is not to
impose Anglican beliefs on students, but to empower them to investigate the truth claims of
all forms of knowledge, not just ‘religion.’ Only by doing so will they truly understand their
world. Teachers College, Columbia University reports on the proceedings of a conference,
‘“Children are constantly engaged in making sense of the world,” said Annemarie Palinscar,
Jean and Charles Walgreen Professor of Reading and Literacy at the university. The work of
teachers is to “influence this sense making” by asking well-constructed questions, suggesting
things that students should notice, and providing students with tools – both physical and
cognitive – that support learning.’22
Further, this approach is in sympathy with the 21st Century educational emphasis on metaquestions. For example, the Board of Studies in incorporating the Australian Curriculum into
its K-10 Science Syllabus, states: ‘Knowledge, understanding, skills, values and attitudes
derived from the cross-curriculum areas will be included in Board syllabuses, while ensuring
that subject integrity is maintained.’ Theologically-loaded areas such as Critical and Creative
Thinking, Ethical Understanding and Sustainability and Environment must be programmed in
all subjects. Theological ‘big questions’ are foundational to each of these areas and thus find
a natural place in subject programming in the 21st Century. Students, thirsty for meaning in a
world seemingly devoid of hope, can thus be encouraged to develop a coherent and
sustaining worldview while being academically stretched.

22

http://www.tc.edu/news.htm?articleID=8643 accessed 8th August, 2012

15

16

Before we begin to explore the subject of English it is important to reassert five assumptions
that have been outlined in one form or another in Section One.

Anglican tenets hold to the revealed authority of Scripture in its meta-narrative,
propositions, principles and character as the living Word of God. It follows we need to allow
God to speak to us through His Word if we are seeking guidance in educating in the Anglican
tradition.

That is, Bible-based beliefs will exclude some answers to the knowledge issues inherent in
the subjects; but apart from those, there will be much scope for differing approaches. Often
there is no one simple biblical answer, but many questions that are worth exploring for their
contribution to student critical thinking, discernment and meaning-making.

These are often referred to as comprising a person’s or a culture’s worldview and are
essentially theological and contestable. The existence and nature of God, what it means to
be human and knowledge and knowing are all areas depending on reasonable belief for
their answers.23 For teachers in an Anglican school, these should be based in turn on the
Christian Scriptures. These answers form contestable assumptions that impact to a greater
or lesser extent on the foundations, content, methodology, resources and pedagogy of each
subject. This is not the place to explore those presuppositions in detail, but to indicate that
the Bible is the starting point for the development of criteria by which to evaluate the
components of each subject. Christian scholars have especially focused on the importance
of understanding humanity from a biblical perspective.24
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This formation occurs through the virtues (habits and dispositions) of the subject as
practised by its scholars (including the teacher!) It has moral, social and aesthetic aspects, as
well as cognitive. It cannot be completely neutral. The question is not whether but how each
subject helps form students. The answer should, of course, be in alignment with the
Anglican school’s values and aims for students.

St. Bonaventure states, ‘every form of cognition is theology’s slave,’ by which he meant,
‘Theology, which is reasoned discourse about that God who is the Lord, provides both the
frame and the explanation for all these particular forms of learning’25. Theology is prior to
the other disciplines and as such it can helpfully question and interact with those disciplines.
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In light of the above assumptions, it is helpful to set a foundation for programming in the
interaction of theology with the discipline of English. The following are suggested as key
questions in which theology plays a central role. Philosophers and theologians have mused
over these questions and Christian scholars disagree over the answers, but in the raising of
them with students, they are led beyond the ‘how’ of English into the areas that are of
eternal significance. Some possible answers to these key questions will arise in the context
of our consideration of major aspects of the subject of English such as its nature and
practice.
In addition to the first four, which are commonly debated, we might add the question that is
specific to the subject as taught in Anglican schools. Note that the answers you, your faculty
and school give to these questions will determine the formative routines and rituals of both
the subject and your classroom. Please also note that there are no right or wrong answers
to these questions but in the very exploration of them lie possibilities for students to engage
with significant formative aspects of their subject.

19



Is meaning in language determined by the creator or the responder?



What are the respective roles of creativity/ imagination and skill in English?



Are there valid criteria for assessing quality in texts?



Are there Christian ways of reading/ viewing/listening?



How does a biblical view of people promote our responses?



How does English contribute to the formation of students towards the good life?

If the rituals and routines of English are to be evaluated for their support of the Anglican
story, it is important to consider for inclusion in your teaching program the following
aspects of your subject. Each is replete with English-specific concepts that must also be
carefully considered. The glossary attached to the new Board of Studies English curriculum is
of some help in clarifying these.
1. Nature
2. Links
3. Story
4. Practice
5. History
6. Purpose
There are two issues to note as we begin to explore these areas. Firstly, there is
considerable overlap between them. They are not discrete by any means. As presented in
schools, the subject of English appears driven by disparate theories of meaning-making; and
these appear in each aspect of our survey. Secondly, teaching with integrity in an Anglican
school requires us to explore and open up the issues for consideration, not impose an
artificial set of answers that we expect to be received passively. We must not abuse our
authority as teachers or the personhood of students by denying them their right of choice
and articulation of their position. They must feel safe by being treated respectfully and
having their position acknowledged. A demonstration of the implication of holding certain
approaches to the key questions is likely to have the most formative influence on our
students.

