Assessment  in  religious  education  in  Cyprus

The present chapter focuses on the way that educators assess religious education in the primary schools of Cyprus. For this reason, educators’ standardized open-ended interviews* are presented in detail. In particular, sixteen educators were interviewed: thirteen primary school teachers, one head teacher, one primary school inspector and a professor of religious education. These interviews were mainly focused on educators’ understanding of educational assessment, on the different types of assessment and on the difficulties that teachers face in assessing religious education. 

the definition of educational assessment

The first question asked the educators to give their own definition of assessment:

As an educator, what is your own definition of assessment?

The majority of the primary school teachers defined ‘assessment’ as the educational process that can check whether the learning objectives have been accomplished. According to the teachers, this process can be conducted either by teachers, pupils or governmental authorities. On the one hand, teachers use assessment to appraise their pupils’ understanding, knowledge, abilities, skills, progress, learning and difficulties or to appraise the effectiveness of their own teaching. In other words, teachers assess not only their pupils’ learning abilities, but they also assess their personal teaching abilities. On the other hand, pupils can use self-assessment to review what they have learned and to indicate any learning difficulties that may have. At the same time, governmental authorities seek to assess the educational progress and to ascertain that the learning objectives of the syllabus have been accomplished.


Moreover, some other teachers noted that educational assessment is the process that diagnoses pupils’ knowledge and difficulties and helps the educators to plan the next steps in teaching.


Also, it must be mentioned that two of the teachers seem to regard assessment as a quantitative process. The first teacher suggested that assessment is related to measurement, because it measures pupils’ achievements and progress. The second explained the importance of quantitative data in the assessment process, by arguing that, if the 75 per cent of the pupils have achieved high standards of learning and understanding, then the teacher’s objectives have been accomplished. 


What is more, one of the primary school teachers, distinguished between summative and formative assessment. On the one hand, he defined summative assessment as the process that measures pupils’ performance and achievement at the end of a unit or a course. On the other hand, he defined formative assessment as the process that appraises pupils’ learning progress and identifies their educational needs.


Lastly, only two of the teachers have stated that educational assessment is mainly related with the promotion of pupils’ learning. These teachers explained that assessment is interwoven with pupils’ learning, so educators should use only the assessment methods that can promote learning and understanding.


Furthermore, the primary school head teacher pointed out that educational assessment checks whether the syllabus’ objectives have been accomplished. He went on to argue that assessment results provide educators with effective feedback that can help them to plan their future lessons.


Finally, the religious education professor and the primary school inspector noted that assessment is important for all subjects, because it informs teachers about pupils’ understanding. Assessment also enables teachers and other groups (e.g. parents) and authorities (e.g. ministry of education) to ensure the accomplishment of the national curriculum’s objectives.

the purposes of assessment in religious education

The second question requested from the interviewees to report the purposes of assessment in religious education and to state whether some of these purposes are more important than others:

What are the purposes of assessment in religious education? Do you think that some of these purposes are more important than others?

According to the primary school teachers, the purposes of educational assessment can be focused either on knowledge or emotion. On the one hand, if educational assessment is focused on knowledge, then it aims to assess pupils’ knowledge about the basic aspects of their own religion and of other world religions. On the other hand, if educational assessment is focused on emotion, then it seeks to encourage the emotional development of the pupils. The emotional development has to do with the understanding, appreciation, tolerance and respect of all human beings regardless race or religion. In other words, it has to do with the development of the appropriate social attitudes, behavior and values. Also, it has to do with the respect of the natural environment. Above all, emotional development is related with children’s understanding, appreciation and respect of their own personality. It must be mentioned that all teachers believe that the most important purposes of educational assessment are those that are focused on emotion. Particularly, they argued that emotional development is more important than knowledge development.


Moreover, it was expressed by a group of teachers, that assessment in religious education is mainly concerned with the promotion of important human values, such as morality, love, forgiveness and compassion.


In addition, some of the teachers acknowledged that religious education in Cyprus is mainly focused on the Christian Orthodox teachings. Therefore, they argued that assessment in religious education should also assess pupils’ understanding about Orthodox Christianity. For instance, pupils should be taught about Jesus’ life on earth, Jesus’ parables, the life of important Saints, Orthodox Christianity through the history, the Orthodox ethics, traditions and prayers. For this group of teachers, these topics should be assessed during a religious education lesson.


At the same time, the majority of the teachers suggested that religious education in Cyprus should not assess pupils’ knowledge only about Orthodox Christianity, but they should also assess their knowledge about other world religions. In this way, pupils will become able to appreciate and respect the variety of religious traditions. Nevertheless, two of the teachers pointed out that it is not easy to teach about world religions in the primary school because children are very young and it might be difficult for them to understand.


Lastly, one primary school teacher reported that the main purpose of religious education is the development of children’s critical thinking: ‘Pupils should develop a critical attitude towards all religions. Critical thinking enables children to suspend their prejudices and demythologize some facts’.


