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ABSTRACT

Using a conceptualisation of ethos as ‘experienced culture' this dissertation explores 

how school ethos is associated with the spiritual development of pupils. An ‘ethos 

scale’ is devised by mapping together theoretical models of school culture and 

spirituality. This new scale and an existing scale of spiritual well-being (used as a 

measure of spiritual development) are combined as a research instrument and applied to 

a random stratified sample of 907 children aged 10-11 years in 46 primary schools in 

Northern Ireland. Multilevel regression modelling is used to explore relationships 

between spiritual well-being and a number of explanatory variables including school 

ethos. Analysis shows that there is a relationship between spiritual well-being of pupils 

and school ethos. However, results show that the role of the school is small, with only 

8.8% of the variation of spiritual well-being among pupils attributable to school-level 

variance. When differences in pupil intake characteristics (namely gender and level of 

church attendance) are controlled for, this variation reduces to 4%. Remaining 

differences between schools due to management type are shown to be accounted for by 

school ethos. The five aspects of the school ethos scale corresponding to themes within 

the model of spirituality used are evaluated and two are found to be contributing 

significantly, namely: ‘manifestations of spirituality in life’ and ‘distinctive responses to 

the natural and human world’. Implications for policy regarding school ethos and 

pedagogies relating to spiritual development are considered and areas of further study 

suggested.

ii



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

There are a number of individuals and groups I would like to thank for helping me to 

complete this dissertation.

• My supervisor Professor Paul Connolly for his expertise, patience and unending 

optimism in guiding and encouraging me through the various stages of the 

research.

• My second supervisor Dr Claire McGlynn for her helpful insights at key stages 

of the work.

• The principals of the 46 primary schools in the sample who agreed to their 

schools’ participation in the research study.

• The pupils for their willingness to complete the questionnaires and share their 

experiences of life at school.

• My employer, the Representative Church Body of the Church of Ireland for 

providing me with support in undertaking this degree course.

• My wife Heather and our family for their support and forbearance during this 

prolonged period of study.

