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Introduction 
 
I am very grateful to have been awarded a Farmington Scholarship, which enabled me to 
have the gift of time to read, think, speak to many interesting people, and create a resource 
which I hope will support my school community and other schools in understanding spiritual 
growth and how it can be nurtured in our schools.  
 
I have been in the teaching profession for the last 20 years, which has been 20 years of 
building relationships with young people and continually striving to give the children the best 
opportunity to thrive and reach their full potential.  Therefore, this report will be a record of 
my journey and how it has impacted on my thinking, enabling me to support staff in their 
understanding of spiritual development and ultimately have an impact on our pupils during 
the time they are with us. 
 
In 2013 we had our SIAM’s (Statutory Inspection for Anglican and Methodist Schools) 
inspection. We were awarded an ‘Outstanding’ grading as a result of our strong ‘Christian 
values’ which were embedded into our everyday school life. Pupils were able to confidently 
talk about our Christian values and the impact they were having on their lives. The SIAMs 
inspector then outlined the following next steps for our school: 
 

 Ensure the whole school community has a consistent understanding of the current 
opportunities for spiritual development, so that there is greater clarity of how 
reflection and enquiry are used to engage children in the discussion of matters of 
faith and belief. 

 

 Develop the skills and ability of adults and children to create ‘Big Questions’ of 
meaning and purpose to enable greater depth in their exploration of Christian values 
and spirituality. 

 

 Make changes to existing systems of self evaluation to monitor the impact of the big 
questions on the school community’s understanding of Christian values and 
spirituality 

 
After providing us with these challenging next steps and nodding enthusiastically, pretending 
that I understood what the inspector meant, he then put a Farmington leaflet in my hand and 
said that a scholarship might support us in moving forward. At the end of the inspection, the 
team who had been part of this process, felt exhausted, bewildered and decided to not worry 
about the next steps at that moment and went our separate ways! 
 
After a year of pondering these statements and wondering where to start I decided to 
organise a ‘Spirituality Week’. The aim of the week was to give staff, governors and parents 
the opportunity to develop an understanding and a language so that they would be happy to 
talk about; ‘What spirituality means to us.’ The week engaged the school community with the 
question:                                           

‘What is Spirituality?’ 
 
The children visited Gloucester Cathedral for various spirituality workshops, considered ‘Big 
Questions’ back at school, wrote poems on what ‘God was not…..’, and reflected on what 
spirituality was through artwork. By the end of the week we didn’t have a common definition 
of what spirituality was, but gained some confidence in communicating with each other about 
this often abstract concept. During the week the thoughts of teachers, pupils, parents and 
governors were recorded. It was evident that the school community already had a strong 
sense of what spirituality meant to them but they still had many questions and some people 
lacked confidence when talking about it. 
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Teachers’ thoughts: 
Engaging with the world and reflection on life 
Inner feeling of peace and sense of purpose 
Presence of the Holy Spirit 
How do I know I am being spiritual? 
Is it all about faith? Can you be a non-believer but still be spiritual? 
 
Year 1’s thoughts: 
It’s like a bird 
Something when you are friends with someone 
It is touch and strong 
Spirit is thinking time 
Spirit tastes like magic 
 
Parents’ thoughts: 
Something that goes beyond the physical bits of a person that are visible and beyond the 
visible world we can see. 
For me, it’s a feeling of being connected with people and an awareness of the positive 
impact we can have on each other to make a difference to the world. 
Having a relationship with/understanding of God 
Having a sense of our purpose 
Thoughts/feelings 
How can I explain to my child why people can be so horrible to each other? 
 
Governors’ thoughts: 
A respect for life and the ability to see beneath the surface 
Hopes and dreams 
Belief and focus 
A feeling that there is more than there appears to be. 
Life in the Holy Spirit therefore connecting with the person of God 
How do we explain spirituality to children?  
Is it being or doing? 
How can we know spirituality is experienced? 
Why are people unsure about what this is? 
 
This week had been an excellent start to the school community’s journey on understanding 
spirituality. There was evidence through conversations with staff and pupils that the school 
community had moved forward in understanding what spirituality was. However, we had only 
touched the surface and it wasn’t embedded in our everyday school lives. 

 
To support the staff I structured the week around the dimensions of spirituality as defined by 
Elton – Chalcraft (2002), Hay and Nye (2006) and Ruth White of Wessex Synod; 
 
The Inner Dimension – Looking inwards to your self – your feelings/experiences/ what is 
important to you. 
The Social/Moral Dimension – Looking Outwards to others – the way you interact with 
others and our important relationships. 
The Environmental Dimension – Looking Downwards to the Earth. Appreciating what is 
amazing about the world and how that fits into our world view. 
The Transcendental – Looking Upwards towards God / the divine / a sense of the ‘other’. 
 