What is more, the primary school head teacher expressed the idea that the purpose of religious education in Cyprus is to help children to experience some valuable truths: ‘The fundamental truths of Orthodox Christianity’. For example, the children must understand the importance of the Holy Sacrament of Eucharist. They must realize that during the Eucharist, the Christian Orthodox ‘receives’ the body and blood of Jesus Christ. In this way, the body of the Christian Orthodox becomes the ‘house’ of the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, children must appreciate the meaning of the Orthodox liturgies, prayers and hymns. Thus, the head teacher argued that the assessment in religious education must evaluate pupils’ knowledge about the fundamental truths of Christianity. According to him, the most important assessment tasks are those that seek to enhance pupils’ Christian Orthodox faith.


The primary school inspector pointed out that the purposes of religious education are not only based on knowledge, but they are also based on emotion. For this reason in religious education, teachers assess both knowledge (information) and emotion (behavior and attitudes). On the one hand, teachers assess pupils’ emotions continually by observing their behavior and attitudes towards their classmates, teachers, parents and so on. The inspector believes that in primary school the emotional purposes are the most important ones.


Finally, the religious education professor demonstrated the idea that human beings are surrounded by three intellectual powers: rational, will and emotion. Therefore, religious educators should assess the rational, will and emotional abilities of the children. The professor noted that the most important purposes are the emotional ones. That is to say, the religious educator should assess children’s behavior towards people. ‘In this way, the children will become able to overcome their ego and develop emotional bonds with other people’.

methods of assessment used in religious education 

The third set of questions was focused on the different methods of educational assessment:

How do you assess in religious education? (For example: Do you use formal or informal, written or oral, continuous or final assessment? If you use written examinations, what type of questions do you usually use: true/false, multiple choice, matching, short-answer questions, essay questions?). How often do you assess in religious education, either formally or informally? Does the form of assessment used depend on pupils’ age?
These questions were addressed only to teachers and head teacher. The majority of the teachers responded that they usually assess religious education informally. They usually use oral and continuous assessment. In particular, teachers through oral questioning check pupils’ knowledge, thoughts, abilities and they identify any learning difficulties that pupils may have.

They also explained that it is very difficult to assess primary schools pupils with formal-written examinations, for two main reasons. Firstly, primary school pupils are very young, so it is difficult to assess them in all subjects with formal-written examinations. Thus, primary school teachers use formal-written assessment mainly in three subjects that are considered to be the basic ones: Greek (linguistics and literature), mathematics and science. Humanities subjects such as religious education, history, geography, environmental studies and citizenship, are usually assessed informally with oral and continuous assessment. Secondly, teachers argue that it is difficult to assess primary school pupils with formal-written examinations, because religious education is a subject, which is concerned with behavior, attitudes and emotion. Therefore, it is very difficult to assess with a written test the behavior, attitudes and emotions of their pupils.


According to the teachers, pupils’ behavior, attitudes and emotions can be assessed with the method of observation. For instance, they often observe their pupils’ behavior towards their classmates, teachers, parents and natural environment. One of the teachers suggested that pupils’ attitudes and emotions could be also assessed by asking them to perform a role-play. For example, during the teaching of the ‘parable of the prodigal son’, the teacher can ask from the pupils to work in pairs and perform a role-play: One child can play the role of the prodigal son and the other can play the role of the father. In this way, the teacher will be enabled to appraise pupils’ emotions.


However, some of the teachers noted that the form of assessment used depends on pupils’ age. For this reason, formal-written assessment can be used for older pupils of the primary school. They also argued that assessment tests are usually conducted at the end of a unit, in order to check whether the learning objectives have been accomplished. These tests include multiple choice questions, sentence completion, true-false statements, matching questions, short-answer and essay questions. Teachers argued that essay questions assess whether children’s critical thinking is developed. The other kinds of questions usually assess pupils’ knowledge about a specific topic.


Despite the fact that teachers do not usually use formal-written assessment, they stated that they often use informal-written assessment. The informal-written assessment is related with the daily classroom assignments and pupils’ homework. It must be mentioned, that many teachers use informal-final-written assessment at the end of a lesson.


For example, Table 2, below, presents a written assessment task in religious education, which includes both short-answer and essay questions. This task was conducted by one of the interviewees at the end of a religious education lesson. Thus, this task can be considered as an informal–written assessment at the end of a specific lesson. The first exercise is a short-answer question. It assesses pupils' knowledge, because it asks them to list the three temptations of Jesus in the desert. The second and especially, the third exercise - which is an essay question - require from the pupils to demonstrate their writing skills: to describe, analyze and synthesize their personal thoughts about contemporary temptations. 

