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ABSTRACT 

 
Aims 

 
This thesis examines the use of scripture by religious education teachers with their 

students in Victorian Catholic secondary schools in late 1999. 

 
The aims of the research were:  to present a picture of the incorporation of scripture 

into the religious education program of Victorian Catholic secondary schools in 1999, 

and in particular the incorporation of the historical-critical method of modern biblical 

scholarship (focus will also be placed on the purpose for which scripture is used, the 

extent to which it is used and the methods employed in its use); to investigate how and to 

what extent VCE Texts and Traditions1 Units 1 to 4 have been adopted by senior 

Victorian Catholic secondary students and its influence on Years Seven to Ten religious 

education curriculum; and to extend the work of Stead (1996b) into the use of scripture in 

Victorian Catholic primary schools. 

 
Scope 

 
This study is built on an understanding of religious education based on an 

educational rationale, and it examines the use of scripture in the light of modern critical 

biblical scholarship, particularly the historical-critical method.  Religious Education Co-

ordinators from 67 of the 99 Victorian Catholic secondary schools and 61 teachers of 

Years Seven to Ten religious education in these same schools completed self 

administering questionnaires in this area.   

                                                

1 Texts and Traditions is a Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) study which has the historical-critical 
method of biblical scholarship as its method for the study of passages from the bible. 



v 

 
Conclusions 

 
The research demonstrated that while there is an extensive range of good modern 

biblical scholarship material present in these schools, there is no policy concerning how 

scripture is to be used in the curriculum, questionable translations of the bible are used, 

and there is a limited use of many sections of the bible.  A key finding of the research is 

that a thematic, proof-texting use of scripture is prevalent in these schools.  This thematic 

use can lead to a literal, fundamentalist use of scripture within Catholic secondary 

religious education.  This approach is linked with many religious education teachers� 

predominantly catechetical understanding of the nature of religious education. 

 

The self administering questionnaires asked for an indication of the personal 

practice of respondents in their own religious education classrooms.  The data indicated 

the presence of the historical-critical method in the classrooms of Victorian Catholic 

secondary schools, however there was an over-reliance on the student text and the 

predominance of a thematic, literal, non-critical use of scripture.  This thesis indicates 

that this misuse of scripture comes about from teachers� catechetical understanding of the 

nature of religious education.  In particular the study of scripture in Years 11 and 12 is an 

area of concern.  Except for a small percentage of students studying Texts and Traditions 

(13%), the use of the historical-critical method of biblical studies is almost non-existent. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
In 1992 and 1993 Stead (1996b) pioneered research into the issue of critical 

biblical study and religious education.  Her research was focused on Catholic primary 

schools in the Australian state of Victoria.  Her research was important, since it was 

an attempt to gather empirical data on classroom teaching practice in religious 

education, and sought to bring together the disciplines of theology and education.  At 

the same time, 1993, the Pontifical Biblical Commission (PBC) mandated the use of 

the historical-critical method of biblical exegesis.   

 
Within Catholic secondary education in Victoria new guidelines for religious 

education were published in 1995, The Guidelines for Religious Education of Students 

in the Archdiocese of Melbourne.  The use of scripture within these Guidelines was 

criticised for not fostering a critical approach to biblical study and for being 

fundamentalist in nature (Collins, 1995).  As well as this, the prevailing understanding 

of the nature of religious education had undergone a change from a catechetical 

understanding to an educational understanding based on students� critical intellectual 

skills, and on the multi-faith nature of the Catholic classroom. 

 
This study seeks to investigate the use of the bible within Catholic secondary 

schools in Victoria, particularly in relation to the use of the historical-critical method 

of biblical exegesis and in relation to the prevalent understanding of the nature of 

religious education among teachers.  No such study of religious education classroom 

practice in Victorian Catholic secondary schools has been undertaken. 
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The aims of this study as outlined in Chapter Four are: 

• To present a picture of the incorporation of scripture into the religious education 

program of Victorian Catholic secondary schools in 1999, and in particular the 

incorporation of the historical-critical method of modern biblical scholarship.  

Focus will also be placed on the purpose for which scripture is used, the extent to 

which it is used and the methods employed in its use. 

• To investigate how and to what extent VCE Texts and Traditions Units 1 to 4 have 

been adopted by senior Victorian Catholic secondary students, and its influence on 

Years Seven to Ten religious education curriculum, and  

• To extend the work of Stead (1996b) into the use of scripture in Victorian 

Catholic primary schools. 

 
In order for these aims to be addressed it was necessary in Chapter One of this 

thesis to present a clear understanding of the term, �Religious Education� within the 

context of the Victorian Catholic secondary education system.  This chapter 

demonstrates that there has been a shift in understanding of religious education, from 

predominantly catechetical in nature, to an understanding that has as its focus the 

development of critical knowledge and skills based on cognitive and affective 

outcomes. 

 
Chapter Two, explores the key approaches adopted today in modern biblical 

scholarship and outlines the Catholic Church�s gradual acceptance of critical biblical 

study.  It notes the Pontifical Biblical Commissions� exhortation to use the historical-

critical method of biblical study and the concerns of this Commission about 

fundamentalism.  Chapter Three reviews literature concerning scripture and the 

adolescent, taking particular note of secondary students� psychological readiness to 
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critically study scripture and the need for an educational rationale for biblical study.  

This research is then placed in the context of similar Australian research.  The issue of 

fundamentalism is again raised as a concern. 

 
Chapter Four, situates this research in social research and identifies the qualitative 

and quantitative aspects of the study.  The research aims are specified, survey 

questions identified, methods of analysis explained and a description of the research 

participants given.  Chapter Five presents the data, while Chapters Six and Seven 

discuss and analyse the findings in the context of the first three chapters of this thesis.  

Chapter Eight summarises the findings, makes recommendations, identifies the 

delimitations of the research and makes suggestions for future research. 

 
Some decisions have been necessary with regard to terminology and presentation: 

• The bible and scripture have been used interchangeably as names for the sacred 

text. 

• Hebrew Scriptures is the name give in this thesis to the texts sacred to Judaism 

and Christian Scriptures is the name give in this thesis for the texts concerning the 

ministry of Jesus and the early Church.  Where other authors or texts identify the 

scriptures as Old Testament and/or New Testament, they are cited as in the 

original. 

• Capitalisation of names such as bible, scripture, gospel and god are only used 

when they are a citation of another author�s text. 

• In order to preserve the tables and figures, it has been necessary to insert page 

breaks before the presentation of some tables and figures leaving unavoidable 

spaces in some chapters. 

 