 
I put the above aspects of spirituality into a quadrant which staff and pupils could easily 
understand and refer to during the week: 
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During the week this quadrant had its limitations and many people found it didn’t fully explain 
spirituality to them, however it was a useful starting point.  
 
When reflecting on the week, I wondered if I could develop a visual model which 
encompassed aspects of spirituality and could support the school community in 
understanding, talking about and providing opportunities for spiritual development. I applied 
for a Farmington Scholarship presenting the following idea. 
 
Topic: ‘Explore how a visual model, encompassing aspects of spirituality, can be used to 
support the school community to focus on spiritual development within worship, the 
curriculum, school environment and wider school life and its impact.’ 
 
However as the project has evolved, I would rewrite the Topic as…. 
 
‘Explore spirituality to develop a model that can be used to support spiritual growth within the 
school community.’ 
 
Aims: 

 Research spiritual development and its importance  – reading and conversations 

 Explore current understanding within the school community on spirituality and how 
using a model can impact on these conversations 

 Can the model be used to audit the current provision of spiritual development: 
curriculum, environment, worship, relationships? 

 How can the model be used to support opportunities for spirituality in: 

 The Environment 

 The Curriculum 

 Worship 

 The Community 

 
 
 
 
 

      Spirituality in me 
 

Showing Spirituality 
towards others 

 

 

 Spirituality in the 
world around us 

         

Spirituality through a 
relationship with the  

‘beyond’ – God, Ultimate 
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Journey start: Researching what is Spirituality? 
 
Development or Growth? 
 
The National Curriculum Key Stage 1 and 2 Framework Document, September 2013 
states: 
 
2.1 Every state-funded school must offer a curriculum which is balanced and broadly-based 
and which: promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of 
pupils at the school and of society, and prepares pupils at the school for the 
opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of later life.  
 
The School Inspection Handbook 2016 defines spiritual development as: 
 
The spiritual development of pupils is shown by their:  

 ability to be reflective about their own beliefs, religious or otherwise, that inform 
their perspective on life and their interest in and respect for different people’s 
faiths, feelings and values 

 sense of enjoyment and fascination in learning about themselves, others and the 
world around them 

 use of imagination and creativity in their learning 

willingness to reflect on their experiences. 

 
With the grade descriptor in the Outstanding criteria being: 
 

 The school’s thoughtful and wide-ranging promotion of pupils’ spiritual, moral, 
social and cultural development and their physical well-being enables pupils to 
thrive. 

  

This is the National Curriculum and OFSTED definition of spirituality and the role it should 
play in our pupils’ education. The first statutory requirement to address the spiritual needs of 
the children in England arose in the Education Act 1944, stipulating that the Local Education 
Authority, ‘so far as their powers extend…..’ should ‘contribute towards the spiritual, moral, 
mental and physical development of the community by securing that efficient education 
throughout those stages, shall be available to meet the needs of the population of their area’ 
Her Majesty’s Stationary Office, Section 7 (1944). Spirituality has remained in subsequent 
Education Reform Acts, being joined with moral, social and cultural development (SMSC) in 
1988 and requiring the teaching profession to attend to the spiritual dimension of education. 
 
Therefore, spirituality has been part of Education throughout my own schooling and teaching 
career, yet in 2017 I am still questioning exactly what it means and from talking to colleagues 
in my own and other schools, there is still uncertainty, confusion and sometimes fear around 
this subject.  
 
As a result of this confusion and uncertainty there were many documents I could read, 
reflecting on what spiritual development is. At the start of my reading I still felt confused as 
there were differing perspectives. However, the more I read, similar threads of thought were 
being presented and what had been a confusing maze was turning into a labyrinth, still a 
journey but a clear path to the end aim; to create a visual model to support spiritual 
development. 
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From the start of this report I have used the term ‘Spiritual Development’ but the more I read, 
the stronger I felt about the term ‘development’ not being appropriate. Development implied 
to me that there is set criteria you can work through, similar to understanding the concept of 
addition in maths for example.  
 
But how can you define the spirituality of a person who is deemed spiritually not developed 
against someone who is deemed to be spiritually developed? When looking at some ideas 
on defining spirituality, it becomes very obvious that it cannot be measured and therefore 
can we develop spiritually? 
 
