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Action And Learning: Making Sense Of And Giving Meaning To.
A Research On Enquiry Based Learning In An Applied Theatre Model

Marios Koukounaras-Liagkis

Lecturer in Religious Educalion al University of Athens,
Faculty and Depariment of Theology

Abstract

Tiis article presents the resulfs of a three year research conducted by the author based on an educational project which was
implemented in a Greek Secondary schoal for two years (2009-11). ‘We organise a conference' was a project thal presented
students with an open-ended key evalualive question which lhey were required to answer. It was based upon enquiry based
feaming and it used the methods and techniques of applied thealre. Over the school year sludents researched an issue
Ihrough role play (refated to the process of organizing and laking part in 3 conference), which led to improvements in their
cognitive skills while at the same time gaining greater insight into the issue and lheir own altitudes and practices. This is the

- educational way of ‘making sense of and ‘giving meaning to' an issue related fo students' lives. The author discusses the
leaning outcomes of the process and the educational importance and value of the method in the larger context of educalional

_ design. Empirical methods such as texts and by-products of the project, a research joumnal and semi-structured interviews,
questionnaires and observalion provided the basis for the hermeneutical analysis method which was used in the quantitative
and quatitative survey, the findings and results of which are presented in the arlicle.

{. Introduction

The fundamental purpose of this sludy was to answer the question of whether the effectiveness of a constructivist
#proach lo learning based on action in the classroom could be measured or not. Although studies concerned with
scaffolding an enquiry based learning process in science are common (Kirschner, Sweller & Clark 2008, p. 75-6) in the
Humanities and especially in the fields of Religious Education (hereafter RE) (Grimmitt, 2000; Stern, 2006; Erricker,
210) and Applied Theatre (hereafter AT) (Etherton & Prentki, 2006) there are few of them and they largely posed more
questions about assessment and evalualion than answers. Moreover it is difficult to find such researches in the Greek
educalional context (Koukounaras-Liagkis, 2009) especially in the field of RE mainly owing to the lack of academic
inlerest not only from Primary Education Facullies where the subject of RE is widely disparaged (in 9 Facullies RE does
ot exist as a compulsory subject although RE is a compulsory subject in 4 of the 6 years of Elementary Education) but
as0 from the Faculties of Theology where educational research is limited.

The combination of pedagogy and experience of RE and AT posed a challenge for the author while at lhe same
§me providing a basic platform from which to conduct the research. Over a two-year period the learning process was
studied whereby students researched an issue through the medium of role play. This was facilitated through the students
(ganizing and taking part in a conference. Evalualion was made as to whether their actions led to improvemenls in the
sludents’ cognitive siluation while at the same time gaining greater insight inlo the issue and their own altiludes and
practices. This article summarizes the findings of the study and examines the implementalion of the post-modern
eonstructivist theary in everyday practice in educalion especially since most RE teachers in Greece have no experience
ol this approach.

2 Context of the research

L1 RE in Greece

Athough Greece is a secular stale, the presence of the Eastern Orthodox Church established by the Greek constitution
& the prevailing religion of Greece, has led to the institution of elements of legal agreements between the State and the

Church in different areas. One such area is RE which is a subject contained within in the national curriculum of the
school system. (The recent curriculum of 2011 is under a pilot scheme).
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Since the majority of the population belongs to the Orthodox Church, although the state does not keep a record of

the numbers anymore conceming the religious landscape of religious believers or non believers, RE remains in practiee
and in content Orthodox Christian. The framework for RE in schools is provided by the basic Law for Educatjoa
(1566/1985) which decrees that all students on a mandatory basis have to have been taught the ‘authentic’ tradition o
the Orthodox Church (article 1, paragraph 1). Al the same time article 13, paragraphs 1-2 of the Greek conslitufioq
guarantee the basic right to freedom of religion and associate it with the development of religious consciousness. As 5
consequence everyone has the right to be exempted from RE by making a statement arguing thal his religioys

consciousness is offended by taking part in a RE class. Of course lhere are a number of Muslims in Greek schools whigh

include migrants and the Muslim minorities in Thrace (a region in the northern part of Greece), together with minorities f

other refigions. The native Muslims who live in Thrace and are recognized as a minority according to the Lausanng