Exploring this aspect of English will help students to develop an answer to Question One:
‘Is meaning in language determined by the creator or the responder?’
Language, literature and … At its most basic, the answer to ‘What is English?” is of course
that English is a language, spoken and written in various forms around the world, especially
in former colonies of England. In the context of schooling, it is both a developing
competence in the study and use of English as a language and creation and interaction with
a variety of English-based texts. This gives it more of a skill rather than content focus.
Traditionally, these areas have been categorised as ‘language’ and ‘literature.’ However this
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categorisation has been expanded to include visual, multimedia and general texts and to
consider all aspects of the subject in a more integrated way.
‘Study and use’. The NSW Board of Studies syllabus, based on the National Curriculum,
states it thus: ‘English is the study and use of the English language in its various textual
forms encompassing spoken, written, multimedia and visual texts of varying complexity
through which meaning is shaped, conveyed, interpreted and reflected.’26 For the purposes
of this paper, we will refer to language and literature as distinct, but interdependent aspects
of English study. This will enable us to benefit from the many Christian writers who have
examined the area as a discipline and have deeply developed understandings, particularly of
literature.
Focus on Language. As with most disciplines, issues related to constructivist or realist
understandings of knowledge development emerge almost immediately we consider the
nature of the area. Our students labour with doubts that words can effectively
communicate meaning. Each stage in the process throws up potential blocks to true
communication: authorial creation, the symbols themselves and interpretation. 20th
Century deconstruction has taught us that belonging to a specific cultural or power group
may give both the composer and responder access to understanding that group’s discourse,
but little true communication can be expected outside of one’s own group. Constructivist
approaches that emphasise the individual’s role in meaning-making dominate the discourse
about the subject with a subsequent downplaying of any sense of objectivity, especially in
relation to issues of quality or definition. As ‘people of the book’ this is a crucial issue for
Anglicans. The general model that Don Carson sets of a delicate balance between
perspective and objectivity in developing knowledge (see p. 3) is one that we need to
appropriate for English as well if we are to affirm the inherent meaningfulness of language.
Prior assumptions. Further, it is important to understand these potentially opposing
approaches for what they reflect: basic theological presuppositions. A Christian practitioner
in the area of English might start from the assumption of a Creator, a created order and the
possibility of knowing and presenting it truthfully. A practitioner with no faith might start
from an assumption of the power of human imagination to create meaning in a chaotic
world. In both cases the assumptions act as drivers towards particular belief-based visions
of the world that impact powerfully on composition and interpretation, language and text. It
may be, for instance, that in relation to ‘Waiting for Godot,’ varied approaches would be
taken because of differences in holding a closed or open view of the universe. Further,
holding that the material universe is self-sustaining and self-created, mitigates against the
possibility of communicating across time and culture. It is eminently possible, however, if
we hold that true meaning is found in God Himself and what He has created and now
sustains in the universe. In light of this, it is important for teachers to have a sound
26
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understanding of the understanding of people assumed by the new syllabus and the
implications of placing students at the centre of the curriculum framework, making meaning
through language.27
Interpretation and objectivity. Certainly we all use language within an interpretive context,
where perspective reigns. English, in whatever form it appears, is the product of a valuing
human being and will in some form reflect the values of that person. However, our use of
language can also reflect a true picture of reality or a distorted one; and inasmuch as it
fulfils the former, it can be referred to as ‘objective’. In relation to literature, this does not
involve a simple replication of life, but a paradoxical ‘make-believe world that reminds us of
real life and clarifies it for us.’28 The same claim for objectivity can be made in relation to
literary analysis when sufficient relevant data is offered to support the analysis of the text.
Hence perspective and objectivity must both be acknowledged for their formative roles in
the subject of English. Interpretation cannot be arbitrary or as words have inherent
meaning, albeit within a rich context.
Mechanics to communicate. It is also important not to overlook the mechanics of the
language, given that mechanics create meaning and relationship. Attention to the
mechanics of English, agreed within that community of English speakers, enhances
communication. Dorothy Sayers also advocates an emphasis on understanding the concept
in the kernel of a word and not the mere word itself.29 True literacy and the ability to
influence the discourse on various issues depend on such deep learning. An understanding
of the mechanics or grammar of a language should always be undertaken in the context of
such deep learning, not as an isolated set of techniques. Oral communication, the ability to
read aloud effectively and write with fluency all depend to a certain extent on an
appropriate integration of the mechanics of the language and rich ideas.
Focus on literature. When we turn to the question of what is literature, we must first note
that the very use of the word ‘literature’ connotes a privileging of one form of text over
another, with implied criteria for evaluation. The glossary of the English syllabus K-10 states
that there are three forms of text for study: imaginative, informative and persuasive. There
is no mention of literature in the imaginative section; traditional forms of literature are
simply listed with more recent additions of film etc. In the content section, however, there
is recurring reference to what is ‘widely regarded as quality literature’30 without any
mention of criteria for evaluating this category.
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Aesthetic order. Literature, which in one form or another appears to be a universal human
activity, springs from a basic human aesthetic faculty and from the need to impose or
uncover order in our vast universe. Form and content are both of equal importance in this
cultivation of an aesthetic understanding of life. According to James Sire,
‘Literature…embodies a view of reality (reflecting the world view of the writer) that is
captured in concrete terms (rather than philosophic terms) and given a linguistic
structure which is appropriate to the various ideas and attitudes that make up the
view of reality and which will evoke an appropriate experience of these ideas and
attitudes in a skilled reader. What better way to understand another’s view of reality
than to experience it vicariously through great literature?’31
Concrete experience in imagined form. Numerous commentators refer to the concrete
nature of the content of the text. Human experience is particularised in order to make
certain general truth claims. However, form, beauty, technique, creativity are all necessary,
not only as vehicles, but shapers of the concrete experience in the world of the text so that
it becomes literature. The medium is the message. We enter into that imagined world and,
according to Sire, we actually experience to some extent.
The product of valuing beings. Language, whether it appears orally or in text, can never be
neutral. It reflects the worldview of a culture, of an interest group and of an individual.
Meaning resides objectively in language; but the perspective on life presented by that
language is filtered and interpreted by responders who themselves come with from a
particular perspective. Language can be used to build up or break down, to give hope or
encourage nihilism. It can clarify complex issues or be misunderstood. It is the product of
valuing beings, seeking meaning. However, in appropriate settings it can be used
objectively, if not infallibly, reflecting reality truly. It is, as Leland Ryken has said, ‘A vision of
reality as perceived by a valuing being’.32

1. Students could be led to explore the concept of inherent meaning in language as a
foundation for their studies of all texts, oral, visual and written.
2. Given that language can never be ‘neutral,’ student values related to language use should
be explored.
3. 'Speaking the truth in love’ can be raised in relation to spoken, written and visual forms of
text. More advanced classes could see in this aphorism an integration of perspective and
objectivity, emotion and rationality.
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4. Student inquiry should be directed towards the vision of reality that is being promoted or
critiqued in each text, whether written, oral, auditory or visual.