Table 2 Assessment Task in Religious Education

	Jesus’ Temptations in the Desert

fifth grade of the primary school
1) List Jesus’ temptations in the desert:

(a)…………………………………………………………...

(b)…………………………………………………………...

(c)…………………………………………………………...

2) Explain the meaning of each temptation: How can these 

     temptations apply to the contemporary way of life?

(a)…………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

(b)…………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

(c)…………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

3) Write a letter to your best friend about the temptations of 

     the contemporary way of life. Advice her/him how she/he

     deal with these contemporary temptations.

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...




Table 3 includes, also, a short-answer and an essay question. However, both of them assess pupils’ abilities to describe, analyze and synthesize their knowledge and thoughts about the “parable of the Good Samaritan”. This task was also conducted by one of the interviewees at the end of a lesson.
Table 3 Assessment Task in Religious Education
	The parable of the Good Samaritan

fourth grade of the primary school
1) Write a paragraph about how people can become “Good

    Samaritans” in a contemporary society. 

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………... 

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

     …………………………………………………………...

2) Imagine that one of your classmates is very poor and                   

    he/she also suffers from a serious disease. How can you      

    help him/her?

    …………………………………………………………...

    …………………………………………………………...

    …………………………………………………………...

    …………………………………………………………...

    …………………………………………………………...

    …………………………………………………………...




Lastly, teachers reported that they use continuous, informal-written and oral assessment in every religious education lesson. They only use formal-written assessment at the end of a unit.


Teachers’ and head teacher’s views converge about the assessment methods used in religious education. Particularly, the head teacher noted that he usually uses continuous, informal-written and oral assessment in every religious education lesson. In addition, he uses formal- written assessment at the end of a unit. However, he stated that the form of assessment used depends on pupils’ age. Thus, he does not conduct written exams in the first and second grade of the primary school. 


Tables 4 and 5 present two formal-written tests, which were conducted by the head teacher at the end of two units. Both of the tests mainly include sentences completion tasks, short-answer and matching questions. These papers assess mainly pupils’ knowledge.
Table 4 Assessment Test in Religious Education

	Written examination in religious education

third grade of the primary school

1) Matching Questions:
     Jesus was born in                                   a town in Palestine      

     Galilee is                                               Virgin Mary                

     Jesus was crucified in                            twelve   

     Jesus’ mother is                                     Calvary Hill       

     Christ’s disciples were                           Bethlehem

2) Fill the gaps with the correct words: symbol, Joachim, 

     Adam, psalms, Anna, Eve, paradise, hymns.
(a) The name of the first man was………….

(b) The name of the first woman was………….

(c) God placed the first man in………….

(d) …………. and …………. were the parents of Mary.

(e)  David wrote many …………. and ………….

(f) The cross is an important …………. for all Christians.

3) Please answer to the following questions:

(a) Explain the meaning of the name “Adam”.

       …………………………………………………………...

       …………………………………………………………...

(b) Explain the meaning of the name “Eve”.

       …………………………………………………………...

       …………………………………………………………...




Table 5 Assessment Test in Religious Education
	Written examination in religious education

third grade of the primary school

1) Fill the gaps with the correct words: brothers, Kingdom, 

    sisters, world, help, communicate.     
(a) God created the  ………….

(b) Prayer helps us to …………. with God.

(c) When our life is in danger, we ask God’s ………….

(d) All people on earth are …………. and ………….

(e) According to Jesus, the children deserve to enter in the

        …………. of God.

2) Please answer to the following questions:

(a) Explain the importance of prayer in people’s life.

       …………………………………………………………...

       …………………………………………………………...

(b) List the miracles that had happened to Moses in the 

       desert.

       …………………………………………………………...

       …………………………………………………………...

       …………………………………………………………...




difficulties in assessing religious education

The fourth question of the interviews sought to identify any difficulties that educators face in assessing religious education:

What are the difficulties that educators face in assessing religious education?

Six of the teachers face many difficulties in assessing religious education. According to them, religious education is mainly related with behavior, attitudes and emotions. For this reason, it is very difficult to assess objectively pupils’ behavior, attitudes and emotions. Also, the teachers cannot set in advance any assessment criteria for children’s behavior and attitudes. What is defined as an appropriate or inappropriate behavior is subjective. That means it is very difficult to assess formally human behavior, attitudes and emotions. For instance, in a formal-written examination about emotions and attitudes, an educator will not be able to indicate objectively which answers are right and which are wrong. 


Some other teachers also noted that emotions, attitudes and behavior could neither be assessed nor measured. Therefore, if they cannot be measured they cannot be compared, because comparative assessment is based on measurement. Pupils’ emotions, behavior and attitudes cannot be measured- e.g. with formal-written tests-in order to be compared with other pupils.


Moreover, one of the teachers argued that religious education has to do with feelings, which cannot be easily assessed. For instance, during a lesson about the passions of Jesus, the educators cannot assess pupil’s feelings. They cannot assess whether pupils ‘felt’ and understood that Jesus was crucified and sacrificed for the salvation of human beings.