Spirituality can be conceptualised as a personal search for deep understanding and 
purpose. Lin (2006) Connecting to that which is bigger. Palmer (1998) It’s about wisdom and 
compassion. Miller (2006) 
 
However, we can ‘grow spiritually’. Growth is a synonym of development but in the context of 
spirituality I think it is the better word. Growth can be fast, it can be slow, it can stop, 
sometimes we cannot see or measure it but there is evidence of growth through how we 
think, talk, feel, interact with others and look at the world around us. Growth does not have to 
end. This poses the problem that many educationalists struggle with. In a world of 
accountability, assessments and league tables, how do we know that our pupils are growing 
spiritually, if it is something that we cannot create a tick list criteria for? How do we know that 
our pupils are growing spiritually when many people in education, including OFSTED 
inspectors, might not be able to tell you what spirituality is? They can define it in OFSTED 
terms but what does it really mean? 
 
What is spirituality? How can spirituality be defined and why is it important? 
 

‘It is only with the heart one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.’ 
Antoine de Saint Exupery (source unknown) 

 
‘Spirituality is like a bird: if you hold it too tightly, it chokes: if you hold it too loosely, it flies 

away. Fundamental to spirituality is the absence of force.’ 
Rabbi Hugo Gryn, quoted in The things of the Spirit: Westminster LEA (1993) 

 
 
During our spiritualty week, the teachers took part in a ‘Silent Debate’ where they considered 
the question; ‘What is Spirituality?’ They were asked to write down their initial thoughts, then 
any questions they may have and finally challenge what had been written. This was carried 
out in silence so teachers didn’t feel the pressure of having to vocalise their ideas in front of 
others. As a result of the silent debate the teachers asked many questions which I used to 
focus my research. 
 

‘Is it all about faith? Can you be a non-believer but still be spiritual?’ 
 

To be human is by definition to be spiritual. David Smith (1999) 
 
Some argue that a person may be religious but not particularly ‘spiritual’? Alan Brown and Jo 

Furlong (1996) 
 

You can talk about God without being spiritual. Hay and Nye (2006) 
 

I think this is evident from the school communities’ thoughts written in the introduction. There 
will be many members of the school community, including children who do not deem 
themselves to be of faith but they have been able to communicate their understanding of 
spirituality. I wonder if they see themselves as spiritual beings but not of faith? 
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Hay and Nye (2006) in their article: Identifying Children’s spirituality: How do you start 
without a starting point? Refers to a Rahner’s (1974) Theological Investigations where he 
invites the reader to imagine a world in which all religious institutions have disappeared and 
the word ‘God’ no longer exists: 
 

And even if this term were ever to be forgotten, even then in the decisive moments of 
our lives we should be constantly encompassed by this nameless mystery of our 
existence….. even supposing that those realities which we call religions…… were to 
totally disappear…. The transcendentally inherent in human life is such that (we) 
would still reach out towards that mystery which lies outside (our) control. 

 
Is being spiritual simply being human, where we are constantly in pursuit for a sense of our 
place in the universe? 
 
 Hay and Nye (1996) talk about children having an innate spiritual capacity, but this may 
focus in particular ways and take different and changing forms as children’s other capacities 
develop.  
 

How do I know I am being spiritual? 
 
When we talk about spirituality, many members of staff will be thinking of moments in our 
school life where we take some time to be still, enjoy a piece of music, becoming absorbed 
in a task so we are not aware of anything around us. Initially, that was my idea of spirituality 
but I quickly realised that there is more to it. We can often get caught in the trap of thinking 
that spirituality is simply nice feelings or gasps of momentary admiration.  
 
However, in order to grow spiritually we have to encounter, with more than just a feeling, 
experiences  which have significance on our lives; good or bad. Spiritual experiences are 
often linked to the fundamental questions of life and reflection on its purpose and meaning. 
Spiritual growth involves more than understanding, it draws upon a deeper sense of: 
 
‘Who am I and what is life about, and a more intimate way of encountering the world.’ David 

Smith (1999) 
 
Therefore, in order for the experience to be significant and not just a feeling, we must 
understand the importance of giving children the opportunity to reflect on the experience. 
 

To grow spiritually, is the reflection on the experience as important as the spiritual 
experience itself? 

 
If an experience is spiritual and therefore is deeply significant to us, then it may in turn lead 
us to ask further questions we want to explore and so the journey continues. 
 
 

What activities could we use with children to help their understanding? 
 
I find this question particularly interesting, as it implies that the teacher feels they need to 
provide activities for spiritual growth and children need to ‘understand spirituality’. I cannot 
remember a single lesson where it has been structured around the objective: 

’Can I understand spirituality?’ 
Yet, from the work our children produce and the conversations we have with them, I am in 
no doubt that they have an understanding of spirituality, even though they may not be able 
to put a name on it.  
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When asked to reflect on happiness, two of our Year 6 pupils wrote: 
 
Happiness is like a kiss, 
You must share it to enjoy it, 
And never give it a miss. 
Happiness is a wonderful sensation 
It could be singing, dancing 
Or completing a creation. 
Happiness is the glue that binds 
Friends together. 
With friends you’ll be happy forever and ever, 
Happiness is doing and achieving 
And maybe even 
Twilight walking on a balmy evening. 
 