Exploring this aspect of English will help students to develop an answer to Question Five:
‘How does a biblical view of people promote a thoughtful response?’
Foundations in Biblical Studies. It is of absolute importance that students of English in
Anglican schools are aware of the nature of people as presented in the Bible. A foundation
for appreciation and critique must be laid in tandem with the study of various texts. Sifting
through the mountain of information presented to students in social and other media
requires a level of discernment that can only be developed from a firm understanding of
humankind. Both creator and responder are working from assumptions about human
identity, the nature of the world’s problems and the (perhaps apocalyptic) future of our
universe. All subjects will be contributing to student development in these areas, but Biblical
Studies has a special role in leading the inquiry into a Biblical vision of life that can be used
(mostly as a foil) in understanding texts.
Meaning making, relationship and cultural identity. ‘Language shapes our understanding of
ourselves and our world and is the primary means by which we relate to others.’33 The
syllabus is clear about the role of language in meaning making and relationship. This applies
across all subjects. However, it is not just restricted to a narrow version of literacy. For
example, an understanding of the impact of language on cultural and group identity is
highly appropriate for adolescent students and links with a general exploration of human
identity in Biblical Studies.
Subject paradigms. Each discipline, conceptualised as a sub-culture, also uses the language
to ‘form’ its adherents and control membership, most obviously through paradigmatic
‘academic English.’ However, Module B of the BOS English Extension I Course states, ‘This
module requires students to explore and evaluate a selection of texts relating to a particular
historical period. It develops their understanding of the ways in which scientific, religious,
philosophical or economic paradigms have shaped and are reflected in literature and other
texts.’ The focus here appears to be on the substance of the ideas conveyed in the temporal
and social context, rather than the discipline and its functioning per se. Nevertheless, there
are important points to be made about how boundaries are drawn in academia, not always
to the benefit of those hungry for truth.
Metaphor. A more subtle link between English and other forms of knowledge is present in
the recognition that metaphor is the foundation of all thinking. ‘All language is analogical;
33

English K-10 Draft Syllabus v.2, NSW Board of Studies, 2012, p. 10

24

we think in a series of metaphors. We can explain nothing in terms of itself, but only in
terms of other things.’34 School subjects have been slow to accept and implement teaching
on this idea but it is one that has had currency since the mid-20th Century. Literature
employs but one, presumably aesthetically pleasing, use of metaphor. Science is replete
with them: think of sound ‘waves’ or ‘buckyballs.’
Reflection. James Sire alerts us to a further danger in relation to the ability of visual, rather
than verbal imagery to sustain thought.35 A metaphor may generate an image that fosters
understanding because it links in with previous knowledge; its weakness can lie in the image
itself or the previous experience of the reader. Likewise with the visual image. However,
visual images tap into brain functions at a far more visceral level and with immediate
impact. The distancing of the verbal image provides more space for accessing at will and
subsequent reflection. This preference for the written and spoken word over image should
become an aspect of developing discernment across all subjects as they seek to wisely
incorporate digital technology.
Literary aspects of the Bible. The Bible is also replete with metaphor. One could not read
The Song of Solomon for instance as a literal text without conjuring up two rather hideous
and impossible creatures. Metaphor continues throughout each genre: kingdom as mustard
seed, body as temple, church as body and so on. It is not restricted to the more traditional
poetic forms, each use reinforcing the literary qualities of the text. However, we need to be
careful about relegating the Bible to the category of literature as if it is simply that. To hold
it at a distance and apply criteria for judging its quality places us above, not under the Bible.
Anglicans believe that this is God’s word that interrogates us and brings us into relationship
with Him through Jesus Christ. C. S. Lewis wrote: ‘I cannot help suspecting that those who
read the bible as literature do not read the bible.’
Narrative. In this regard we need also to be cautious about emphasising the narrative or
metanarrative qualities of the Bible as if the narrative per se brings people into relationship
with God. Indeed, D. H. Lawrence went even further and conceptualised the Bible as ‘more
historical novel than history’ 36 thus relegating it to the category of fiction. Melvin Bragg, in
celebrating the 400th anniversary of its translation into the King James Version, claims that
its celebration as great literature was merely ‘an unexpected consequence’ of what was
essentially ‘an enterprise devoted to God’37. The Bible may be great English literature,
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especially in its King James Version, but it is far more than that. ‘It is, in fine, the book that
measures everything, the yardstick of all literature, the touchstone of the ages.’38
Impact of the Bible. To say it is ‘far more’ does not negate the impact that the Bible has had
on the language and literature that is studied by the students. The general influence of
exemplary translations can be seen in commonly used vocabulary, images and concepts.
Although ‘Shakespeare contributed more to the word hoard,’ according to Bragg, ‘the King
James Version of the Bible contributed more to the idioms, the catchphrases, expressions
now native to English speaking.’39 The understanding of biblical concepts such as sin and
justification are essential to a deep understanding of much literature and as they fade from
general currency they need to be revitalised to support English study at the very least.
English, then is just one tool for understanding a world that is multi-dimensional and diverse
in its unity. Each discipline needs the others to provide a comprehensive understanding of
the world our students inhabit. This implies that there are limitations to the subject in both
its area of study and its results. For example, we cannot judge the value of a novel by
mathematical means, although both may lay claim to exploring universal truths. Basic to the
study of English in all its modes is, by far, the linking subject of Biblical Studies for its
foundationlaying in understanding human identity and the nature of the universe.

1. Links with the language and literacy aspect of other subjects are easily indicated in the
classroom situation, however this is ideally done by mutual linking of topics in relation to
Biblical Studies and Human Identity.
2. Discuss the strengths and limitations of English in relation, for example, to Science’s use
of metaphors.
3. Engage students in an exploration of the genres of the Bible by including comparisons
when studying other texts.
4. Use a poem from the Psalms to explore the literary qualities of the Bible.
5. Draw students’ attention to Biblical allusions wherever they occur in texts, including
biblical concepts such as sin and direct references.