In addition, two teachers explained that the difficulty in assessing religious education lies in that educators cannot assess pupils’ attitudes and behavior throughout the day. They can only observe their behavior towards their classmates and teachers, but they cannot observe their behavior towards their parents, brothers or sisters. These interviewees argued that pupils’ behavior in school is different than their behavior at home. Obviously, at school they have to follow some rules and behave themselves.


Furthermore, it should be mentioned that three teachers pointed out that it is easier to assess knowledge than attitudes and emotions. Thus, when they assess knowledge in religious education they do not face many difficulties, because the assessment criteria are set in advance and they can mark objectively their pupils’ answers. However, they reported that even when they assess only knowledge, they still face some difficulties: Many pupils and parents do not consider religious education an important subject, so they do not study for a written test. These pupils and parents claim that the most important subjects are Greek, mathematics and science, so they study only for those.


Lastly, three of the primary school teachers stated that they do not face any difficulty in assessing religious education. They explained that, educators who are familiar with the teaching topic (e.g. religious education) and they are aware of their pupils’ learning abilities and styles, they do not face any difficulties in the assessment process.


What is more, the primary school head teacher believes that there are some difficulties in assessing religious education but they can be easily overcome. According to him, educators usually face difficulties in assessing younger children (first and second grade of the primary school) and especially the children of the first grade who are not able to read and write very well. However, at the end of the school year – after children become able to read and write – the teacher can use formal-written test to assess them.


The primary school inspector emphasized the fact that there are difficulties not only in assessing religious education, but in assessing other subjects as well. These difficulties are mainly related with formal-written assessment. The inspector explained that it is very difficult for a teacher to structure a formal-written test, because tests must include tasks that serve all purposes of assessment: diagnostic, evaluative, summative and formative. Therefore, a test should include many types of assessment tasks, such as multiple choice, sentence completion, essay questions and so on.


The religious education professor identified three main difficulties in assessing religious education: The difficulty of assessing morals and attitudes, the problem of marking and the problematic relationship between religious education and indoctrination. 


Firstly, the religious education professor pointed out that it is not easy at all to assess religious education because it is mainly related with morals and attitudes. He argued that it is very difficult to assess morals and attitudes. For instance, a teacher cannot easily assess whether children respect, love or tolerate the people around them. These values are very personal, so it is very difficult to assess them. Another example is when an educator teaches, during a religious education lesson, about ‘love’. It is very difficult to assess whether children have understood the meaning and importance of love in people’s lives. Children may perform excellent in a test that assesses their knowledge about ‘love’. At the same time the same children may be egocentric and selfish towards their classmates. The professor went on to argue that teachers face the problem of assessing attitudes, not only in religious education, but in other subjects as well. In History, for example when educators teach about ‘democracy’, it is very difficult to assess whether pupils have really understood the meaning and the importance of ‘democracy’. Pupils may know everything about  ‘democracy’ and perform excellent in a test that assesses their knowledge. However, the same pupils’ attitudes may be possessive towards their classmates or other people. So according to the professor, there is a gap between knowledge-that can be easily assessed - and attitudes - that are very difficult to be assessed. 


The second problem has to do with the marking of religious education. Obviously, educators cannot mark pupils’ morals or attitudes. Thus, they only mark the level of their knowledge - their ability to learn information. The professor noted that there are two groups of scholars that have their own ideas about the problem of marking in religious education. The first group supports that religious educators must assess only pupils’ knowledge (information). The second group believes that educators should not assess religious education at all, neither knowledge nor attitudes.


Finally, there is a problematic relationship between religious education and indoctrination, because some people claim that religious education is equated with indoctrination. The professor stated that religious education does not equated with indoctrination because the purpose of indoctrination is different than the purpose of religious education. Thus, he explained the difference between indoctrination and religious education. Indoctrination is equated with catechism, something that individuals choose for themselves. These individuals choose to be catechized (=indoctrinated), to learn more about their religion and to become more faithful. On the contrary, religious education is a school-subject, that teaches children about a specific religion or religions. Religious education is a pedagogical process that does not indoctrinate children. 

teachers’ training

The fifth question explored whether teachers are trained in order to become able to teach and assess religious education:

What training is offered to teachers in order to be able to teach and assess religious education in the primary school?

This question was addressed to all interviewees, except the primary school inspector.

Ten of the teachers noted that during their university studies, the program of their degree included only one course about the teaching of religious education. However, they argued that this course was mainly focused on theological knowledge and Orthodox Christianity. Thus, teachers stated that this course was insufficient, because it did not provide them with any practical skills or strategies on how to teach and assess religious education in the primary school.