Trealy (1923) are entitled to their own educational system which comprises 11.197 (2003) students and is based on 5
striclly confessional RE meaning that young Muslims study only the Holy Qur'an. It should be noted that many youn

Muslims in Thrace go o Greek public schools but there are no official statistics for them. Recently the Greek Statg

amended a 2007 law which was never implemented and enacted a formal Muslim RE only for the schools of Thrace ang
for the students of the Minority who attend Greek public schools and have the right to withdraw from RE due 1o reasons

relaling lo their religious consciousness (Amendment of Law 3536/2007-16 January 2013). This movement although it :

seems fair and friendly for the minority is controversial because at the same lime the State has radically transformed the
Curriculum of RE (2011) for Greek compulsory education aiming, theoretically at leasl, to have a non-confessional RE,

Furthermore, among the migrant population there are not only Muslims but adherents of other religions. In 20078,

112,082 migrants were enrolled in Greek education from pre-school to secondary education including vocational. Th

migrants who accounted for 10% of the total number of students in schools during that period, numbered 1.208.04)

(LPO.DE 2008) and were Albanian, Russian, Georgian and Bulgarian, comprising Christians and non-Chrislians. Thus
RE as a compulsory subject, nowadays, is considered as an open-ended educational process that does fair juslice lo
religious pluralism whilst providing religious literacy and supporting students in developing their cultural idenlity by
teaching mainly Christian Orthodoxy and other refigions (Yangazeglou, 2007). Despite the Orthodox content of RE onlya

few parents wish to withdraw their children from RE even though it is possible by law and historically this has been the :

case with Muslims and Jehovah's Witness parents in particular.
2.2 Pedagogical context-a constructivist approach

Construclivism is a meta-theoretical label that has been used in a wide variety of disciplines including pedagogy and
education. In each discipline it has a different meaning so there would be no point in starting out with an all embracing
definition of the concept. Firslly, ane issue that needs to be addressed is that constructivism has moved away from lrying
to explain an objective reality. It should be considered more as a crilique of realism, emphasizing that realty is
constructed and contingent on the individual's standpoint. With reference to pedagogy and education, the theory

identifies knowledge as a process of constructing subjective representalions of reality, which is dependent on the waj
individuals and communities order the experience and interpret reality (Grimmitt, 2000, p. 208). This means that previous

knowledge, beliefs and ideas are valued but at the same ime all truth claims, even religious ones, are open to challengs
(Erricker, 2010, p. 78).
In RE Grimmitt (2000) introduces a three-stage constructivist process which is based on the radical constructivism

of von Glasersfeld (1995) since he argues that knowledge is 'exclusively an order and organization of a world conslituted -~
by our experience and not a reflection of an cbjective ontological reality’ (Grimmill 2000, p.210). Thus knowledgeis

constructed by each sludent individually while the lesson engages students in enquiry rather than instruction and finks

their own experience to the religious content. Erricker (2010) places more emphasis on a conceplual basis for religious -

development through his work and research contextualizing a constructivist pedagogical model of ‘conceptual enquiry in
RE.

In these respects a lesson focused upon the memorization of or learning facts and knowledge of which students
can be certain, has no meaning (Dewey, 1902). On the contrary an enquiry based method of leaching which focuses
upon enquiry as a way of making sense of, and giving meaning to the students' world is more worthwhile, hence
sludents actively become experienced investigalors of their realily and existence, seeking to answer questions ad
inquiring rather than validating certain objects of knowledge (Webster, 2003, p. 98-100)