Exploring this aspect of English will help students to develop an answer to Question Three:
‘Are there valid criteria for assessing quality in texts?’
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This question is related very much to the results aspect of the subject and is partly answered
by considering the nature of English. However, there is more to be said. If ‘Christ holds all
things together’ then we need to consider where the subject of English fits in God’s big
story of the universe as seen in Christ. As a contributor to the developing worldview of
students, what subplot does it tell of the grand Biblical story?
Utility and beauty in creation. It is important to begin with the recognition that God does
not only value utility. His world attests to his love of beauty. So, for Anglican schools,
function and form, content and aesthetics, utility and beauty are just as important. In the
language arts, the exhortation of Philippians 4:8 to think on ‘whatever is true… honourable…
just… pure… pleasing… commendable… excellent… praiseworthy’ seems to suggest both
form and function while setting a high standard for our (language-based) thought life. If the
Christian story celebrates both function and form, we must think carefully about the criteria
for evaluating the success or otherwise of both aspects. It then follows for the teaching of
English that we must think carefully about selecting texts that will support discernment in
our students in relation to function and form, content and aesthetics.
Composers as sub-creators. Further to the Christian metanarrative, Anglican schools believe
that the appreciation and execution of imagination, creativity and beauty is a reflection in
humanity of the God who values beauty as well as utility. We are sub-creators who create
out of our God-created imagination. We create because God created through the Word.
Humanity’s imagination and creativity are in this sense derivative and therefore not to be
celebrated in a way that glorifies humans at the expense of their maker. However, they are
to be celebrated as a faithful response to our mandate to steward and cultivate God’s
beautiful world.
Standards for function and form. An understanding that we are creative users of English,
valuing both content and aesthetics leads us to seek some way of judging these two areas.
Classical understandings of the aesthetic aspect of literature and the arts referred to
symmetry, order, balance and coherence in a rather mathematical understanding of beauty
in form and content. Others have suggested harmony, balance, rhythm, (and in relation to
content) a central theme and development.40 Calvin Seerveld suggests that under the
influence of British common sense philosophy, Platonic claims of an objective absolute
beauty that existed somewhere beyond the natural world were replaced by ‘a harmonious
human feeling, the pleasantly satisfying instinct or sentiment of sensitive people.’41 This
more subjective approach is likely to be the one favoured by students if they indeed think of
issues of quality at all. Such an overemphasis on the subjective may, however, not be helpful
in the search for valid criteria, especially if we link, as many commentators do, criteria with
such concepts as the canon and universal themes.
40
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Universal themes. The exploration of ‘universal themes’ and the success of the author in
dealing with them is also a recurring of quality literature, reflected in the English syllabus.
These areas taken jointly have formed some sort of criteria in the past for judging the worth
of a piece of literature for inclusion in the (much derided) canon. Indeed, such themes seem
to demand literary techniques that are aesthetically challenging yet pleasing.
Standards in practice. Ryken suggests that in content we start by being cautious about
selecting texts that are:
• hedonistic (lust is inevitable, give into it; but never be sated),
• naturalistic (this life is all there is; look at the ugly picture and despair) or
•sentimental (love is all there is; laugh life’s problems away and eventually be
disillusioned).
If English teaching is indeed formative of students, then we need not to censor such texts,
but to introduce them at developmentally appropriate stages in order to understand and
critically appreciate them. Further, we need to balance our selection with texts that address
transcendent themes, offering both hope and a realistic picture of the impact of sin on
God’s world.
The importance of a Biblical view of people. Nevertheless, aesthetic and content norms
remain elusive, especially in the classroom. The 2009 NSW BOS English syllabus preferred an
analysis of ‘How systems of valuation arise’42, rather than encouraging students to develop
valid criteria, or indeed to develop what would have been referred to by modernists as
‘good taste.’ There may even be additional or different criteria for evaluating multicultural
literature.43 In such a context, Anglican schools do well to hold onto a Biblical view of
people that will facilitate an evaluation of both the content and form of the text.
Responders may, in turn, glean much in various texts to further their understanding of
humans and the human condition.
Telling the story of the Trinitarian God. That biblical view of people is also at the heart of
Dorothy Sayers’ interesting claim.
‘The trinitarian structure which can be shown to exist in the mind of man and in all
his works is, in fact, the integral structure of the universe, and corresponds, not by
pictorial imagery but by a necessary uniformity of substance, with the nature of God,
in Whom all that is exists.’44
She thereby alerts us to the many ways that writers have sought structure and pattern that
reflect their understanding of the universe. How each text might reflect a Biblical structure
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has been the quest of Christian writers for centuries. Sayers’ suggestion is a ‘trinitarian
structure,’ integral to all created things. Elsewhere she also recommends that at a formative
age our students ‘should become acquainted with the story of God and Man in outline--i.e.
The Old and New Testaments presented as parts of a single narrative of Creation, Rebellion,
and Redemption.’45 This would chiefly be the function of a sound Biblical Studies course.
However, exploring how texts more generally position themselves in relation to such a
Christ-centred structure is surely the work of an Anglican school.
Canon as ‘the Great Conversation’. Other writers have claimed that the Western literary
canon originated in the participation of its authors in ‘the Great Conversation.’
‘No civilization is like that of the West…No dialogue in any other civilization can
compare with that of the West in the number of great works of the mind that have
contributed to this dialogue. The goal toward which Western society moves is the
Civilization of Dialogue. The spirit of Western civilization is the spirit of inquiry. Its
dominant element is the Logos.’46
Presumably the dialogue would refer to the universal themes so often addressed by
traditional canonical books and it is not difficult to see hints of the Christian story.
Critical Canon as a reflection of the Christian story. However, while advocating a canonical
approach as reflecting the Christian story,47 David Hastie rightly cautions us against an
acceptance of a simplistic canon with its inherent social exclusiveness and lack of ‘direct
reference to Christ.’ He advocates instead a ‘critical canon’ approach. ‘The critical literacy
habit of suspecting language and education as harbouring intents and methods of
controlling and exploiting ‘the other,’ additionally aligns closely with Christian doctrines of
fall/ limited knowledge, and preferential teachings of Christ against exploitation.’48 Both
approaches appear in the new syllabus and could validly be implemented in an integrated
form in an Anglican school.
Creation, fall, redemption. If the Western canon is a Great Conversation about Universal
Themes that reflects the Christian story, then Hastie further suggests that this faith
narrative should be reflected in the choice of books. For example in Stage 6 English
Creation, Fall, Redemption, Renewal or a similar typology could guide English study in a nonobtrusive yet valid way. Other suggested structures such as motifs of scapegoat, temptation
45
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or quest; or a ‘circular monomyth’ of Autumn, Winter, Spring49 appear far less effective in
telling the Christian story than the Sayers/Hastie suggestion.
Adding to the canon. It is worth noting that holding a canonical approach, albeit with an
element of critical literacy, implies an agreed set of criteria for acceptance into the canon
and qualified evaluators. Harold Bloom, that great advocate of the Western canon claims,
‘It isn’t professors, or people who make lists, or whole societies even, who establish
what the literary canon is. It is the strong writers who come later. They choose the
canon for us…Chaucer is chosen by Shakespeare, then Shakespeare is chosen by
Milton and everybody else since—and by Charles Dickens. It is not an arbitrary
matter—it comes out of the literary tradition itself…It meets our needs at the deepest
level—spiritual, intellectual, human—in the fullest sense.’50
While affirming the value of books in the Western canon, and hence the necessity of
standards for judging quality, Anglican schools will also be enthusiastic explorers of world
literature. The syllabus51 alerts us at many points to the necessity of immersion in cross
cultural texts as a stimulus to understanding and the expansion of self-focussed worldviews.
This is a Biblical emphasis that Anglican schools need to support, despite its postmodern
roots.
The subject of English as studied in Anglican schools has the potential to tell a great deal of
the Christian story. It can, at the very least, explore those universal themes of creation, fall,
suffering, redemption, resurrection, renewal etc. Although, with C.S. Lewis, we should be
properly wary of expecting straightforward moral guidelines from the literature, we have a
wonderful opportunity to share texts that reflect the life struggles of a diversity of people
with enlightening content and skilful, beautiful literary technique.