On the contrary, three teachers reported that during their university studies they had the opportunity to choose four additional courses in order to be specialized in the teaching of religious education in the primary school. During these four additional courses, they had been taught about strategies in teaching and assessing religious education.

What is more, all teachers complained that the Pedagogical Institute of Cyprus - which is responsible for teachers’ training and further education - does not organize any seminars about religious education. The teachers argued that these seminars could be very useful for them. Nevertheless, one of the teachers noted, that she had attended only one seminar about religious education and she found it very helpful. 

The head teacher stated that there is not any special training offered to teachers for the teaching and assessment of religious education. However, he claimed, that for every class there are guidebooks that can help educators in teaching and assessing religious education. These guidebooks include the objectives of every lesson and many helpful teaching strategies. They also include some tasks and written examinations tests for the assessment in religious education. The head teacher argued that these guidebooks are very helpful for religious education teachers.

Finally, the professor acknowledged that teachers’ training, during their university studies, is insufficient, because the program of their degree includes only one course about religious education, which is mainly focused on theology. According to the professor, some courses about religious education should be added to the program of teachers’ university studies. During these additional courses, educators can be trained sufficiently for the teaching and assessment of religious education in the primary school. The professor also emphasized the fact that teachers should attend seminars not only about religious education but also about multiculturism and globalization. Multiculturism and globalization are contemporary phenomena, which affect the way that educators teach and assess religious education. Religious educators should become able to respond effectively to religious and cultural plurality of the contemporary world.  

school inspector’s guidance

In the sixth question, the interviewees were asked if there is effective guidance by school inspectors for the teaching and assessment of religious education. This question was addressed to all interviewees except the religious education professor: 

Is there effective guidance for the teaching and assessment of religious education?

All teachers answered that there is not any guidance by school inspectors for the teaching and assessment of religious education in the primary school. Primary school inspectors only provide guidance for the teaching of subjects that are considered to be very important: Greek language, mathematics and science. On the contrary, humanities subjects such as religious education, history, geography, citizenship and environmental studies are not considered to be very important subjects in the primary school. Therefore, when school inspectors want to assess a teacher’s lesson they do not observe a humanity lesson but they observe and assess a Greek language, mathematics or a science lesson. After they observe the lesson, the inspectors usually indicate to the teachers the strengths and weaknesses of their lesson. They also provide them with some guidelines for the teaching and assessment of these ‘important’ lessons.


In addition, the head teacher noted that the inspector, who is in charge for his school, is a theologian and a writer. Thus, he always provides guidance to teachers for the teaching and assessment of religious education. For instance, he (the inspector) provides them with guidebooks on religious education. These guidebooks - which are written by the inspector - help educators to teach and assess religious education.


Lastly, the primary school inspector noted that the inspectors do not usually provide any special guidance for the teaching and assessment of religious education. He argued that school inspectors provide general guidelines for the teaching and assessment of all subjects in the curriculum.

the effectiveness of assessment in religious education

The seventh set of questions sought to discover how effective is the assessment in religious education and what attention is given to assessment in religious education:

How effective do you think that primary-school teachers assess religious education? What attention is given to assessment in religious education?

The majority of the interviewees believe that little attention is given to assessment in religious education. Particularly, they argued that the ministry of education, inspectors, teachers, parents and pupils do not consider religious education as an important subject of the curriculum. For this reason, the governmental authorities and the teachers do not give any attention to the effective assessment of religious education. They only give attention to the teaching and assessment of Greek language, mathematics and science, because they are considered to be the most important subjects of the curriculum.


What is more, teachers stated that there is not any useful guidebook that could help them to teach and assess religious education effectively. They explained that there are some guidebooks, which mainly include the objectives and general guidelines for the teaching of religious education. Also, one of the teachers complained about the assessment tasks and exercises that are included in pupils’ books. According to him, these tasks are mainly focus on pupils’ ability to recall facts and they do not encourage their critical thinking. Thus, the teachers suggested that the ministry of education should provide them with books, which include detailed guidelines for the teaching and assessment of religious education. In this way, they will become able to assess this subject more effectively.


Some other teachers pointed out that it is very difficult to assess effectively in religious education because it is related with attitudes, behavior, morals and emotions. In other words, it is not easy for teachers to assess effectively their pupils’ attitudes, behavior, morals and emotions.


In addition, two of the teachers claimed that the majority of the educators do not assess in religious education effectively, because they use assessment methods that check pupils’ knowledge and their abilities to recall information. However, assessment in religious education is effective when is concerned with the improvement of pupils' attitudes and behavior.


Furthermore, the primary school head teacher and inspector acknowledged that teachers do not give enough attention to assessment in religious education. On the one hand, the head teacher argued that teachers must be familiar with the teaching topic in order to teach and assess it effectively. For example, if educators are teaching about the ‘annunciation of Virgin Mary’ they must know exactly what Apostle Luke wrote in the gospel about this fact. Therefore, if educators are fully informed about a topic they will be able to teach and assess it effectively. On the other hand, the inspector noted that teachers do not give a lot of attention to assessment in religious education, because it is not a subject that it is based exclusively on knowledge. It is based on emotion and feelings as well. So, many teachers do not assess this subject because it is based on emotion.