On the other hand, AT often draws upon constructivism methodology as a way of bringing participants into direct
engagement with their own learning experiences. Youngsters as learners bring a wealth of experiences and perspectives
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further affect how they interact with a theatre/ drama- in -educalion experience in the classroom and how they
d lo a variely of concepls, beliefs and praclices wilhin refigions and their own cullural experience. An approach to
fE Using AT emphasises he development of skills and atlitudes required to debate and deconslruct knowledge as well
o conslruct persuasive arguments. This means that the role of RE is to develop the capacity to interpret, evaluate
Herent values and beliefs through the development of the students’ analytical skills as well as their creative, imaginalive
emotional capacities. AT facilitates interaction between students and religious content in classes or projects dealing
wh religion in a form of role play (a 'Mantle of the expert’ technique) (Heathcote & Bolton, 1995) which can conslilute a
oo space for students’ experimenting with religious and non-religious world views. Moreover in AT a) drama involves
e modelling of the realily of life and its complexities through the use of the dramatic medium, b) cultura! identity can be
@enasd personal narralive which is constantly extended and modified by many other narratives - global and local - and
:ences 1o which we are exposed; The use of Drama/Theatre in education creates opporlunities for participants lo
ecognise how identity orientations (religion, nation, race, gender) shape heir actions and positions and how irreversibly
4he olher’ has a central role in constructing the individual's identily and knowledge, ¢) by entering the fictional world
wealed in the drama, a parlicipant may gain greater understanding of his own, personal narralive. This is a major source
o scentific claims that allitudes and behaviours can be changed; and d) providing a safe educational environment where
e dramatic experience is not real so one can release oneself safely into it. This is also a dynamic key factor in allilude
s0d behavioural change (Somers, 2004, p. 2).

23 'We organize a conference’ project

The concept of the 'We organize a conference’ project (WOCproj) incorporated the enquiry based method and a
contexlual dramalic enquiry approach named ‘Mantle of the Expert’ (Heathcote & Bolton, 1995). Basically the approach
is aways contexlual. Teacher and sludents creale a conlext and they do all the work as if they are all a group of experts.
n the ‘Mantle of the Expert', there is always an enterprise to be run. So teacher and students share the responsibility for
e enterprise, just as one would an enterprise in real-life, based on action and processes; lherefore a context of learning
is provided and at the same time the dramatic and inquiry learing medium helps students to develop ways of seeing
through the eyes of others and develop ownership over their enlerprise. Moreover they are motivated by the challenge of
making lheir enterprise work. Of course classes do whal {he curriculum demands as they explore their learning and this
brings special responsibilities, literacy needs and social behaviours.

In the WOCproj the enterprise was for the teacher and students to organize a scientific conference related to
efgion and issues contained in the curriculum of RE which matler to them personally. They were asked to agree, for the
school year, to imagine themselves as groups of scientists, conference organizers and journalists. The project was pari
o lhe lesson and the classes had agreed from the starl thal every week one of the two hours of RE had lo be dedicated
o this enterprise. They followed the whole procedure of organizing a conference and al the end they actually held a
conference. They found Ihe idea and the goals of the conference, they made al the preparations concerning the location,
fime, programme, finances, technical support, they issued an official invitation for submitling applications, the evaluation
df the abslracts (Ihe teacher was the scientific commillee) and finally the assessment of the event. The scientists and the
jumalists were the parlicipants of the conference and the proceedings included their papers and articles {Koukounaras-
Liagkis, 2011, p. 153-158).

1. The research
31 Research Facls

The time line: September, 2009 — May, 2012

The location: A Greek Secondary Education School (Lyceum) located in Attica at Neo Iraklion (1% Lyceum of Neo
rakion of Atiica), which is an urban school with regard to socio-economic position and religious background and gender.
The students were all Christians.

Sample: Students started the 1%t dlass of the Lyceum in 2009-10 and graduated in May of 2012. There was a
fuctuation in the total number of participants every year (table 1)
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15 LYCEUM of Neon Iraklion 1% class 24 class Jclass
2009-10 124 - -
2010-11 - 119 -
2011-12 - - 118