1. Explore the ideas of authors of diverse faith backgrounds such as Lewis and Marsden,
with a focus on how they find meaning and purpose in life.
2. Explore with students the necessity of belief as the basis for all knowledge, including
English.
3. Explore as a faculty the sequencing of the Christian story into the English programme
from 7-12 and address it purposefully in class.
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4. Ensure that you explore the multiple stories suggested by the syllabus with an awareness
of the impact of postmodernism in denying universal truth claims.
5. Bloom advocates teachers recount their own deep experiences of canonical literature and
the impact it had on them in order to engage students in more challenging works.
6. Evaluate the text in relation to how its specific form helps the text to do achieve its goal.52

Exploring this aspect of English will help students to develop an answer to Question Two:
‘What is the role of Creativity/Imagination and Skill in English?’
Symbolic power. ‘In our power to make and comprehend symbols resides a good deal of
our unique nature as human beings.’53 We daily ‘read’ these symbols for their capacity to
interpret life to us and they mostly come to us in the form of spoken and written stories,
replete with metaphor and other literary devices. Students have the responsibility and
privilege of responding to the (symbolic) narratives around them and forming the narrative
of their own life. For an Anglican school, the narrative of the Scriptures is our life narrative,
to be appropriated and actioned by faith. The manipulation of symbols is a practice that
applies to both composer and responder, author and reader.
Assumptions about human and divine reality. From our Christian presuppositions come a
robust view of humanity and an inclusion of the supernatural as well as the natural in both
composing and responding. As Flannery O’Connor states, “The Catholic novel can’t be
categorised by subject matter, but only by what it assumes about human and divine reality.”
The Christian user of English occupies a huge, complex universe in which it is recognised
that there are moral imperatives attached to our use of language in all elements of the
communication process and in every text.
Credible order. Aligned with the moral imperatives that are often recognised in language
use are the less obvious ones related to finding meaning in this vast universe. T. S. Eliot
envisaged the role of literature as ‘imposing a credible order upon ordinary reality, and
thereby eliciting some perception of an order in reality, to bring us to a condition of
serenity, stillness, and reconciliation; and then leave us, as Virgil left Dante, to proceed
toward a region where that guide can avail us no farther.’54 If he is correct, then students
need to be led to explore the order promoted by the writer for its credibility and evaluate it
against other understandings of the order, meaning and significance in life, including
Christian. Although Eliot was writing as a modernist and a Christian, it is important to
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recognise that even the chaos of post-modern works are a reflection of the author’s
response to the universe: a type of disordered order.
Absence of the transcendent. W. B. Yeats’ poem The Second Coming explores the very
antithesis of such order, ‘Things fall apart. The centre cannot hold.’ Being in Christ is of
course the opposite of this, ‘In Him all things hold together’ (Colossians 1:17).55 In posing its
disintegration, Yeats promotes the need for a centre such as found in Christ. Perhaps
because of the concise nature of poetry, the concept of order is perhaps more accessible or
obvious in that form. However, it is also present in the most postmodern and nihilistic of
novels. The order found there lacks a centre, contains no meaning beyond that of the
individual, bears no significance either moral or spiritual because there is no transcendent
aspect to it. It is important that we explore this with our students.
Author’s role. Joseph Conrad brings together the roles of composer and responder, author
and reader in his description of the author’s role.
‘To arrest, for the space of a breath, the hands busy about the work of the earth, and
compel men entranced by the sight of distant goals to glance for a moment at the
surrounding vision of form and colour, of sunshine and shadows; to make them pause
for a look, for a sigh, for a smile—such is the aim of the serious writer, difficult and
evanescent, and reserved only for a few to achieve. But sometimes, by the deserving
and the fortunate, even that task is accomplished. And when it is accomplished—
behold!—all the truth of life is there: a moment of vision, a sigh, a smile—and the
return to an eternal rest.”56
The transcendent. This vision of the author’s role is one that we might want to reserve for
what the syllabus refers to as ‘quality literature’; nevertheless it is notable for its
transcendental claims. ‘All the truth of life is there’ Conrad claims, along with a ‘return to an
eternal rest.’ Truth always demands a moral response, one that discerns the valuable
insights into human experience, the limitations of the interpretation, and the vivid form
and technique, ‘the surrounding vision of form and colour, of sunshine and shadows.’
Idea, energy, power. Dorothy Sayers, in expanding her idea that the Trinity is reflected in
the creations of people, outlines what writers of English do in terms of Idea, Energy and
Power: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The idea of a book is known to the writer as a complete
and timeless whole, a thing in itself before it is even written. The energy is the dynamic, the
sum and process of all the activity which brings the book into temporal and spatial
existence. The power is the thing which flows back to the writer, the activity producing a
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response.57 All are interrelated in her schema. All bear moral imperatives as each stage
reflects the mid of the writer, discoverable to readers.
Imagination. At every stage in the process imagination must work to bring a piece of
literature to fruition. Seerveld idiosyncratically describes it as ‘living into a given object’s
multiple meanings, peripheral nuances and tributary connections and catching all these
meanings symbolically together.’58 Ryken summarises the role of the author as ‘to present
human experience, to offer an interpretation of that experience, and to create
form/technique/beauty.’59 While imagination and creativity are important, the skill with
which we execute the text will determine if it does result in something that is both a
credible and aesthetically pleasing example of its genre while embodying truth.
Reader’s role. More will be said about the attitude required of readers and viewers towards
texts in the next section. However, it is an important understanding of intertexuality that
genres set up guidelines for interpretation by the reader/viewer. Readers bring to each text
their reading and viewing experience; genres set the context and expectations for meaningmaking.

1. Pose the question to students: what order does this text recognise in the world?
2. Explore with students how their understanding of texts builds on previous readings of
similar texts.
3. Encourage students in their imaginative writing to see their authorial role in recognising
the transcendent aspect of life.