Finally, the religious education professor also acknowledged that teachers do not assess effectively religious education in the primary school. In particular, he explained that humanities subjects (such as religious education, history, geography, citizenship, environmental studies) and technical subjects (such as art, music, physical education) are not considered to be very important subjects. The most important subjects in the curriculum are considered to be Greek language, mathematics and science. For these subjects there are specialized school inspectors who help educators to teach and assess them effectively. On the contrary, for humanities subjects there are not specialized inspectors who can provide teachers with helpful guidelines for the effective teaching and assessment of these subjects.

orthodox christianity and the assessment of religious education in cyprus

The eighth set of questions was related to the context of the national curriculum of Cyprus:

The context of the national curriculum for religious education in Cyprus focuses on Orthodox Christianity. Have you got any comments on this? How this affects the assessment of religious education?

To begin with, teachers’ views converge in that children should be taught not only about Orthodox Christianity but about other religions as well. They argue that Cyprus has become a multicultural society during the last decades; so many pupils from foreign countries attend in the primary schools of Cyprus. Obviously, these children profess different cultures and religions. Thus, children must be taught about the different religious and cultural traditions of the world. According to teachers, religious education should enlighten pupils about other people’s values and to bring about an understanding of the variety of belief systems. In this way, tolerance, mutual respect and understanding will be developed among people.


Five of the teachers pointed out that the focus of religious education only on Orthodox Christianity leads to many problems, such as social and religious racism and intolerance. They explained that pupils do not learn about other religious traditions, so they believe that Orthodox Christianity is the best religion. For this reason, they become racists, prejudiced and intolerant towards other people that profess different religion than them. However, racism, prejudices and intolerance, are not welcome attitudes, especially in a classroom where there are pupils from different religious backgrounds.


At this point, three of these teachers related religious education with indoctrination (=catechism).  They argued that the way that some educators teach religious education does not encourage pupils’ critical thinking. On the contrary, they claimed that it encourages religious indoctrination (=catechism) because it does not give any opportunity to pupils to consider alternative religious views.


Some of the interviewees acknowledged that the fact that religious education in Cyprus focuses on Orthodox Christianity, affects the assessment of the subject. That is to say, teachers assess only pupils' knowledge and attitudes that are related with Orthodox Christianity.


However, some other interviewees stated that the teachings of Orthodox Christianity could promote the development of many human values and attitudes, such as love, tolerance, understanding, appreciation and compassion. They argued that Christianity contributes successfully to the moral and emotional development of the children. Thus, they do not believe that the focus on Orthodox Christianity affects negatively the assessment in religious education.


In addition, three of the teachers claimed that religious education in Cyprus should focus mainly on Orthodox Christianity, because the majority of the population is Christian Orthodox and because Orthodox Christianity is interwoven with the Cypriot culture and civilization. This does not mean that pupils should not be taught about other religions. On the contrary, according to these interviewees, pupils can also be taught about other religions and how these religions are related to Orthodox Christianity. However, the teaching of Orthodox Christianity should be a priority for religious education in Cyprus. In the same way, assessment in religious education should also be based on the values and principles of Orthodox Christianity.


What is more, the majority of the interviewees indicated some problems about the teaching and assessment of many religions at the primary school. In particular, they noted that the teaching of various religious traditions in the primary school might cause confusion to children and especially to younger children. Therefore, they argued that it is better to teach about world religions after the fourth grade of the primary school, because pupils then become more able to understand and appreciate other religious traditions. During the first, second and third grade of the primary school, pupils should be taught only about Orthodox Christianity. For instance, they can be taught about the life of Jesus and about stories from the Old and New Testament.


The head teacher believes also, that the teaching and assessment of many religions at the primary school can confuse younger children. For this reason, it is better to teach mostly about Orthodox Christianity, because the majority of the pupils are Christian Orthodox. However, the head teacher suggested that educators could also teach about the different denominations of the Christian religion. For example, they can teach about Catholicism, Protestantism and Anglicanism. These denominations are Christian - like Orthodoxy - so the children will not get confused. In addition, the head teacher suggested that primary school pupils could be also taught about idolatry and how ancient people used to worship their Gods. In this way, pupils will become able to compare the ancient with the contemporary ways of worshipping. 