Ian W Ellis

m

June 2013



CONTENTS

Title page i

Abstract ii

Acknowledgements iii

Contents iv

Tables ix

Figures xiv

Abbreviations xvii

Introduction 1

1. The spiritual dimension to education
1.1 Introduction 7

1.2 Defining spiritual development in schools in England and Wales 7

1.3 Spirituality in educational contexts 10

1.3.1 Is spirituality innate? 11

1.3.2 Is there a relationship between spirituality and religion? 12

1.3.3 Is there a psychological and social dimension to spirituality? 13

1.3.4 Has spiritual development a rightful place in the curriculum? 14

1.4 Spirituality and spiritual development for the proposes of this study 16

1.5 Spiritual development - educational practice issues 17

1.6 Spiritual development and the Northern Ireland educational context 20

1.7 Observations of spiritual development expectations in schools in NI 24

1.8 Spiritual development - survey of recent empirical research 24

iv



1.8.1 Teacher focused research 2 5

1.8.2 Pupil focused research 26

1.8.3 Instrument focused research 29

1.8.4 Research within churches 30

1.8.5 Conclusions from this review of empirical research 30

1.9 Conclusions 31

2. Understandings of ethos
2.1 Introduction 33

2.2 Conceptualisation of the term ‘ethos’ 33

2.3 Empirical studies of ethos/culture/climate 36

2.4 Finding a theoretical framework for school ethos 37

2.5 A working conceptualisation of ethos 41

2.6 Defining the components of an ethos or experienced culture 42

2.7 Summary and general research goals 45

3. Methodology
3.1 Introduction 47

3.2 Mapping aspects of spiritual development with school ethos 48

3.3 Developing the pilot questionnaire 49

3.3.1 Finding a suitable scale measuring spiritual development 50

3.3.2 Ethical considerations 52

3.4 Administering the pilot 53

3.5 Reliability tests using pilot data 53

3.6 Factor analysis and other checks of the pilot data 54

3.6.1 Checking reliability and validity of the overall scale 55

3.6.2 Finalising questions in the research instrument 55

3.7 Testing the reliability and validity of the scale of Spiritual Well-Being 56

3.7.1 Consideration of other variables 56

3.8 Final items in research questionnaire - school ethos scale 57

3.9 Sampling 59

3.9.1 Sample size calculation 60

v



3.9.2 ‘Achieving a random sample of schools 61

3.9.3 Administering the research questionnaire 62

3.10 Description of the data set at school level 63

3.11 Description of the data set at pupil level 67

3.11.1 Pupil description of where they live 68

3.11.2 Pupil assessment of their attendance at worship 69

3.12 Summary observations of the method and sample 71

3.13 Conclusion 72

4. Testing the School Ethos and Spiritual Well-Being scales
4.1 Introduction 73

4.2 Reliability tests on the ethos scale 73

4.3 Validity tests on the ethos sub-scales (A-E) 74

4.4 Factor analysis of mean ethos scale (all 25 items in the scale) 82

4.5 Reliability test for the Mean Spiritual Well-Being scores (Fisher Scale) 85

4.6 Factor analysis of Mean Spiritual Well-Being Scale (Fisher scale) 85

4.7 Description of the mean ethos scale 87

4.8 Description of spiritual well-being scale 88

4.9 Analysing the relationship between variables ‘mean spiritual

well-being’ and ‘mean ethos’ 90

4.10 Conclusion 91

5. Analysis of data using multilevel modelling
5.1 Introduction 92

5.2 Bivariate analysis of explanatory variables on two-level modelling

with dependent variable ‘Zspiritualwell-being’ 93

5.3 Exploring the amount of variation in pupils’ spiritual well-being

attributable to schools 98

5.4 Intersection of spiritual development and school ethos /culture 102

5.5 Exploring the scores for ‘Zmeanspiritualwell-being’ and

‘Zmeanschoolethos’ across the data set 106

5.6 Analysis of bivariate modeling with ‘Zmeanschoolethos’ as

vi



the dependent variable 107

5.7 Exploring the scores for ‘Zmeanschoolethos’ across the data set 109

5.8 Summary 111

6. Discussion and conclusions
6.1 Introduction 113

6.2 To develop a definition of school ethos by devising a scale that identifies

its core dimensions relating to spiritual development 114

6.3 To empirically test and validate the scale 115

6.4 To explore how school ethos relates to the spiritual development of pupils

at primary school level 116

6.5 To examine how the relationship is mediated by other contributory

variables 118

6.6 Original contribution to the literature 119

6.7 Implications for policy, practice and further research 122

6.8 Concluding reflections 125

7. References 126

8. Appendices

Appendix I Mapping of the five themes of spirituality with the four

dimensions of school culture 136

Appendix II Matrix of pilot questionnaire items 145

Appendix III Fisher scale of spiritual well-being (FGLL scale) 147

Appendix IV Pilot questionnaire 148

Appendix V Letters of consent and ethical approval 154

Appendix VI Pilot Survey: analysis of each sub-scale A-E after