This poem is evidence that our pupils understand spiritual moments, there is reference to 
those moments in time that simply give you a nice feeling but they also refer to the 
importance of friendship and how this is significant in your life in order for you to be happy. 
There is also reference to achievement and an understanding of one’s place in the world 
through doing and achieving. These pupils have been given the opportunity to grow 
spiritually by being given the time to reflect on the big questions of life:  

 
Who am I? Why am I here? What is important to me? 

 
So, as teachers, is it our job to provide activities for spiritual growth, or is there more to it? 
From talking to our children, it is evident that we are doing something right already, as they 
would not be able to write the above poem, if they had not grown spiritually. 
 
Palmer (1993) talks about providing space for the children to ask ‘bigger’ questions and 
enabling them to respond and reflect upon their learning through providing a space that 
provides the following: 
 
Openings: moments of stillness 
 
Boundaries: external structures in the setting of the classroom, the quality of the 
environment – learning space that defines and embraces risk taking and trust. Boundaries 
are a way in which teachers can provide openness with care and firmness.  
 
Hospitality: receiving each other, our struggles, our newborn ideas with openness and care. 
This is honoring of individual and group voices.  
 
With continued greater focus and pressure to achieve quantifiable results, providing the 
children with the above is in danger of becoming alien to many teachers. It is important that 
as a school community we understand the importance in creating a safe place, where 
questions and opinions can be voiced without fear, rejection or ridicule and which allows for 
reflective responses.  Spiritual growth cannot just be about a set activity or process e.g. 
pupils engage, reflect, experience or respond. As teachers we have to value the ‘moment by 
moment experiences.’ 
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How does spirituality impact on our daily lives? 
 
Spirituality embraces our central values; it is the source of all we do in life.” Ian Dewer (2002) 
 

‘If we believe that every person is comprised of body, mind and spirit then why do we 
seemingly neglect a whole area of child’s development?’ Opening Windows, The Stapleford 

Centre (2002) 
 
Characteristics of a spiritually developed person: 
 

Alert Accepting Aware of 
mystery 

Challenging Creative 

Compassionate Committed to 
struggle 

Courageous Curious Energetic 

Focused Forgiving Generous Gentle Holistic 

Hopeful Joyful Loving Peaceful Questioning 

Realistic Receptive Reconciling Responsible Reverent 

Risk Taking Thankful Trusting Truthful Visionary 
The Stapleford Centre (2001) 

 
The above list was compiled by a working party for the Stapleford Centre in 2001, using a 
variety of sources including: St Paul’s teachings on ‘Gifts’ and Fruits of the spirit in the Bible, 
Values for Today by Chris Wright (2000), The work of Clive Beck and Values for Church 
Schools by Peter Shepherd. 
 
The above list puts forward a strong argument as to why Spiritual Growth is important and 
how it impacts on our lives. However, I think they have missed off one very important 
characteristic that many of the people I met with talked about and that is: 

 
Wisdom 

‘The quality of having experience, knowledge, and good judgment; the quality of being wise’ 
 

In today’s world, our children have information/facts at their fingertips 24 hours a day, 7 days 
a week, but if they do not have the time to reflect on the information they have been given 
then it will be nothing more than information.  
 
Wisdom is found on the lips of him who has understanding, but a rod is for the back of him 
who is devoid of understanding. Proverbs 10:13 (NKJV) 

 
In order to give our pupils wisdom, information needs to become knowledge. For information 
to become knowledge we need our children to be given time to actively engage and 
experience with the information, which may be through reflecting, connecting with it and 
expressing their opinions and ideas. Therefore, knowledge may become wisdom. 
 
If we give the pupils the opportunity to grow spirituality, then in turn we are giving them the 
opportunity to experience the: 

 
Gift of Wisdom 

It is a human right to have knowledge but Wisdom is a gift. We cannot demand it. 
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Journey becomes clearer: Developing a visual model 
 
When looking through my research notes, there were words which resonated with me and I 
felt were the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle I needed to fit together. I listed these words and the 
following is what I wrote: 
 
Being Human 
Courage 
Senses of identity and purpose 
Meaning 
Empathy 
Imagination 
Creativity 
Belonging 
Curiosity 
Mystery 
Questions 
Challenge 
Community 
Individual 
Stillness 
Trust 
Risk Taking 
Engaging 
 
I then tried to group the words and they fell into the following categories, although some 
could fit in more than one category, with Being Human standing alone: 
 
Spirituality can benefit 
 
Experiences which will give opportunities for 
spiritual growth  
 
Needed in order to nurture Spirituality 
 
I then tried to put the words into a model format 
with ‘Being Human’ in the centre, then around this, 
the quadrant which I had initially used to structure 
our spirituality week:  

 Spirituality in others,  

 Spirituality in God,  

 Spirituality in the environment 

 Spirituality in myself  
 

I then grouped the words from my research around the outside, which by accident, looked 
like a flower.  
 