Furthermore, the inspector identified that Cyprus has become a multicultural society during the last decades. Many people with different cultures and religions have to coexist within the Cypriot society. Thus, religious education cannot be focused only on Orthodox Christianity. Religious education should enable pupils to respect and appreciate the religious beliefs of other people. It must be also mentioned that, parents who are not Orthodox, may choose to withdraw their children from the religious education lessons. However, if non-Orthodox parents do not choose to withdraw their children, then the teachers must be more flexible when they assess these children’s knowledge about Orthodox Christianity. For instance, teachers should not expect from a Muslim child to know and describe in detail all the holy sacraments of the Orthodox Church or to tell Orthodox prayers.


Finally, the religious education professor pointed out that in Cyprus there is cultural and religious plurality. For this reason, pupils must be taught about the other world religions. In a multicultural society, people with different religions have to coexist. They have to tolerate and respect each other. According to the professor, people respect the religious beliefs of other people, only if they know and understand them (the religious beliefs). Thus, children should be taught about the different religious traditions in order to become able to understand, appreciate and respect them. If they do not know and understand the different religious traditions, they will become intolerant, racists and selfish, because they will believe that their own religion is superior to others. Religious education must also enable pupils to realize that some other people ‘approach’ and worship God with a different way. Therefore, pupils will become able to respect others, even if they do not agree with them. At this point, the professor noted that teachers must be objective when they teach about world religions. In other words, they must not present the other religious traditions as less valid or inferior to Orthodox Christianity.


However, the professor pointed out the fact that the teaching of many world religions can confuse the younger children of the primary school. Thus, during the first, second and third grade of the primary school, pupils can be taught general information about world religions. After that, older pupils can be taught in a greater depth and detail the principles of each religion. Older pupils are more mature so they can understand the principles of the world religions. The professor also suggested that a subject on ‘religious studies’ should be added in the national curriculum. The subject of ‘religious studies’ should include the teaching of the various religious traditions of the world. He also suggested that educators should use the interdisciplinary approach in the teaching of humanities subjects. For instance, when they teach in history about the conflicts between Christian and Arabs in the Byzantium, they should also teach about the religious beliefs of these two different groups (Christians and Arabs).

assessment for learning

The last question was focused on assessment for learning:

How can we use assessment in order to promote learning and understanding in religious education?

In this question, the teachers’ views varied. In particular, one of the interviewees responded that educators should use many methods of assessment in order to promote learning and understanding in religious education. He explained that at the beginning of each lesson, teachers must use diagnostic assessment in order to diagnose pupils’ knowledge and learning needs. In this way, teachers will be enabled to plan their future lessons. In addition, they should assess their pupils’ knowledge, attitudes and behavior continuously, in every day lesson. According to the teacher, educators must also use final assessment at the end of a unit or a course. Final assessment should not check pupils’ knowledge and their ability to recall information. It should check pupils’ attitudes. For this reason, final assessment can include questions that evaluate children’s morality, tolerance, compassion and attitudes towards other people.


What is more, two of the teachers suggested that educators could assess pupils’ knowledge with short written tests that include mainly multiple-choice questions, true-false statements and matching questions. They also argued that pupils’ attitudes could be assessed with special questionnaires that measure human attitude and behavior. In this way, the promotion of learning and understanding in religious education can be achieved.


Furthermore, one of the teachers argued that religious education could be taught not only in the classroom but in the church as well. According to her, learning and understanding can be promoted when religious education is taught in the church. In particular, she claimed that pupils should visit the church very often in order to learn about the icons, holy sacraments and so on. She also suggested that sometimes the priest should teach religious education to children.


Moreover, two of the interviewees noted that teachers could use modern methods of assessment in order to promote pupils’ learning and understanding. For instance, they can use the methods of journals, portfolios and interviews. Particularly, teachers can ask from their pupils to keep personal journals and write about what they have learned and what difficulties they may have. In addition, the portfolio method involves pupils in self-assessment. It encourages them (pupils) to do a research and collect information about a specific topic. Lastly, the interview method gives the opportunity to the pupils to express their own ideas and feelings. It also gives the opportunity to the teachers to identify the learning difficulties of the pupils.


Finally, four teachers argued that the main purpose of religious education is to develop pupils’ morality, tolerance, compassion, respect and love towards all people regardless of their color or race. Therefore, the assessment methods in religious education must evaluate pupils’ emotions, behavior and attitudes towards other people and natural environment. For instance, pupils can visit a special education school, and teachers can observe pupils’ attitudes and emotions towards children with special education needs. Above all, teachers must observe their pupils’ everyday attitudes towards their classmates and parents. These interviewees also stated that educators should conduct written tests in order to assess their pupils’ attitudes. These written tests can include essay questions, such as ‘The importance of love and tolerance in people’s lives’, ‘How can we help poor people?’. In addition, these tests can include case studies and ask from the pupils to write their own ideas. For example, ‘How can we help the poor children in Africa?’, ‘How can we help the homeless people of our country?’, ‘How can we help a poor classmate?’.