Exploring this aspect of English will help students to develop an answer to Question Four:
‘Are there specifically Christian ways of watching, listening, reading?’
The inclusion of a little of the history of a subject in school study brings to the students’
attention that what they are studying is a human response to the world, composed and
interpreted within a time, place, social group etc. As such it carries within it the limitations
of every human activity. It is never infallible, never absolute or final.60 The English syllabus
states this as an objective for students without any encouragement to evaluate this history,
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‘understand that Standard Australian English in its spoken and written forms has a history of
evolution and change and continues to evolve.’61
In the beginning. Few students will know of or appreciate the impact of the early history of
English on their language today. Bragg states, ‘At a time of mutually incomprehensible
dialects in the British islands, the Bible and Shakespeare established what would become
the standard, and the earthing of the literary language.’62 In other words, English was
standardised by a religious text and a folio of plays with enormous implications for
communication across subsequent empires and lately the world wide web.
The importance of context. Further, an understanding that English has involved many
different approaches over time helps to set the discipline within a cultural context evincing
particular perspectives and not as just fixed, universal, value-free knowledge. We may want
to encourage the search for universal truths; nevertheless the language, the texts, the
composers and responders are still products of valuing, perspective-holding humans. And
these perspectives reflect belief-based worldviews.
Some historical movements. Some of the movements within the history of the subject that
might be helpful for students lie particularly in the area of literature. Recent debates on
grammar and spelling, phonetic or whole-word reading or the difference between literacy
and language learning in a syllabus are of foundational importance to teachers, but of
limited use in encouraging students to make meaning within a Christian framework. By
examining the following briefly, students will gain insights into the nature of literature, the
role of the author and their own role in interpretation.
a. Classicism with its emphasis on the aesthetic qualities of literature: form,
simplicity, proportion, restraint, and the triumph of intellect over emotion.
It required the development of aesthetic understanding through the
education of an elite into appreciation of the accepted canon.
b. Romanticism, with its emphasis on the artist and his/her unrestrained
creative genius. This was a reaction to the formal nature of classicism with
its rules and restraints and required the appreciation of a new elite: the
‘gifted’ author rather than the reader.
c. Formalism, with its emphasis on the words of the text and their
indebtedness to other forms/works.
d. Intertextuality, emphasising the shaping of texts’ meanings by other texts,
which act as filters. Julia Kristeva claimed that references, quotes and
concepts, derived from his own reading, influence a writer’s text. Further,
that a reader in interpreting text always does so in light of their reading.
‘We are, then, already imbricated in a web of meaning created by other
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texts and the connotations surrounding them as opposed to deriving
meaning directly from the structure of signs as Saussure would have it in
his semiotics.’63
e. Deconstruction, emphasising the inability of text to create universal
meaning, and the use of language by cultural, gender and other groups to
manipulate power. The emphasis in this approach is on the response of
the reader and his/her capacity to make contextualised meaning of the
text.
f. Reconstruction, in which Christian commentators have taken up the
challenge thrown them by such postmodern emphases and found a new
focus in the reader’s role. Student readers are encouraged to stand
counter-culturally and practise, for instance, ‘spiritually engaged reading.’
This latter is advocated for its ability to ‘move the reader beyond mere
decoding of information and to slow and enhance his or her ingestion of
words with a view to personal transformation.’
Learning how to read. 20th Century author, C. S. Lewis, writing in the area of Christian
literary criticism, claimed that text can be ‘used’ or ‘received,’ consumed as a means of
information/distraction or approached with a vulnerability to be changed by it, expecting
moral demands. Alan Jacobs’ ‘hermeneutics of love’64, knowing as an act of agape love,
could also guide students as they approach text. Jacobs urges:
• Charity—avoiding quick dismissal or disdain for the text and choosing truth over bias.
• Humility—reading with the assumption the text offers wisdom I lack.
• Justice—reading fairly, weighing evidence, seeking to represent text without
distortion and with discernment.
Jacobs contrasts the Cartesian hermeneutics approach (that distances itself from the text in
order to interpret effectively) with an Augustinian approach that urges charity as the most
effective and reliable way to interpret works. In accord with education as formation, such an
attitude to the text should be engendered by specific practices that encourage attentiveness
and thus spiritual growth.
Jacobs is also concerned to affirm the value of reading for both ‘whim’ and to encounter
another mind. In the latter case, he especially recommends that all readers mark the books
they are reading (!) as both a mnemonic device and to sharpen attention.65 All writers, he
posits, put out their writing for some sort of response, which he is happy to provide, if only
privately.
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In addition to this patient ‘ruminating’ in a text, 21st Century students need to be able to
skim read and to do it well.66 The ability to skim an assortment of media is an essential skill
in dealing with the surfeit of information on the internet and other sources. Developing the
ability to discern between the helpful and true rather than the dross also depends on a
minimum foundation of content knowledge in the relevant area. Teachers are always the
best source of this.
Historic commitment to meaning. There may be other movements in literature and
language that you would want to emphasise as a teacher in your context. This is not the
place for an in-depth analysis of modernist and postmodernist influences on literature and
language; but they both remain powerfully formative of English and its users and should be
understood by teachers and students. In particular, the historical commitment of the
Anglican church to the inherent meaning of words is a legacy not to be wasted in the
confrontation with postmodernism’s nihilism.
Outworking in the Australian Curriculum. In discussing the Australian Curriculum, Mary
Macken-Horarik refers to the difficulty of achieving coherence faced with a plethora of often
competing models of English, each with a strong ideological history. ‘Subject English has
always been an unstable epistemological mix. In its relatively short history as a discipline of
school learning—150 years—it has been construed variously as an induction into basic
literacy skills, an engagement with great works of literature, an opportunity for personal
growth and for critical and cultural analysis.’ 67 Rather than presenting a model, as she does,
to integrate these various approaches, the teacher in an Anglican school might examine
them for their correlation with a Biblical understanding of God and people.