reduction to five most reliable items 158

Appendix VII Histograms of the five sub-scales 163

Appendix VIII Correlations of sub-scale means (A-E) (pilot) 166

Appendix IX Factor analysis of the combined ethos scale - variance,

scree plot and eigenvalues 167
vii



Appendix X Frequency distributions of mean ethos score and mean

spiritual well-being scores for pilot schools 170

Appendix XI Factor analysis of the five sub-scales - MeanA, MeanB,

MeanC, MeanD and MeanE 171

Appendix XII Revised questionnaire item matrix and rationale for

substitutions after the pilot. 173

Appendix XIII Factor analysis of the Fisher scale of spiritual well-being

(Pilot sample) 175

Appendix XIV Final research questionnaire 177

viii



TABLES

Table Title Page
1.1 Summary of themes of spiritual development of pupils in

official foundation documents in England and Wales

gathered under key philosophical strands that characterise

the spiritual domain posited by Alexander and

McLaughlin (2003) 18

2.1 Four dimensions of school culture and associated features

(Deal and Peterson, 1999) 40

2.2 Components of ethos in three official school sector

documents in GB 44

3.3 Reduced list of sub-scale questions following reliability

analysis 54

3.5 Final research questionnaire items tabulated in Spiritual

development - school culture dimensions matrix 57

3.6 Final items in the ethos scale (Section C) of the research

questionnaire arranged by spirituality theme. 58

3.7 Primary schools data and pupil enrolments across

Northern Ireland by management type 60

3.8 Pupil and schools’ distribution in NI by management type

along with the sampled pupil and schools’ distribution 61

3.9. below shows the response rate of schools agreeing to

participate after several weeks of contact with the

principals 62

ix



Table Title Page

3.10 Survey return from sampled schools by management type. 63

3.11 Distribution of sampled schools by management type with

NI comparisons 64

3.12 Distribution of sampled schools by Education and Library

Board Area (ELB) with NI comparisons 65

3.13 Distribution of pupils in the sample by gender 68

3.14 Percentage distribution of responses by gender to the

question: Would you describe the place where you live

as...? 68

3.15 Percentage distribution of responses by school

management type to the question: Would you describe the

place where you live as...? 69

3.16 Frequency distribution by gender of responses to the

question: Do you go to a church or a place of worship? 69

3.17: Percentage distribution by management type of responses

to the question: Do you go to a church or a place of

worship? 70

3.18 An approximate comparison of the sample response with

the 2008 Northern Ireland Life and Times survey finding

for levels of church attendance in Northern Ireland. 70

4.1 Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for sub-scales and mean

ethos scale 74

4.2 Total variance explained for sub-scale A 75

4.3 Component matrix for sub-scale A 75

4.4 Total Variance explained for sub-scale B 76

4.5 Rotated Component Matrix for sub-scale B 77

4.6 Total variance explained for sub-scale C 77

4.7 Component matrix for sub-scale C 78

4.8 Total variance explained for sub-scale D 78

4.9 Rotated component matrix for sub-scale D 79

4.10 Total variance explained for sub-scale E 80

X



Table Title Page
4.11 Component matrix for sub-scale E 81

4.12 Summary of the factor analysis of the five sub-scales of

mean ethos scale 81

4.13 Total Variance explained for the complete mean ethos

scale 82

4.14 Rotated components matrix - with factors identified with

theoretical spiritual development themes A - E of the

mean ethos scale. 83

4.15 Components identified with spiritual development themes

after factor analysis of the mean ethos scale 84

4.16 Total Variance explained for the Fisher scale of spiritual

well-being 85

4.17 Rotated components matrix- with factors identified with

the Fisher scale of spiritual well-being 86

4.18 Factors identified with spiritual well-being themes after

factor analysis of the mean spiritual well-being scale

(Fisher scale). 86

4.19 Mean ethos score and standard deviation (a) by gender

and management type 88

4.20 Mean spiritual well-being score and standard deviation (a)

by gender and management type. 89

4.21 Correlation coefficients (rs) obtained using the Spearman

test for mean scores of each subscale with the mean score

for spiritual well-being. 91

5.1 MLwiN outputs for coefficients (and standard errors) of

constants and explanatory variables for a two-level

(school and pupil) random intercepts model - dependent

variable: ‘Zmeanspiritualwell-being’ (bivariate analysis). 96

5.2 MLwiN outputs for coefficients (and standard errors) of

constants and explanatory variables for various two level

(school and pupil) random intercepts models - dependent 100

XI



Table Title Page

5.3

variable: Zmean spiritual well-being.

