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[bookmark: _Int_FhGckxuE]Painting a new picture: An ethnographic exploration of the ways in which Religious Studies practitioners can cultivate a ‘learning for its own sake’ attitude amongst KS5 students
Sophia Duckworth: Teacher and recipient of a Culham St Gabriel’s Masters Scholarship

Summary of research
Students of Key Stage 5 (KS5) Religious Studies (RS) are frequently faced with potential barriers to learning, such as content heavy information and abstract concepts, restricting their understanding, evaluation and engagement in the study of world religions. These barriers can affect both the intake of students and perceptions of the subject. This has gained moderate attention in pedagogical literature and discourse (Thorpe, 2019; “Examiners’ Report,” 2022). By introducing an arts-based approach to a sequence of three lessons on Christianity, I  conducted a small-scale Participant Action Research (PAR) which strived to show how artistic activities might help practitioners cultivate a ‘learning for its own sake’ attitude amongst learners, and in the process, develop their attainment and enjoyment. 

To achieve this, an anthropological approach to both Close-to-Practice (CtP) research and teaching practice was applied in an attempt to uncover the possibility of micro level change within A Level RS. Despite some limitations, such as time and space, this research suggests that a more hands-on arts-based approach could have the power to improve student’s attitudes to learning. The reasons for this are fourfold: it represents religion in a more authentic way, facilitates oracy skills, generates teamwork and sparks interest. This study could be further developed to transform practice for teachers of RS and other Humanities subjects.

Research questions
1) [bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]How might the integration of artistic activities within the RS classroom help the understanding and evaluation of complex ideas?
2) Why might artistic activities limit apathy and foster a love of learning amongst KS5 students?



Methodology
The purpose of this project was to incorporate an arts-based approach to KS5 RS by teaching a three-part lesson sequence to a group of five Year 12 students. Adopting an approach typically present in KS2 RS, this case study aimed to de-marginalise the arts and rely predominantly on visual power to cultivate a ‘learning for its own sake’ attitude amongst students. I was interested to discover what Art could lend RS, to a higher degree. 

To obtain an accurate description of the changes in students’ ‘learning for its own sake’ attitudes, a mixed methods approach was adopted through several research tools. Using the process of triangulation improved accuracy when attempting to measure changes through developed lines of enquiry.

I undertook primary qualitative research because, as an RS practitioner, I am invested in revealing how students understand, evaluate and engage with the subject material as a result of the arts-based approach introduced. In retrospect, the use of qualitative data allowed me to extend upon existing literature and suggest tentative insights regarding changes in participants’ learning attitudes through thick, rich descriptions.

To answer RQ1, participants were asked to produce a piece of artwork at the end of each lesson, as a form of documentary evidence. The three research lessons followed unit 3’s ‘creative expressions’ SoL (scheme of learning) and were carefully sequenced in the chronology of Jesus’ life. Each lesson would start by asking students to create a thinking map by spontaneously sharing everything they already knew about the topic, proceeded by the main teaching and learning activities, which involved the teaching of large chunks of information and abstract concepts. Following this, students created an image which represented the topic using the materials provided, such as oil pastels and collage paper. This data collection method recorded attainment because I was able to uncover how students were able to think carefully and understand the complex ideas discussed through a low stakes plenary task (Mason, 1929; Jackson, 2004; Gallagher, 2011). Explored topics included mysticism, apostolic succession and tradition within Christianity.

To answer RQ2, semi structured interviews were conducted with each student before and after the lesson sequence. Similar to documentary evidence, interviews took place in a group setting within the classroom, consisting of ten questions centred around student’s enjoyment of the subject. A practical strength of this method was time effectiveness as I could access multiple views at the same time and gather information which might not have transpired in a one-to-one scenario (Briggs et al., 2012). The benefit of knowing the students already was that I could predict individuals might feel more empowered to express their attitudes in a group setting, which was an important feature of my PAR.

Discussion on transforming future practice
A key finding from this study was a high progression in both attainment and enjoyment following the sequence. Reasons for this included advanced attention to detail in student’s understanding, increased application of higher tier vocabulary during dialogue, strengthened emotional engagement and an interdisciplinary approach to the A Level. Whilst providing insight into our working conception of how practitioners can cultivate a ‘learning for its own sake’ attitude amongst individuals, I also recognise the role of the teacher in extending classroom conversations, the small and mixed attainment nature of the class, time constraints and subjective responses transparent across collected data were all aspects of the experience. I believe these do not need to be simply framed as limitations, but also valuable aspects of practice.

Therefore, the first recommendation from this study is the use of an arts-based approach in facilitating effective assessment within KS5. To overcome barriers to learning, art could act as a visual mediator between the child and their academic potential, by unlocking and articulating ideas. Such an interdisciplinary approach might also increase student intake and change perceptions of the subject. It would invite children with interests in the arts to a subject traditionally viewed as a content heavy discipline.

The second recommendation from this study is the use of an arts-based approach in fostering a sense of community across peers. Across the lessons, students began to use their artwork to question the impact of key terms on uniting religious believers and, in turn, grew bonds of respect and empathy. Individuals progressively overcame inhibitions regarding the appearance of their art and praised each other’s efforts through emotional engagement. Interestingly, such finding was not completely transparent across explored literature, which largely focused on teacher led praise and the importance of academic achievement, opposed to a genuine appreciation for taught content. 

As well as transforming my own practice, this study has considered issues for the collective KS5 curriculum on a wider level, and established connections across the field of RS and the arts. Such an approach to teaching is a good opportunity to take risks. It can also provide teachers with opportunities to develop agency, and help students feel empowered in their learning journeys.
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