1. In examining the English syllabus, ask what philosophy is embedded in it? Is there an
over-emphasis on cultural groups at the expense of language as a unifying medium? Is there
a cynicism about the capacity of language to communicate?
2. Encourage students to listen carefully and respectfully to texts, countering cultural or any
other bias that might prevent their appreciation of it.
3. Emphasise the capacity of text to communicate meaning as well as student responsibility
to interpret that meaning in a way that honours the text.
4. Challenge students to see the implications for people of the underlying understanding of
humanity embedded in the text.
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Exploring this aspect of English will help students to develop an answer to Question Six:
How does English contribute to the formation of students toward the Good Life?
Motivation for English study. Students looking beyond mandatory requirements for
purpose in their study of the subject could do worse than consider the key worldview
question: ‘What brings human happiness?’ A myriad of versions of human flourishing
appears in texts of many types in English. Their identification and exploration can be
motivating for students seeking to form their own views of life. Such motivation involves
attention to affective and volitional aspects of students as well as intellectual and is a
continual challenge for most teachers, especially in mandatory subjects.
An Anglican vision of life. Issues of purpose and vision are of course of particular interest in
relation to the Anglican ethos. Christianity is a most literate faith, dependant on a written
text for its vision of life lived in relationship with the living God. Students need to learn to
interpret the various genres of that text, the Bible. However, they will also need a discerning
understanding of the potential for other texts to impact on their spiritual and moral
formation.
Thinking about worldview. Students are sometimes motivated to read and interpret text in
order to view the lives of others, especially those portrayed in imaginative literature. Story
is a powerful medium in postmodern culture. However, in relation to moral and ethical
purpose in the study of texts, C. S. Lewis sounds a note of caution for those who would
think, ‘the novel…can teach you of moral evil and good as well as all the sages can.’68 He saw
realistically that literature rarely reflects Christian values but as a whole, reflects the striving
of the ‘ends of man.’72 Ryken concluded that literature can be a catalyst for thought on
worldview, but rarely teaches truth. This is a fine distinction that students might be led to
understand by examining the implications of the worldviews portrayed in the texts. The
more skilful, subtle and powerful the text, the more important this becomes in relation to
student formation.
Personal development. The following non-exhaustive list suggests areas in which students
may be formed and developed in a supportive Anglican ethos, as they undertake study in
English.
• Appreciation that ‘Language is central to the intellectual, social and emotional
development of all students.’69
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• Skills in each of these areas, based on Anglican understandings of God, people and
knowledge.
• Explicit values such as empathy, compassion, justice, mercy and ‘speaking the truth in
love.’
• Spiritual discernment tied to ethical decision-making.
• Pleasure and enjoyment, recognised as gifts from a good Creator God.
• Understanding of our humanity in all its variations of time, culture and worldview.
• Embodiment of universal human experience and celebration of truth and experience
as we know it
• Heightening and clarification of our vision of reality through leading us out of our
experience.70
• Creative and imaginative abilities, practised and recognised as a characteristic in
common with God .
• Aesthetic appreciation.71
• The capacity for godly dominion, reflecting the creation mandate.
• Understanding of the role of belief in every aspect of life, reflecting the gospel
mandate.
• Skills in reading text for its incarnational power: embodied truth.
As Gallagher and Lundin indicate, ‘works of literature afford a special chance to enter into
conversation with the great characters and interpreters of the human drama. In large
measure, we read in order to learn the truth, which we may encounter in the pages of a
book in powerful and convincing ways.’72

1. Encourage students to see English as a way to ‘honour God, care for his creation and
serve others .’ 73
2. Teach meta-cognitive approaches purposefully to students. Make them aware of the
intrinsic aspects of their study of English. This is very much in accord with Objective D.
3. Rather than allowing student opinion of texts to remain at the level of like/dislike,
encourage students to see the order and beauty of imaginative text as reflections of the
order, symmetry, surprise and richness of life.
4. Challenge students with the implications of the worldviews uncovered in texts, written
by both themselves and others.
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To include some of the above insights is not as onerous in English as in some other subjects.
The very nature of English requires an exploration of the inherent meaning of words, texts
and general discourses. The following guidelines may prove helpful in programming ‘with
the eyes of faith.’ They will appear at first sight not to be particularly distinctive and this is
indeed the case with many of these guidelines. However, there are some emphases that the
Christian teacher will want to draw out to explore. For example, some of the more subtle
meanings inherent in texts might otherwise be glossed over. Please note that the guidelines
assume that a teacher will already be familiar with a broad range of texts. Segments that
should subsequently appear on the unit planner are marked with a #.

• Text selection. Seek to reflect a Creation, Fall, Redemption, Consummation
sequence in text selection over each stage. Match text to student learning needs,
considering current achievement, gender and faith.
• #Outcomes. Determine the outcomes you wish to address from the syllabus.
• #Focus question. Determine a focus question that will support exploration of one
of the key questions. This will not always be a direct allusion to that key question.
• #Additional, ethos based outcomes. Determine if you require one or two further
outcomes that reflect possible student learning in relation to the focus question.

• Reading. Read the text again, with an attitude of charity, humility and justice.
• Christian heritage. Examine the text for any Biblical or religious allusions and
review personal knowledge of same.
• The search for order. Ask what order the text seeks to impose on the world.
• Belief-based presuppositions. Interrogate the text’s assumptions about human
and divine reality: the nature of people and the existence of the transcendent.
• Universal themes. Search for universal themes, including those aspects that
recognise our common humanity.
• Audience. Establish the purpose or audience for the text.
• Intertextuality. Compare the perspective and values of the text with that of other
composers.
• Literary techniques. Evaluate the power of the literary devices generally.
• Appropriateness of form to subject of text. Consider the form of the text for its
effectiveness in carrying the meaning of the author, especially discerning between
features of fiction and non-fiction.
• Reader perspective. Reflect on the perspective of the reader within varying
contexts, including the historical and cultural.
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• #Background to unit. Write a short introduction to the unit that will explain some
of the key issues you have identified by this process. Incorporate specifically
Christian perspectives in this background.

• Teaching and learning activities. Determine appropriate pedagogy according to
the text type, including a means of appreciating the text with charity, humility and
justice.
• #Links. Plan for links with at least one other subject, possibly regarding the focus
question.
• #Resources. Search for resources, including on the internet and via the Board of
Studies’ online programming facility.
• Response to focus question. Ensure you have included consideration of the focus
question in responsive tasks set for students.
• Anglican ethos. Finally, review how your unit supports the Anglican ethos or vision
of the good life without being heavy-handed or didactic.

Why do humans tell stories?
3B 5C 6C 7D 8D

Short Story: Sixty Minutes by Brian Caswell in Top Drawer (1997) Phoenix Education.
Biblical passages involving angels.
Movie: Sliding Doors.