Themes of the mean ethos sub-scales mediating spiritual

development. 102

5.4 Dimensions of school culture (Deal and Peterson, 1999) 102

5.5 Themes of spiritual development mapped with school 104

5.6

culture dimensions with significant areas shaded.

Items from the pupil questionnaire relating to spiritual

development themes C and D. 105

5.7 School level aggregate variables applied to a regression

analysis using SPSS with Zmeanschoolethos as the

dependent variable. 107
5.8 SPSS outputs for coefficients (and standard errors) of

constants and explanatory variables for dependent

variable: Zmeanschoolethos 108

5.9 Reduced model coefficients of variables with p values

following regression analyisis of the school level data set

with Zmeanschoolethos as the dependent variable. 109

A3.1 Five aspects of spirituality - after Alexander and

McLaughlin (2003), mapped with four dimensions of

School Culture - after Deal and Peterson (1999), to yield

possible indicators of spiritual development of pupils

contributed by experience of the school culture 137

A3.la The spiritual development aspect of ethos evident in

official documents of NI school sectoral organisations

categorised by themes from table 1 142

A3.2 Pilot questions identified in spiritual development - 145

A3.3.1

school culture matrix.

Total variance explained for sub-scale A (Pilot) 158

A3.3.2 Component matrix for sub-scale A (Pilot) 158

A3.3.3 Total variance explained for sub-scale B (Pilot) 159

Xll



Table Title Page

A3.3.4 Component matrix for sub-scale B (Pilot) 159

A3.3.5 Total variance explained for sub-scale C (Pilot) 160

A3.3.6 Component matrix for sub-scale C (Pilot) 160

A3.3.7 Total variance explained for sub-scale D (Pilot) 161

A3.3.8 Component matrix for sub-scale D (Pilot) 161

A3.3.9 Total variance explained for sub-scale E (Pilot) 162

A3.3.10 Component matrix for sub-scale E (Pilot) 162

A3.3.11 Correlations of sub-scales 166

A3.3.12 Total variance explained for the mean ethos scale 167

A3.3.13 Rotated components matrix for the mean ethos scale. 168

A3.3.14 Total variance explained for the five ethos sub-scales 171

A3.3.15 Components matrix for the five ethos sub-scales -

MeanA, MeanB, MeanC, MeanD and MeanE 172

A3.4 Pilot questionnaire items reduced after reliability tests

tabulated in Spiritual development - school culture

dimensions matrix. 173
A3.4.1 Total Variance explained for the Fisher scale of spiritual

