Children as Co-Partners in 

Understanding the Bible

If the Bible is to be used in a school classroom, two things need to be noted;

Firstly it is clear that most adults (the teachers) are often uncomfortable with scriptural texts.  They are aware that that Bible is a complex series of books written over a long time and that different religions have deeply held views as to their interpretation.  They may also bring a timidity that is caused by unfamiliarity with the Bible and therefore stand back from offering any personalised comment as they would for a different piece of literature.

Secondly it is apparent that many children, particularly at key stage two, enjoy encountering the rich stories of the Bible and if left to engage with them will offer fertile imaginative and perceptive insights.  In cases where Bible stories are used in school, several educational objectives are fulfilled;

1) The cultural heritage of the Bible is released – something to which British culture as well as the Abrahamic faiths are indebted.

2) Inter-faith unity is achieved via Judaism, Christianity and Islam engaging in the Old Testament (This point is strongly demonstrated by the Biblos Project researching from 1998 – 2004 who show the Bible to be a multi-religious text)

3) Children are enabled to engage with the language of ‘God’ without tribal ownership if they listen to Bible stories. 

4) Different literary genres within the Bible are able to be distinguished in the classroom and stories are allowed to be accessed as multi-layered strata of meaning.  (This is shown in the book ‘The Bible, a Child’s Playground’ by Goebbel & Goebbel who noted that children as young as six could pick out one genre from another in the Bible).

5) The child’s voice is allowed to be released as a distinctive inroad into the sacred text.

Listening to the Child’s Voice

It is this last objective that is of particular interest to those who are keen to allow for new insights into how children think.  A recent research project entitled “The Children and Worldviews Project” was set up in the early 90’s to identify ways in which adults are enabled to listen to children’s voices. This was pioneered by the Erricker’s (who write widely on Children’s Spirituality) and is published in a book entitled ‘The Education of the Whole Child’ (1997).

Working within this tradition, I have worked upon identifying a method of listening to children engage with sacred texts.

The pilot project published its findings in the British Journal of Religious Education (Vol 28, No 3, September 2006) in an article entitled “Insights from Children’s Perspectives in interpreting the Wisdom of the Biblical Creation Narrative.”  It then received wider funding and engaged in a national research that gathered transcripts of conversations in the home between children and their parents, after a Bible story had been read.  This will shortly be published as a book offering its insights to educationalists, to parents and to ministers of religion.  The methodology is surprisingly simple.  All it requires is a zone of safety in which children can engage with a story without then having to conform to a creedal position nor to a sceptical viewpoint.  In such a neutral place, the child can offer his or her own insight.  This method owes much to the thinking of Gadamer who, in his key work ‘Truth and Method’ (1960) argued that experience, culture and prior understandings make it impossible for anyone to come to any text without some subjective bias.  He asserts that if interpretation is to take place, the person needs to become aware of their own lens of meaning.         

The Bible Story Project

The Bible Story Project (BSP) identified a five-part process for children to be heard by;

1) sketching a picture of God

2) sketching a picture of the Church

3) sketching a picture of their family

4) listening to a Bible Story

5) engaging in a conversation whereby they initially describe their drawings (nos 1-3) and then discuss the story of the creation narrative (Genesis 1-3)

The findings from this process of individual interviews offered some fascinating insights at the various key stages.  Below are examples for key stage two and key stage three.

a) Key Stage 2

“The male respondent for Key Stage 2, named Kai (aged seven), was clearly identifiable to be at Fowler’s faith stage two, having a structure of thought that showed a mythical literal worldview. This is a period when the child brings order to a previously unordered faith viewpoint where reality and fantasy have been linked in the child’s understanding of life. He found God very hard to depict and eventually drew a picture of the globe with stars and the sun, because ‘that is what God made’. This struggle to clarify what was actual and physical from that which was more abstract was typical of the ‘young scientist’ of this age group who will endeavour to separate the mythic from the literal.

Kai offered a version of the creation narrative that was highly accurate to the

account in Genesis (chapters one to four). What was of particular interest was his

need to offer explanations throughout. He said, ‘If he hadn’t ate the fruit, we’d still

be alive. That was the first sin’. When asked what this meant, he was confused and

returned to assertions as to the correctness of what he was saying. This was understandable given his frame of reference and nurturing background that 

encouraged acceptance more than it encouraged wonder. On one occasion, a mischievous grin spread across Kai’s face as he explained that snakes could not actually speak. When questioned further he said that the snake beckoned the woman with his tail and that was how he indicated that she should eat the apple. Beyond this excursion into what seemed to be forbidden territory, Kai would not be drawn.”
b) Key Stage 3

“The female respondent from Key Stage 3 was Kate (also aged 11). She showed

more aspects of Fowler’s faith stage two (mythic-literal) than of Fowler’s faith stage

three (synthetic-conventional), identifiable in her picture of God depicted as the

human Jesus, complete with beard and the crown of thorns, floating as a cloud

amongst other clouds. She said of him, ‘He is neither happy nor sad. But he is a bit

sad about pollution’. This projection of her feelings onto God was also evident in her

account of the story of creation when she emphasised Adam and Eve’s nakedness 

and resultant embarrassment. She was very aware that the result of eating the apple 

was not only to draw attention to their nakedness but was to be the reason for Eve 

hurting when she became pregnant. Kate developed the story to talk about Cain and Abel. In this accurate but personalised account of creation, it became evident that 

Kate had two older sisters who were present in her thinking when she said, ‘The 

meaning of the story is “Don’t get jealous! I get jealous of my sisters”’ (she was 

referring to Cain’s murder of Abel). As she paused to reflect, she wondered why it  

was that a woman ate the first apple and ‘let us women down’. She further reflected on whether God was a man or a woman in making Adam and Eve in His image.”

Suggestions for Classroom Practice

This simple method of the BSP could be adapted for classrooms by a similar process that can be reduced to asking children to;

1) sketch a picture of God (or a symbol of God if their tradition does not allow this to be done)

2) listen to a story told from the original sacred text

3) engage in a conversation whereby they relate their picture of God to the God mentioned in the text.

There would of course need to be certain ground rules that involved accepting what any child said without judgement.  In other words the exercise would be about listening and not about instructing or informing.  There are no rights or wrongs, other than in communicating what is personally believed and in listening to what others believe.

Such a lesson will score highly in terms of spirituality development as well as comprehension skills.

Above all, the resultant insights are likely to be of a nature that will demonstrate that the child is at least as perceptive to spiritual insights as the teacher.  Key stage two in particular is likely to reveal a particular openness to insights that are not apparent to adults.  This will reveal a partnership in education whereby the teacher will be resourced and the child heard.









Howard Worsley

Rev Dr Howard Worsley is Diocesan Director of Education in the Diocese of Southwell & Nottingham.

Email sheilab@southwell.anglican.org

Published in RE Today, Autumn 2007 Vol 25, No 1 p24-25.