There is a delicate balancing act in allowing a text to work its magic on a class and
using it to additionally teach important aspects of understanding English. The
temptation is to resort to alternative Bible teaching to counter the theme of a text or
to analyse it till its imaginative power is nullified. I trust that in the following
suggestions both of those alternatives are avoided.
The short story is quite a complex one, although it seems to be a simple story of
divine intervention and human responsibility. However, there are certain challenging
aspects: The character of the angel appears to be the key to understanding the story.
He is flippant, he is a ‘bean counter,’ he lies and appears to be outwitted by Jason.
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The quote at the beginning of the story also appears to direct us away from moral
judgements of right and wrong that are typically associated with religious symbols
such as angels. However this is in relation to ‘nature.’ Is the author implying that
what is functional in this material world is transcended by the afterlife, or do we
accept that there are only consequences there as well? The quotation may support
or stand in contradiction to the rest of the short story, for a consequence can be
constructed either as a reward or punishment. Certainly the tendency of humanity
to depend on technology and statistics (features of a materialist view of life that
excludes the transcendent) is lampooned, ironically, in the person of the angel. His
use of technical language is both pompous and amusing.
The ‘Sixty Minutes Program’ is an imaginative approach that is seen in a different
light in the movie, ‘Sliding Doors.’ In the former the end is not romance but
restoration and preparation for Eternity. Challenging issues of heaven and hell are
introduced. “We all make our own heaven or hell out of Eternity. It depends on the
attitude we bring to it…your average saint…seems to be in perfect balance with the
Universe…most people…need a bit of a push.” Life is portrayed, either in the flesh or
in ghostly form, as a preparation for an afterlife whose existence is assumed. In the
movie, however, the role of chance in relationships and hence life is emphasised.
In relation to the more obvious theme of human responsibility, regret and guilt, the
author indicates the lack of real value in words as opposed to action. ‘The words that
had crucified him meant nothing’ to Rachael. (Note the interesting use of the
religious term in ‘crucified.’) And the final parry from the angel is a wry ‘I lied’ which
is a counterpoint to reply to Jason’s ‘I lied’ about his promise not to change history.
But the angel’s ‘I lied’ is a strange conclusion because he has thereby ceded not just
responsibility but power to Jason. It is almost as if a blocking of the transcendent
world has restored order to the natural world. The character of the angel may have
the last word, but it is Jason’s character that is the more attractive and seriousminded.
As you program to support the Christian narrative of the school, keep in mind the
significance of the focus question. The nature of literature is that it is human
experience in imaginative concrete form, written from the perspective of the author
and interpreted by a meaning-making reader. How will you challenge the worldviews
presented without being heavy-handed or didactic? The Christian version of the
good life deserves to find an imaginative and captivating place at the table for
student consideration.
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• Way-in: Brief class response to ‘How are angels normally described in film and
books?’ Show a brief video clip of an angel movie to stimulate discussion.
• Reading of short story to class. Encouragement to class to listen for some idea of
why this story is told in short story form rather than newspaper report or poem so
that they can venture some answers to the focus question.
• Discussion of their ideas about why humans tell stories.
• Review of main points of the story to check understanding, particularly of the
chronological structure.
• Explanation of the main features of the short story form, in relation to the text.
o Orientation/perspective
o Structure/time span, including the
o Setting
o Characterisation and its dependence on language.
o Conciseness
o Themes
o Varied genre
o Tone
o Language features
• Worksheet including questions such as:
o Describe the scene when the angel first appears to Jason.
o What is the main idea of the story? Is it mainly about decision-making,
consequences, guilt, regret, self-sacrifice, forgiveness or something else?
What proof do you have for your answer?
o Do you think the author believes in an afterlife? Why or why not?
o Why does the author begin the story with a quote?
• Links. In this case, because of the traditional religious content (ie. the angel), the
best link is established with Biblical Studies. In particular, sensitively-done reference
to teaching on death, the afterlife and the existence of the ‘supernatural’ might be
appropriate. Biblical Studies staff should be alerted to the need for this link.
• Visual text. Show an excerpt from movie, Sliding Doors, in which a chance event
changes the course of a woman’s life in multiple ways. Follow with student
discussion on the similarities and differences between this account of life and that of
the short story.
• Student response. Students may choose from the following list of responses, or
teachers select those that are appropriate for the specific class:
1. Develop a series of ten questions for an interview with Jason so that he can
recount his story.
2. Write 400 words on ‘How to deal with regret when there is no second chance.’
Include aspects of your own life story.
3. Dramatise the short story, in groups of three.
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4. Rewrite the ending of the short story.
5. Choose a biblical story about angels and compare the characters of the angels that
appear there with that of the angel in the story. See for instance, Acts 12:6-10;
Exodus 23:20-22; Matthew 1:18-21.
6. Create an e-version of the cover of this short story, with an alternate title.
• Focussing on the Question. Students to share with class what they have learnt
through their response task about why people tell stories.

1. YouTube video of the trailer of ‘Sliding Doors’ or any brief angel video.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4u7akRLnGyk
2. Prepared worksheet.
3. Bible passages on angels: Acts 12:6-10; Exodus 23:20-22; Matthew 1:18-21.
4. Bible passages on death: John 14:1-4; 1Corinthians 15:20-23.

The impact of the Authorised Version of the Bible.
Melvyn Bragg is effusive in his praise of the King James or Authorised Version of the
Bible for its impact on Western society. He argues cogently for each of the listed
categories and you would need to consult his text for further explanation of each
achievement, but it is certainly worth the effort. For an example of how a text can
influence the flow of history and culture (cf. Mein Kampf or Das Kapital), students,
who remain largely unaware of its impact as a text on their world, would find it a
valuable exercise.
Maker of the Modern World:
Mysteries, morality and myth to sustain a civilisation
Metaphor and the language of beauty
Mission focus Music rich, acting as a source for spirituals and Western music
generally
Motivator of philanthropy
Mass literacy promoter Map for individual inquiry
Minds set free to argue rather than kept in ignorance and oppression
Model for democracy
Monarchy and all serious constitutional political theory
Moderator of rebellion, England experiencing no 18th or 19th Century revolution
Meaning of life in resurrection
Martyrdom of the early translators74
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The following references are worth following up for their engagement with issues in
this area.
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Oxford.
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1. What might be further implications for the teaching of English in understanding
education as formation?
2. How would you describe the Christian version of ‘the good life’?
3. Describe the strengths and weaknesses in considering the Christian faith as a ‘big
story’? How would you express it differently?
4. Are there other social institutions beside the school that are influencing the
English classroom in a dominant way? How can you address this in your
teaching?
5. How realistic is it in the teaching of English to talk about non-didactic pedagogy?
Are there ways to teach skills that are less didactic?
6. Which of the approaches to integration listed on page five do you favour and
why?
7. If English occupied the place of the big story, what distortions might result in
students’ understanding of life, the world etc.?
8. To what extent is the new BoS syllabus, based on the Australian Curriculum, a
syllabus that emphasises ‘how’ not ‘why’ and ‘what’?
9. Can you identify any further topics, similar to the example of the short story, that
could easily be developed to reflect deep thinking influenced by Christian
scholarship?
10. What advice could you give to a Biblical Studies teacher about the theological
issues that are most relevant for your class(es) in this subject?
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