Table 1
3.2 Hypotheslis and research questions

The research allempts lo investigate the potential for the effectiveness of a constructivist action learning approach 1 RE_'}‘
according 1o its aims which were predicated upon a contextual dramatic enquiry method. Mainly the discussion 3
broadened to investigale an intrinsic aspect of the existence of RE: whether students construct their own knowledge 3
making sense of and giving meaning to their world when they study issues of RE. Other queslions were raised relalad *‘E ;
the subject and its issues and lo pedagogical techniques but these are not analysed in this paper. |
The projects had the following topics and aims regarding RE: 1
Topic of 2009-10: ‘The position of the laity and women in Christianity’
Aims: To help young people =
to consider the contribution and the role of the laity, and especially of women in Christian communities throughgy "‘}
the centuries and the current situation concerning them.
to investigate feminist theology and other modern approaches o Religious studies
to understand how Christian believers act as members of their communities and follow the requirements of (e —
beliefs and traditions. 3
to evaluate their ideas and posilions about contemporary parishes.
Topic of 2010-11: ‘We and the world's religions’
Aims: To help young people =
lo survey the beliefs and traditions of different religions of the world (Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism,
Taoism)
to discover aspecls, symbols and elements in their lives from a variety of religions and world views regardiessof
having a religion or not. g?
to realize thal religions affect the world, ethnicilies, counlries and sludents themselves, in some cases
imperceptibly. :
to evaluate the dialogue on religious issues as an important mean of understanding others as well as the curent
events going on in the world
to explain significant examples of how their response to the concepts of religious aspects would affect their own
lives and those of others. z
The projects for both of the school years had the following aims regarding pedagogy:
to support students by asking and defining questions, debating ideas, making predictions, designing plans,
collecting and analyzing data, drawing conclusions, presenting their ideas and creating posters, badges, elc. <
to develop students' thinking and critical skills and their crealive, imaginalive and emotional development. S
to develop their capacilies to interpret, evaluate and respond to different beliefs and values. i
to foster mutual understanding between themselves regardless of their cultural and religious backgrounds. J

to improve their communication and interpersonalfsocial skills
to engage the students in investigation and to take aclive roles in their learning process
to encourage them to take full responsibility for their leaming and so to construct their own altitludes toward it.

3.3 Methodology

The research was an educational qualilalive research with a quantitative component using empirical methods &nd
hermeneutical methods for text analysis. The research tools were: ;
Observalion of the groups during the entire process of their research, creation and presentation of their projects.
Written questionnaires (2) were filled in anonymously in two stages: September and May of each school year
Recorded semi-structured inlerviews (3) with randomly selected students, before, during and after the applicatiod
of the project.

98
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Journals were kept by the RE teacher throughout the process ) . _ . _
Observation of the sludents’ responses during the application of the project by wdeolgpmg for interaction analysis.

The data was analyzed using lhe SPSS (Statistic Package for Social Science) due to the need rpr

. faneous processing and depiction both of qualitative and quantitalive variables. The wmter] and _qral material
( wmnnaﬁres, journal, semi-structured interviews, observations) were analyzed by hermeneutical critical content

Falysis.
(. Presentation of the results
tw.;o years 88% of the sludents stated that participation in preparing the conference project had led to them learning

nore about religion than they had with other leaching methods applied by the same teacher during the two years of the
Mch and the three previous years in Gymnasium.

 learned about different religions and my own and now [ recognise that many things and problems in my life are rerar_ed
to them"- ‘| never believed that I could have such an interest in refigious topics™ ‘Refigion is a part of our everydqy _I;.fe,
We have fo be active even if we are not very religious. Maybe with our actions things will gel beter in the religious
communities and for all the others who are affected by their activities'.

These are some representalive students' comments about the outcomes of the project. Moreover there is a 3%,

' wih correlation (p<0.001) between it and gender (they are all males), who staled that they had problems investigaling

@erent religions to their own. o _ )

The questionnaires before and after the conferences revealed that there is a significant difference in the answers
er lhe implementation of the project and that defines the value it has for RE (Table 2 and Table 3). Furthermore the
majority of the students admitted that after the two prajects they found religious issues interesting (?8%)_, thal RE ht_alped
fiem to understand current issues (68%), to learn about themselves (72%), to learn about their rellglonevgn if the
project was for other religions (77%). It is worth noting that the students did not seem to have a problem expresst(\gliheu
views aboul religion openly in school (30%-100%). Finally, the two tables indicate that after the first year the majority of
tie group had changed their opinion about RE by the start of the second year.