When creating this model I was at the point in my Farmington Scholarship where I had the 
privileged opportunity to meet with people who had an interest in Spirituality and immediately 
I noticed the strength of using a visual model to support our conversations and whether they 
agreed with my initial jottings. Very quickly, I became aware that I had missed out one word 
which I mentioned earlier and that was ‘Wisdom’.  
 
However, the model was a useful starting point but wasn’t easy to use and was confused. 
Many of the words could be linked together e.g. curiosity and mystery, imagination and 
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creativity, challenge and risk taking. As a school we needed a model which was clear and 
everyone could understand, therefore I designed a simple wheel structure which enabled me 
to easily group words into the following categories: 
 
 
Spiritual School develops pupils who 
show: 
 
Empathy 
Sense of identity 
Wisdom 
Sense of Purpose 
Courage  
 
A spiritual School encourages: 
 
Stillness 
Creativity 
Curiosity 
Big Questions 
 
A Spiritual School recognises 
spiritual growth within:  
 
Relationships 
Worship 
The Curriculum 
School Environment and Wider 
World 
Belief in a Divine Being 
 
A Spiritual School lives through its 
Christian Values: 
 
Generosity 
Love 
Forgiveness 
Co-Operation 
Trust 
Courage 
Perseverance 
Humility 
Friendship 
Respect 
Responsibility 
Honesty 
 
At the heart of a spiritual school are us (Being Human)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© Caryn Smith 2017 
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Taking the school community on the journey 
 
Teaching Staff 
 
It was very important that the model was not just created by me, but the school community 
also had ownership over it. However, sharing this with the teachers was a challenge in itself, 
as I had spent hours reading and talking about spiritual growth yet the staff had not had this 
luxury. Therefore it was important I gave them the opportunity to first further explore their 
understanding of spirituality.  
 
After a reflection to still our minds and bodies after our busy day, we explored what the spirit 
was by using Russian dolls as a visual representation. Each of the dolls, starting with the 
outer doll, representing a different part of ‘You’: 

 

 the ‘You’ that everyone sees.  

 the ‘You’ that people see when they get to        
meet you 

 the ‘You’ that your friends see 

 The ‘You’ that your best friend or family see 

 The ‘You’ that only you see 

 The ‘You’ that is still hidden (things about   
yourself you haven't yet discovered) 

 The ‘You’ that is the deepest part of you 
 
 

The deep part of ‘You’ that a Christian would perhaps describe as spiritual, the part of us 
that connects with God. 
 
Many teachers found this visual representation useful when trying to make sense of the 
soul/spirit and how it can be explained. We all agreed that using the ‘Russian dolls’ to 
describe the spirit was something we would share with the children. 
 
Teachers then had the opportunity to read the many quotes I had collated through my 
reading. Exploring what the statements meant to them and did they agree or disagree with 
them: 
 

It is only with the heart one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.’ 
Antoine de Saint Exupery (source unknown) 

 
‘Spirituality is like a bird: if you hold it too tightly, it chokes: if you hold it too loosely, 

it flies away. Fundamental to spirituality is the absence of force.’ 
Rabbi Hugo Gryn, quoted in ‘The things of the Spirit Westminster LEA 1993. 

 
‘To be human is by definition to be spiritual’ David Smith ‘1999’ 

 
You can talk about God without being spiritual (Hay and Nye) 

 
Spirituality embraces our central values; it is the source of all we do in life.” Ian Dewer 
 
Spirituality is not just about the inner life. It touches all aspects of living: politics and 
art, science and music. Neither is Spirituality all about the individual. It is about the 

Individual and the community. 
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Only when spirituality is allowed to challenge how people think, feel and act does it 
provide opportunity for growth 

As we talked about our thoughts, it became apparent that a shared tragedy the school 
community had experienced a year ago, had a strong impact on how colleagues viewed 
spiritual growth and this was reflected on, when considering these statements. Two years 
ago I think we may have talked about these quotes differently.  
 

Elizabeth Spencer – loved and cherished by her St James’ 
Family 

In 2015 our school tragically lost one of our pupils, Elizabeth 
Spencer who was 5 years old. On 22nd November Elizabeth was 
taken to A&E and within 24 hours she became very poorly, her 
body being kept alive by machines. She died on 13th December 
2015 after fighting for her life for 18 days. 
 