well-being 175

A3.4.2 Rotated components matrix- for the Fisher scale of

spiritual well-being

176

xm



FIGURES

Figure Title Page

2.1 Diagrammatic representation of organisational culture (Schein,

1992) 38

2.2 A figurative illustration of a conceptualisation of school ethos as

the experienced / perceived culture of the school 45

3.1 Box plots showing the range of enrolments in sampled schools

by management type 66

3.2 Box plots showing the range of pupil entitlement to Free School

Meals (FSM) in sampled schools by management type 67

4.1 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale A 75

4.2 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale B 76

4.3 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale C 78

4.4 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale D 79

4.5 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale E 80

4.6 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for mean

ethos scale 82

4.7 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for the

Fisher scale of spiritual well-being 85

xiv



Figure Title Page

4.8 Histogram of the frequency distribution of mean ethos scores for

all valid cases within the sample, (n=896). 87

4.9 Frequency distribution of mean spiritual well-being score for all

valid cases within the sample, (n=896). 89

4.10 Scatter plot showing the relationship between variables mean

spiritual well-being and mean school ethos (assumed to be

linear). 90

5.1 Mean standardized pupil scores with 95% confidence intervals of

the variable ‘mean spiritual well-being’ by management type. 95

5.2 MLmiN ‘caterpillar plot’ of residuals or mean school spiritual

well-being scores in rank order with for the final model showing

95% confidence intervals with two level modelling (pupil and

school). 106

5.3 MLmiN ‘caterpillar plot’ of residuals or mean school ethos

scores in rank order for the final model showing 95% confidence

intervals with two level modelling (pupil and school) 111

A3.3.1 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale A (Pilot) 158

A3.3.2 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale B (Pilot) 159

A3.3.3 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale C (Pilot) 160

A3.3.4 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale D (Pilot) 161

A3.3.5 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-

scale E (Pilot) 162

A3.3.6 Histogram of sub-scale A (Pilot) 163

A3.3.7 Histogram of sub-scale B (Pilot) 163

A3.3.8 Histogram of sub-scale C (Pilot) 164

A3.3.9 Histogram of sub-scale D (Pilot) 164

A3.3.10 Histogram of sub-scale E (Pilot) 165

XV



A3.3.11 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for mean

ethos scale (Pilot) 167

A3.3.12 Frequency distribution of mean scores on ethos scale (Pilot) 170

A3.3.13 Frequency distribution of mean spiritual well-being scores (Pilot) 170

A3.3.14 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for the 171

five ethos sub-scales - MeanA, MeanB, MeanC, MeanD and 

MeanE (Pilot)

A3.4.1 Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for the 175

Fisher scale of spiritual well-being (Pilot).

Figure Title Page

xvi



ABBREVIATIONS

ANOVA Analysis of variance

BELB Belfast Education and Library Board

CCEA Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment

Cl Controlled Integrated

DE Department of Education (NI)

DfE Department of Education (England and Wales)

ELB Education and Library Board

ESA Education and Skills Authority

ETI Education and Training Inspectorate

FGLL ‘Feeling good, living life’ scale of spiritual well-being

FSM Free school meal entitlement

GMI Grant Maintained Integrated

MLwiN Multilevel modelling software package

NCC National Curriculum Council

NEELB North Eastern Education and Library Board

NI Northern Ireland

xvn



NILT Northern Ireland Life and Times survey

OFSTED Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills

P7 Primary seven

QCA Qualification and Curriculum Authority

QUB Queen’s University Belfast

RE Religious education

SCAA School Curriculum and Assessment Authority

SD (or a) Standard deviation

SEELB South Eastern Education and Library Board

SELB Southern Education and Library Board

SMSC Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural development

SPSS Statistical analysis software package

UK United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland

WELB Western Education and Library Board

It should be noted that for convenience throughout this dissertation the term ‘Roman 

Catholic’ is abbreviated to ‘Catholic’.

xvm



INTRODUCTION

An important aspect of education in schools in the United Kingdom (UK) and Ireland is 

a religious or spiritual dimension. In England for example, of the total of 16,800 

primary schools provided by the state, over 4,300 were founded by the Church of 

England and over 1,600 by the Catholic Church (DfE, 2013). Since the late 1990s in 

England, successive governments have been keen to extend state funding to a wider 

range of faith-based schools, resulting in a growth in the sector including new Hindu, 

Sikh and Muslim schools. There has thus been a historic link to faith based schools in 

the UK and Ireland and a developing government trend in this direction. Such schools 

are perceived to have a certain distinctiveness linked to their faith foundations which 

has contributed to their popularity.

Of particular interest in relation to this present study is that these schools are perceived 

to place emphasis on the ‘spiritual development’ of children and have an associated 

‘school ethos’. In a recent revision of the Catholic Church’s rationale for providing 

Catholic Schools, Stock (2012, pi 2) clarifies a fundamental principle of service to 

society: ‘Catholic schools should ... serve the human person and society by inviting all 

pupils to find meaning in their lives through forming spirituality based on a mature 

relationship with Almighty God’.