[SA=Strongly agree, A=agree, NAD=Neither agree or disagree, D=Disagree, SD=Strongly disagree]

Before After

[ 200910 n=124 SA A NAD D SD |- SA | A | NAD D | SD
1 find religious issues interesting 9 26 2 28 13 18 [ 39 17 10 | 16
Leaming about reIIgimj helps me 4 72 44 21 8 14 2 3 20 6
to understand current issues

Leaming about religion helps me | 13 4 % 20 92 %0 19 20 9
1o leam about myself

Leaming about religion helps me | 2 15 17 5 42 36 12 10 0

lo leam about my religion
1am uncomfortable with sharing
my views about religion openly 5 9 26 32 28 2 2 6 17 | 73
in front of all

Table 2

Before i — After =]

2010-11 n=119 SA|A|NAD|D[SD|SA| A [ NAD [ D |SD
1 find religious issues interesling 6 |3 | 22 |6[0]48[30f 2 |00

Leaming about religion helps me to understand 8 |26 40 |10 7 | 323 | 22 |00
current issues
Learning about refigion helps me to leam about 20 l28| 20 2210|324 18 |8]2
| myself
Learning about religion helps me to leam about 29 | 421 19 |10] 0o |23 ]| 11 |10] 2
|_my refigion
| am uncomfortable with sharing my views about ol sl 12 |1ale|o]o| o |16]sd
refigion openly in front of everyone.
Table 3

L2 O
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In the final exams the number of the students who reached the targets and cognilive aims were significant as Tatig 4
shows. Moreover, the comparison between the grades in RE and olher similar subjects of the Curriculum (History gy
Literature) defines the importance of the choice of learning and teaching method for all students.

Grades 2009-10 n= 124 2010-11 n=119

Excellent (18,1-20) 90 72.5% 91 76,4%
Very good (16,1-18) 19 15,3% 15 12,6%
Good (13,1-16) 11 8.8% 13 10.8%
Nearly good (9,5-13) 4 3.2% 0 0.0%
Failed (0-9.5) 0 0.0% 0 0.0%

Table 4

Conceming the statement ‘| find religious issues interesting' there are significant correlations (p<0.001) to those why -

stated that through the WOCproj they learnt a lot (67%). Moreover the majority admitled that in their role they fa
responsible (91%), they were co-operalive (59%), they were crealive (62%), they were known each other (78%), they fe
safe (78%) they felt satisfied as a member of a team (82%), they felt confidence (66%). Above all the students noled thy
they wanted all the subjects of the curriculum to be taught by action leaming (88%).

Finally, the data interpretation and the comparison with the data of the qualitative study indicates that the majoriy
of the students agree that they leamt to have respect for everyone regardless of their religious beliefs or non-beliefy
because they had discussed all religions from different perspectives at school.

5. Conclusion

The research illustrates that an action learning project based on the contextual dramatic enquiry method firstly effectively
helps students to learn to work in a community, thereby taking on social responsibililies. Additionally, when sludents tate
responsivility for Iheir learning, their self-esteem soars and they feel confident in creating betler work habits and altitudes
toward learning. Of course the final tests revealed that students had been able to raise their lesling grades by
implementing the project. Students also learn cognilive and meta-cognitive skills that are essential in their education and
generally in their lives. Most important of all, students effectively refined their understandings of concepts, phenomena
and issues with their own knowledge building. It is truism to say that if the project does not remain true to its original plan
and is not content driven, the student will nol have a successful learning outcome. Benefit is only derved when itis
applied successfully. Finally, what cannot be concluded with any certainty ahd answered in a definite way is the duration
of cognitive and mela-cognilive effectiveness and that is the reason findings about tolerance and openness are nol
mentioned even though they were measured.