Only when spirituality is allowed to challenge how people 
think, feel and act does it provide opportunity for growth 

 
The teachers talked about how the above statement was very important when explaining 
spirituality. They talked about how Elizabeth’s death was heartbreaking; it made them 
question their faith but for some strengthened their faith. As a school community we grew 
spiritually as we tried to understand how this could have happened to Elizabeth. The 
community experienced many different emotions and grappled with challenging 
questions…….. ultimately…. Why? 
 
 
Spirituality is not just about the inner life. It touches all aspects of living: politics and 
art, science and music. Neither is Spirituality all about the individual. It is about the 

Individual and the community. 
 
We came together during this difficult time through prayer, faith and simply being together 
with our shared loss. Teachers reflected on the importance of spiritual growth not just being 
for the individual but it was important that the whole community was embraced and 
supported in many different ways. 
 

‘To be human is by definition to be spiritual’ David Smith 1999 

 
Teachers talked about this statement being the most important, if we did not agree with this, 
then how can we nurture our children’s spiritual growth, especially during challenging times. 
As I mentioned earlier, many staff do not consider themselves to be of faith, but they talk 
about growing spiritually during this difficult time, as being spiritual is simply being human. 
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Before showing the teachers the wheel I asked them to suggest words to complete 
the following statements. Below are their suggestions: 
 

* A Spiritual school develops these qualities in pupils…. 
 
Mindfulness, reflection, resilience, kindness, open mindedness, selflessness, consideration, 
feel fulfilled, simply feel, empathy, persevere, understanding they are all different and work in 
different ways. 

 
* A Spiritual school gives opportunities for 

……… 
Making mistakes, values, listening, support, realising it 
is ok to fail, time, time for thinking, exploration, 
conversations (not to be worried), opportunities, 
questioning oneself, quiet 
 
* A Spiritual school recognises growth within….. 

The values, friendship and family 
 
When sharing the model with teachers, we could 
see how their words fitted into each of the sections 
and none of them stood alone. The one section they 
were unsure about was ‘Wisdom’ which I decided to 
explore in a future staff meeting. 
 
The ‘St James’ Spirituality Wheel’ would now 
provide a structure for future staff meetings on spiritual growth in our school. 

 
Pupils 
 
At the start of each conversation with small groups of 6 pupils I simply asked the pupils: 

What is spirituality/spiritual growth? 

Is it important and why? 

Most of the children found this question difficult to answer with about half in each group not 
being able to answer at all. 
 

What is spirituality/spiritual growth? 

Year 6 
Being mindful of everything around you, calm down at certain times 
Thinking about yourself, trying to be relaxed and putting your mind at rest. Taking a moment 
to think, stop, relax and breathe 
If you are being spiritual, you are deep thinking 
Where you have a chance to relax and focus on just being 
Being yourself in a calmer manner and thinking calmly 
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Year 5 
Meditation – when you feel safe, comfortable and warm. I go to a nice place. A happy place 
that is spiritual for me 
What people believe in 
Spirit – ghosts 
What’s inside of you – emotions, feelings 
Something you like to do – inner confidence 
Values – spirituality would be all the values together 
What’s comfortable for you 
It’s really hard to explain spirituality, it just is 
 

Is it important and why? 

To be relaxed, calm and more patient 
Happy – takes your mind off everything 
You don’t become overcome by everything happening 
Relax and be yourself 
Calm us down – if you have a clear head, you think straight 
Think further if you feel 
Healthy for your brain - get all the stuff out so you can start again 
I then showed the children the wheel. It was exciting to see how the children responded after 
a brief explanation. They changed from children who had very little to say, to opening up and 
clearly articulating what spirituality meant to them. During their conversation, I no longer 
needed to lead and they went on their own journey discussing each of the sections. The 
below responses which came from the children in just 5 minutes of conversation, were very 
profound and confirmed again the importance we need to place on spiritual growth in our 
children: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Spirituality is growing 
in yourself and 

knowledge/mind 
making up who you are 

and how you act. 

Sometimes you need 
to follow a path 
where you are 

challenged/question 
yourself to grow 

Creativity gives you the 
chance to know who 
you are through 
expressing yourself. 
This is through ‘mind 
drawing’, not copying, 
so you can really 
express how you are 
feeling 

If you are not 
curious, you 
don’t learn. 

Curiosity helps 
you to be 

interested. 

The values are the most 
important part of the 

wheel. They are the things 
that hold you up and make 

you, you. They are your 
building blocks 

Spirituality is 
gained over time 

Creativity and big 
questions are key in 
discovering who you 

are. 
Negative and positive 

experiences can change 
you spiritually. Sadness is 

as important as 
happiness. If you didn’t 

have emotion, you 
wouldn’t have anything 

Spirituality is growing 
in yourself and 

knowledge/mind 
making up who you are 

and how you act. 