In Irish Catholic schools the spiritual dimension to education and religious faith 

development is key to the Church’s holistic approach to mission:

Catholic schools are part of the Church’s continuing mission to carry the life-giving 
message of Christ to every generation ... true human development and redemption of 
society are to be found through faith in Jesus Christ and through service of others in 
imitation of him. (Irish Catholic Bishops’ Conference, 2008: p3).
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In Controlled schools (historically linked to the Protestant churches in Northern 

Ireland), the Transferor Representatives’ Council (TRC), which represents the Church 

of Ireland, Presbyterian and Methodist Churches, encourages their nominated school 

governors to contribute a clear understanding of faith to discussion regarding ethos in 

Controlled schools: ‘Controlled schools should offer an understanding of the world and 

the place of humanity in it within the context of belief in God and the Christian faith.’ 

(TRC, 2004: p2).

Anglican Church schools in England promote the distinctiveness of such schooling as 

essential in the fostering of Christian values in individuals and society. The Bearing 

Report reviewing Church schools in England suggests that:

[T]he Church school offers a spiritual and moral basis for the development of human 
wholeness and a sure foundation for personal and social values based on the person 
and ministry of Christ... it offers a distinctive language for understanding life and 
interpreting human experience. (Archbishops’ Council, 2001: pi5).

Since the advent of the Academy system of schools in England and the policy of 

permitting independent groups establishing their own schools, a number of evangelical 

religious bodies and trusts are providing what are loosely termed ‘faith schools’. Such 

Academies set out to create an intentionally Christian ethos as the dominant character or 

spirit of the education provided. For example, Emmanuel Schools’ Foundation states 

that ‘the ethos of the schools it sponsors is based on a traditional Christian faith and 

believes that every child irrespective of gender, race or social background, is made in 

the image of God and has inherent worth’ (Pike, 2010: pi 0).

An assumption underlying such visionary statements is that there is a spiritual 

dimension to education and that schools have an important duty to promote its 

development among pupils. Furthermore, at present in England and Wales, spiritual 

development as a required aspect of education in all schools is inspected by OFSTED. 

However, it is not clear what is understood by spiritual development, how it might link 

to religious belief and how it is promoted by the ethos of the school.

Moreover, the term ‘ethos’ is very frequently used in school and in other organisational 

contexts yet its meaning is ambiguous and not adequately defined. For example, the 

Department of Education for Northern Ireland (DE) in its School Governor’s Guide,
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refers to the role of governors and the principal in maintaining ‘an ethos for the school 

that promotes the moral, spiritual, intellectual, social and personal development of all its 

pupils’ (DE, 2011: 3.3). The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) in Northern 

Ireland refers to schools developing ‘a positive ethos’ (ETI, 2001: p7) and a ‘caring 

ethos’ (ETI, 2001: pi4). Church school owners in their foundation documents urge the 

importance of ethos, for example a ‘Catholic ethos... which is evident and open to 

experience by all who enter the school’ (Stock, 2012: pl3) or a ‘Christian ethos’ 

(Archbishop’s Council, 2001: p9). Meanwhile in the secular corporate world, the term is 

often used to refer to an organisation’s character and how it is perceived by clients as 

evident in terms such as a ‘performance ethos’ (BP, 2006).

This variety of usage of the term ‘ethos’ serves to underline its lack of definition and 

any shared understanding of what it imparts and also how it relates to other concepts 

like culture, climate or atmosphere. Thus it can be seen that whilst many schools 

express their distinctiveness in terms of their ethos and the spiritual development they 

promote, these key concepts remain under-theorised or require clarification.

The research question and outlining the dissertation

Given the above observations this dissertation will seek to address the following 

research question: what is the relationship between the spiritual development of pupils 

and the ethos of a school?

The focus of this study will, therefore, be the key educational concepts of ‘spiritual 

development’ and ‘school ethos’ and how they relate together. It begins by trying to 

seek as clear an understanding as possible of both terms. In Chapter One a review is 

made of the theoretical understandings of spiritual development and aspects of its 

educational practice including areas where the concept is contested. The review 

examines guidance documents produced in the educational context of England and 

Wales and understandings of education in spirituality and religion within the literature. 