The findings, however, of the analysis suggest that for the vast majorily of sludents thinking and talking abou!
religion is worthwhile. They agree that when they learn about different refigions and at the same time their own religion,
they learn to respect the ‘others'. They also believe that RE helps them to understand and interpret current issues and,
more importantly, that school is a safe place to openly discuss refigious topics.

To summarise the overall conclusion of the dala analysis on the role of RE in the curriculum, it is important ©
slress that religion and knowledge of it seems to be widely considered a posilive factor and an essential aspect of the
students' education and their lives in general. As school is a place of leaming it should provide not only knawledge aboul
religions but allow students to develop the ability to communicate about different religions. It is a place where sludenis
should not merely be inlroduced to one specific religion but to gain a deeper insight into other religions, to re-think ther
ideas and preconceptions and to justify their own beliefs and values.

References

Dewey, J. (1902). The Child and the Curriculum. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Emicker, C. (2010). Religious Education. London, New York: Routledge.

Etherlon, M. & Prentii, T. {2006). Drama for change? Prove it} Impact Assessment in Applied Thealre. Research in Drama, Specd
Issue: Impact Assessment and Applied Drama. 11(2), pp. 139-195.

Glasersfeld E. von. {1995). Radical constructivism: A way of knowing and leaming. London: Falmer Press.

Grimmitt, M. (Eds). (2000). Pedagogies of Religious Education. Essex: McRimmans.

Healhcote, D. & Bolton, G. (1995). Drama for leaming: Dorothy’s Heathcote's mantle of the expert approach to education. Portsmout,

¢ o8

338

VOLUME Conference Proceedings 3° ICHSS 2013
No.6 MCSER Publishing-Rome,ltaly Rome-Ttaly
NH: Heinemann.

DE. (2008). Tranonika oToiyeia yia AModarois kai Makivvoatolvieg panrég. (Statistical elements for migrants and Greeks from
countries of former Soviet Union]. Retrieved from hitp://www.antigone.grlen/slats/files/081101.pdf
ner, PA, Sweller, J., Clark, R.E. (2006). Why minimal guidance during instruction does not work: an analysis of the failure of
™ constructivist, discovery, problem-based, experiential, and inquiry-based teaching. Educational Psychologist, 41 (2), 75-86.
ounaras-Liagkis, M. (2009). O Ocb¢, 0 B1xdg pou, 0 Gikdg cou. Nokmapdg, Exmaideuan, Exepérnra (God, mine, yours. Culture,
Education, Diversity). Athens: Grigori.
rMaunaras-Liagkis. M. (2011). ExmraiBeurixoi ev 8pdoei. [Teachers in Action]. Athens: Grigori.

1536/2007 (Amendment 16-January-2013). Eifikég puBpioeig Bepdruy HETQVaaTEUTIKAG TIOMITIKAS ka1 Aoimmav {nrnpanwv
appoBiornrag Ymoupyeiou Egwrepikv, Anpdaiag Aoiknang kar Amokévrpuang [Special regulations on migration policy and
other issues concerning the Ministry of Interior, Public Administration and Decentralization].

yiristry of Education & Pedagogical Institute. (2011). Npdypappa amoudiy oTa OpnokeuTika Anporixl kal Tupvagiou {Curriculum in
RE for Primary and Secondary Education]. Relrieved from http://digitalschool.minedu.gev.grfinfo/newps.php
. J. (2004). Drama as aftemative pedagogy and ils relationship with performance. Paper delivered in Hungary al the HUDEA
National Conference, 20 November 2004. (Unpublished)

giem, J. (2006). Teaching Religious Education. London, New York: Continuum

\iatster, R.S. (2009). The Educative Value of Dewey's Religious Attitude for Spirituality. Intemational Joumal of Children’s Spirituality,
14(2), 93-103.

Yangazoglou, St (2007). To paBnua Twv Gpnaxeunkiw o1 dnpocia eknaideuan. [Re in Public Education]. In St Yangazoglou etal.
Ta OproxeuTika ato alyxpovo dxoAcio. [RE in the modem school] (34-108). Neapoli Thessaloniki: S.M. Neapoleos and
Slavroupoleos.

5 & @

339