If you are confident in 
yourself, you will be 
less stressed, as you 

will not be trying to be 
someone else. 

The spirit is your 
personality, the way 

you think and the 
values you hold 

most at heart 
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One child’s thoughts on the wheel: 
 
“When I first saw it, I didn’t think the wheel showed spirituality. I thought it should just 
simply be a question mark. But this wouldn’t have helped my understanding. Once we 
talked it through, I got it. This will really help me and every class should have time to 
look at the wheel and talk about it every week. Spirituality can be loads of things and 
is gained over time and the wheel helps you understand this.” 
 
Parents  
 
Parents are especially important to take on the journey, as they will be key in supporting the 
schools’ vision for spiritual growth at home.  
 
I invited our parents to:  

‘A conversation about Spiritual Growth.’  
 
I was going to structure the session very similar to the staff meeting, where they would be 
invited to experience a reflection where we would leave the silence for longer than they 
would normally expect, then explore quotes on spirituality, followed by sharing the wheel. 
However, the parents were full of questions and thoughts from the start and the meeting 
simply became a very rich conversation. 
 
I realised that I needed to show the wheel early on in our conversations as we were all 
talking about spirituality but from our own perspectives, which then generated further 
questions. This was very exciting and is what happens every time you get a group of people 
in the room to talk about spirituality, everyone has an opinion! However, many of comments 
were expressing concern and confusion about how we were supporting spiritual growth with 
their children.  
 
The minute I showed the wheel, they seemed to relax as they could clearly see our vision for 
spiritual growth. It wasn’t something to be worried about which is why some parents had 
attended the meeting. The conversations then become more coherent, clearer and 
satisfying, as we were able to focus on something concrete about spiritual growth which isn’t 
a concrete subject. 
 
One parents’ feedback on the session yet again showed the strength of the spiritual wheel in 
supporting the community in understanding our vision for spiritual growth: 
 
Why did you attend the conversation about spiritual growth? 
 
To understand what was being taught at the school. Although I was brought up a Christian 
and I am confirmed, I am not as close to the idea of organised religion as an adult. 
 
What did you think about the session and information which was shared with you? 
 
Really clear, really helpful, excellently presented. Including the background as to why this 
had come about; ‘The journey,’ and Mrs Smith’s explanation of it. 
 
If not already mentioned, what did you think about the ‘Spirituality Wheel’ and our 
vision for Spiritual Growth at St James? 
 
A great piece of visualisation which should help children and parents/carers alike. 
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Any further thoughts…….. 
 
I’m really pleased the school has created this. An area of learning where there are no wrong 
answers. To help with emotional intelligence and areas of learning which are completely 
ignored such as philosophy. 
 
 

Using the Spiritual Wheel to support spiritual growth 
 
Once the wheel had been created it gave us a framework from which we could talk about 
spiritual growth in our school.  
 
Through annotating the model with the opportunities we currently provide pupils for spiritual 
growth, we could see how we could support the school community further. Repeating this 
annotating activity in the future will inform us of the impact, as aspects of the model are 
embedded.  
 
The staff decided to start by simply sharing the wheel with the children and spending time 
talking about what it meant to them. Currently every classroom has a display focusing on the 
schools ‘Christian Values’. As a school we are going to explore how displaying the wheel 
could evolve over time so that every class has a spirituality display celebrating/supporting 
spiritual growth, with the wheel being in the center. 
 
There are many areas of Spiritual growth we will be exploring and embedding into our 
everyday school life in future years. However, we have started to explore stillness during the 
Farmington Year. 
 

Spirituality and Stillness 
 

Time to think a bit more, when rushing around you don’t have time to take things in 
You need time to yourself 

You need time to grasp with who you are 
Relaxing and thinking about things a bit more 

St James’ pupils’ thoughts 
 

Silence and Quaker Worship 
 

Silent is an anagram of Listen 
Listen to God 

 
To develop a greater understanding of the power of silence and stillness, I visited ‘Sidcot 
School’ in Winscombe, North Somerset which was founded on the Quaker values. The 
prospectus states that:  

 
‘Curiosity, simplicity, equality, empathy, personal responsibility, speaking up and being 

heard, are all part of the Quaker philosophy that underpins life at Sidcot School.’ 
 
The foundation of the Religious Society of Friends is: 
 
‘There is a creative, loving power in all people and in the world around. Many call it God, 
though it is beyond all names. Everyone can become aware of it directly by listening to its 
prompting in their hearts and in the hearts of others. 
 