A particular theoretical model of spirituality is identified in the work of Alexander and 

McLaughlin (2003) and applied as a working definition of spirituality for this study.

A survey is also made of spiritual development in the context of Northern Ireland’s 

schools and comparisons made with understandings in England and Wales. This chapter
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also identifies gaps in existing empirical research regarding the notion of spiritual 

development. From the review of the existing literature it is concluded that:

1. Few studies have examined the relationship between spiritual development of 

pupils and school ethos particularly at primary school level;

2. Researchers in the area of spiritual development of children in schools have 

mostly used qualitative rather than quantitative approaches with a consequence 

that relatively little work has been able to explore broader patterns of 

relationships between variables;

3. The spiritual development of pupils does not appear to have been explored 

within the Northern Ireland schools’ context and only a small number of studies 

have been conducted across a range of school types; and

4. There does not appear to be a scale which measures aspects of school ethos as it 

relates to spiritual development

In Chapter Two a review is made of understandings of school ethos within the existing 

literature. It surveys the trends in research and traces links and confusions between the 

terms school ethos, culture, climate and atmosphere. It reviews a range of definitions 
and provides a justification for the particular understanding used in this study of ethos 

as the experienced or ‘perceived culture’ (Prosser, 1999). A theoretical model of school 

culture proposed by Deal and Peterson (1999) is adopted and used as a lens to examine 

various dimensions of school ethos experienced by pupils.

The review of empirical studies of ethos and school culture reveals that these concepts 

have been used to examine a wide range of educational issues for example: citizenship 

attitudes (John and Osborne, 1992); tolerance and respect (Donnelly, 2004); inclusion 

(Kane et al, 2009; Quinn and Wakefield , 2003); diversity (Nelson, 2008); and the effect 

on achievement (Griffith, 2000; Morris, 1995).

In the light of the literature reviews of school ethos and spiritual development the 

general research question is developed to establish a set of broad research goals, 

namely:

1. To develop a definition of school ethos by devising a scale that identifies its core 

dimensions relating to spiritual development;
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2. To empirically test and validate the scale;

3. To explore how school ethos relates to the spiritual development of pupils at 

primary school level; and

4. To examine how the relationship is mediated by other contributory variables.

These research goals provide the basis of this study to investigate the relationship 

between spiritual development and school ethos with 10-11 year-old pupils in a range of 

primary schools in Northern Ireland.

Following the literature reviews and clarification of research objectives, Chapter Three 

(methodology), maps the theoretical models of spiritual development and school ethos 

to find points of intersection which elicit indicators of how spiritual development has 

been mediated through the ethos or ‘experience of the culture’ of a school. A research 

instrument is devised comprising the ethos scale along with an existing scale of spiritual 

well-being chosen from a range of scales as a measure of spiritual development. The 

administration of a pilot questionnaire is described and the scales tested for reliability 

and validity. A description is then given of the method of obtaining a stratified random 

sample of primary schools from three management types of primary schools in Northern 

Ireland, (Controlled, Catholic Maintained and Integrated) and the procedure for 

administering the questionnaire.

Following this, Chapter Four tests the reliability and validity of the ethos scale, its five 

sub-scales and the existing scale of spiritual well-being. Initial comparisons of mean 

scores across the sample are undertaken and simple correlation checks between the two 

scales carried out.

The key investigation for this study is undertaken using multilevel modelling 

techniques, where the variation of pupil responses is analysed at two levels (pupil and 

school). Chapter Five describes how multilevel regression analysis is used to explore 

relationships between ‘mean spiritual well-being’ and a number of variables for which 

data has been gathered through the pupil questionnaire including school ethos. An 

investigation is made of how much of the variance in scores for spiritual well-being is 

attributable to schools after controlling for various pupil intake factors. Various
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regression models for the variable spiritual well-being are considered to test for the 

significance of a number of contributory variables including school ethos.