The primary school head teacher noted that the national curriculum and the teacher’s guidebooks could help educators to assess effectively in religious education. The head teacher also noted that in order to promote learning and understanding in religious education, teachers must use not only continuous but final assessment as well. Both (continuous and final) types of assessment provide important information to teachers about pupils’ knowledge and difficulties. Thus, they can help their pupils’ to develop their learning and understanding.


Moreover, the school inspector argued that the promotion of learning and understanding could be achieved, if the ministry of education, school inspectors and teachers develop a common policy on assessment in religious education. In other words, all teachers and schools should adopt and follow a common policy on assessment in religious education. The ministry of education, inspectors and teachers should cooperate in order to develop an effective assessment policy that will promote learning and understanding in religious education.


Finally, the professor demonstrated his own opinion about how assessment can promote learning and understanding in religious education. Firstly, he stated that teachers, school inspectors, ministry of education, universities and other educational authorities, must cooperate in order to develop an assessment policy that will promote pupils’ learning and understanding. Secondly, he noted that teachers have to assess their pupils continuously and frequently. In this way, they will identify pupils’ learning needs and difficulties. Thirdly, educators should not only assess pupils’ abilities but they should also assess the effectiveness of their own teaching (teacher’s self-assessment) and find ways to improve it.  Teachers should also be critical towards the national curriculum and evaluate the effectiveness of the syllabus’ objectives. Fourthly, teachers must realize that Cyprus is a multicultural society: People with different religions and cultures have to coexist and tolerate each other. Therefore, educators must respect the religious beliefs of their pupils and take into account the religious background of each pupil. In addition, teachers can assess their pupils’ attitudes and behavior with special tests that measure human behavior. In particular, at the beginning of a school year, teachers can assess pupils’ attitudes with special diagnostic tests. At the end of the year, they can assess pupils’ attitudes again. In this way, they will check whether their (pupils) behavior has improved. At this point, the professor emphasized the fact that the main purpose of religious education is to improve individuals’ behavior and attitudes towards other people. Lastly, the professor suggested that the university of Cyprus should cooperate with teachers in order to conduct empirical researches on the assessment in religious education. He reported that for the last two years a research on the assessment in religious education is being conducted in Cypriot schools. This research seeks to identify what pupils know, do not know and how they can learn. That is to say, this research is interested in assessment for learning: to discover which assessment methods can promote pupils’ learning and understanding in religious education. 

summary

This part of the dissertation has presented in detail sixteen interviews about the assessment in religious education in Cyprus. These interviews were mainly focused on educators’ understanding of educational assessment, on the different types of assessment and on the difficulties that teachers face in assessing religious education. In particular, the majority of the interviewees noted that educational assessment is a process that informs teachers and parents about pupils’ knowledge, abilities and progress. In addition, the interviewees stated that the purposes of religious education are to improve pupils’ attitudes and behavior towards other people. So, they argued that the purposes of assessment in religious education are to evaluate pupils’ attitudes, behavior and emotions. Therefore, the educators reported that the main problem that face when they assess in religious education, is that it is very difficult to assess objectively human behavior, attitudes and emotions. Another problem is that teachers are not trained enough in order to be able to teach and assess religious education effectively. Also, there is not effective guidance by school inspectors for the teaching and assessment of religious education. Primary school inspectors only provide guidance for the teaching of subjects that are considered to be very important in the primary school: Greek language, mathematics and science. On the contrary, humanities subjects, such as religious education, history, geography, citizenship and environmental studies are not considered to be very important subjects in the primary school. Furthermore, primary school teachers noted that they use a variety of methods in assessing religious education: final, continuous, formal, informal and so on. However, the majority of the interviewees reported that they usually use informal and continuous assessment, because it is very difficult to assess with formal-written examinations pupils’ behavior and emotions. What is more, educators suggested that religious education in Cyprus should not only focus on Orthodox Christianity, but on other religious traditions as well. They acknowledged that Cyprus has become a multicultural society, so pupils must be taught about the various world religions in order to become tolerant towards people who profess different religion than them. Religious education in Cyprus should bring about an understanding of the variety of the belief systems. Lastly, the interviewees suggested that educators have to use a variety of methods in assessing religious education, such as portfolio, journal, interview, written tests, oral assessment and observation. They also suggested that the assessment in religious education should be focused not only on pupils’ knowledge, but on their behavior as well. In this way, learning and understanding in religious education will be promoted. It must be also mentioned that some of the interviewees suggested that teachers, inspectors, ministry of education, universities and other educational authorities must cooperate in order to develop an assessment policy that will promote pupils’ learning in religious education.


The next chapter will analyze critically the way that teachers assess in religious education in the primary schools of Cyprus. It will also demonstrate some suggestions on how assessment can raise the learning standards in religious education.
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* In standardized open-ended interviews, ‘the exact wording and sequence of questions are determined        in advance. All interviewees are asked the same basic questions in the same order’ (Cohen, et al, 2000, p.271).
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