Quakers feel more able to become aware of this power in the silence of their meetings 
for worship. In the quiet, they maintain, the still, small voice can speak to them and 
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direct their lives. The experience of quiet waiting upon God gives them the strength to 
go back to the bustle of the world, the better to serve their fellows.’ 

A light that is shining: An introduction to the Quakers. Harvey Gillman (2003) 
 
We visited the school when the pupils were leading a Meeting of worship. The pupils entered 
the room in silence, sitting in a circle with the pupils who were leading, sitting at the front. 
Once the pupils had all entered, everyone continued to sit in silence, as the leaders waited 
until they felt it was the right moment to start the worship.  
 
As a teacher, who is unused to long moments of silence in worship, I started to feel 
uncomfortable, wondering when someone was going to speak. When they did, it was simply 
to introduce the worship through a quote and to ask the congregation an open question. The 
question was then left hanging for the pupils to reflect on. If the pupils wanted to share their 
thoughts, they didn’t put their hands up but simply spoke, nobody responded or commented. 
 

Leave the children alone – don’t respond – just let it be! 
 
The leaders didn’t just give the next open question when the children stopped responding 
but left the silence for longer. I found this very powerful in enabling my mind to explore the 
question further and deeper than I would have done if I had been rushed. 
 
The worship then continued as a series of open questions with a Quaker prayer to finish. 
 
This experience had a profound impact on how I envisaged ‘stillness’ in our school.  
 
 
Stillness and Big Questions in our school 
 
The school’s journey in exploring stillness has been through teachers leading reflections with 
their class. 
 
To support the teachers in leading the reflections we used: 
 

‘Reflections: Strategies to support spiritual and moral development.’ Edited by Rosemary 
Rivett (2004) 

 
However, as teachers gain confidence I would like reflections to be simply based around a 
picture, a quote with open ended questions or Big Questions to challenge the pupils’ 
thoughts. 
 
Using the experience at ‘Sidcot’ School, I led a reflection with the staff whilst focusing on the 
following: 
* Sitting in a circle 
* Leaving the silence for longer than they expected/were comfortable with. 
* Inviting them to share any thoughts they may have throughout the reflection by 

simply sharing them. 
* Structuring the reflection around a visual stimulus and open ended questions 

 
The staff talked about the power of leaving the silence, giving them the opportunity to 
explore their thoughts deeper than they might have done; the simplicity of simply giving 
open-ended questions and how it wasn’t left to the person leading the reflection to talk but 
the people experiencing the reflection to challenge themselves. The staff didn’t share their 
thoughts this time, which may have changed the feeling and direction of the reflection. 
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Using this model, the teachers have tried reflections with their pupils giving them the 
opportunity to record their thoughts after as a picture or in writing. 
 
The teachers and pupils initial thoughts on their first reflection sessions were positive, with 
all teachers from Reception to Year 6 stating that it is something they would like to embed 
into our school life. They recognised the importance for the children to simply be still without 
anything but their thoughts to engage them. They reflected on the fact that for many children, 
rest time involved a screen of some sort and they have very little opportunity in both school 
and at home to just be still without being entertained. They felt the children were calmer after 
their reflection which had an impact on the next lesson.  
 
Pupils surprised us with their responses to the reflection and some of the journeys they went 
on when offering their thoughts. Staff found leaving the silence for longer challenging but 
recognised how some children’s thinking went deeper as a result. 
 
Reception’s thoughts when considering the Big Question: The most wonderful thing about 
the planet is……….. 

However, teachers commented on the fact that some 
children found it very challenging and struggled to keep still 
or were trying to catch the eye of someone next to them. 
We agreed that stillness had to be practiced and something 
we did regularly. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Journey end……. or is it? 
 
This is definitely not the end of our journey but simply the beginning. For the first time, the 
school community has a shared understanding of what our ‘vision for spiritual growth’ is 
at St James C of E Primary.  The Spirituality Wheel has given us the framework we needed 
to move forward in giving our pupils not only opportunities for spiritual growth, but help our 
school community: teachers, pupils, parents, governors and friends to engage in 
understanding their own spiritual growth and what it means to them and our school’s vision.  
 
At times the journey is going to be challenging and we are going to have to work hard to 
make a conscious effort to put spiritual growth at the heart of everything we do. However, as 
time goes by, I look forward to spiritual growth weaving through everything we do.  
 
We might not be able to put a finger on it, but through subtle changes to our: 

Worship, curriculum, school environment, how we interact with ourselves and 
others and a divine being 

                                                         
through 

 
stillness, creativity, curiosity and Big Questions 

 
we will enable our pupils to leave their St James’ family 

 
with a greater sense of empathy, sense of purpose, can take a challenge and 

show great wisdom 
 
…… and if we do this, we will have done our job and done it well. 
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