In the concluding chapter, Chapter Six, the various research goals for the study are 

evaluated to establish if they have been achieved. The chief findings and limitations of 

the research are summarised and reflected upon to draw tentative conclusions with 

implications for policy and school practice outlined. Lastly, any original contributions 

from this study to the literature are discussed and specific areas for future research 

suggested.
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CHAPTER ONE

The spiritual dimension to education

1.1 Introduction

In taking forward my research aim to explore the relationship between the spiritual 

development of pupils and the ethos of a school, this chapter provides an overview of 

spiritual development within an educational context. It begins by examining official and 

other relevant guidance documents produced for schools in England and Wales and 

traces the expectations placed upon schools regarding the spiritual development of 

pupils. It then proceeds to consider some of the underlying theoretical understandings of 

spirituality and religion, highlighting contested areas and educational issues raised. A 

convergence of views is outlined and a theoretical model of spirituality adopted as a 

basis to take forward this study. A review is then made of spiritual development in 

schools in the Northern Ireland context with a comparison of how it varies from and 

contrasts with England and Wales. Finally in this section, a review is made of recent 

empirical studies in spiritual development undertaken in schools and leads to 

identification of gaps in existing research.

1.2 Defining spiritual development in schools in England and Wales

The application of the term ‘spiritual development’ in education appears to have 

undergone a considerable process of evolution. In England and Wales the Education 

Reform Act 1988 sets the statutory requirement that schools should encourage pupils’ 

Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural (SMSC) development:
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The curriculum for a maintained school (must be) a balanced and broadly based 
curriculum which:
(a) promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils 
at the school and of society; and
(b) prepares such pupils for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of 
adult life. {Education Reform Act 1988 (c. 40). Part I, Chapter One, Section I (2))

This effected the creation of the National Curriculum which was constructed around 

subjects with nationally agreed content and religious education which in England and 

Wales has a syllabus agreed at local level. Watson (2007) posits that the initial effect 

was to cause an alignment of the concept of spiritual development with religious 

education and worship. This understanding developed over the next few years and was 

largely influenced by OFSTED and various curriculum bodies.

The Education (Schools) Act 1992 placed a duty on the Chief Inspector (OFSTED) to 

report on pupils’ SMSC development. The 1994 inspection handbook attempted to 

identify a definition of spiritual development as follows:

Spiritual development relates to that aspect of inner life through which pupils acquire 
insights into their personal experience which are of enduring worth. It is characterised 
by reflection, the attribution of meaning to experience, valuing a non-material 
dimension to life and intimations of an enduring reality. ‘Spiritual’ is not synonymous 
with ‘religious’; all areas of the curriculum may contribute to pupils’ spiritual 
development. (OFSTED, 2004: p8)

An OFSTED discussion paper also added that: ‘spiritual development is about how 

individuals acquire personal beliefs and values, determine whether life has a purpose, 

and behave as a result. It is about how pupils address questions which are at the heart 

and root of existence’. The paper identified ‘the idea of the spiritual quest, of asking 

who you are and where you are going’ (OFSTED, 2004: p8).

OFSTED’s views were complemented by those of the National Curriculum Council 

(NCC, 1993: p2) which defined various aspects of spiritual development in this way: 

‘The development of personal beliefs; a sense of awe, wonder and mystery, 

experiencing feelings of transcendence, search for meaning and purpose, self- 

knowledge, relationships, creativity, feelings and emotions’. In terms of how schools 

might promote spiritual development, NCC (1993) proposes that there are three 

opportunities in school life: the ethos of the school, all areas of the curriculum and 

collective worship.
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Watson (2007, pi27) examines this historical development and argues that there has 

been a trend led by OFSTED and the NCC (now known as the Qualification and 

Curriculum Authority, QCA), to shift the concept of spirituality from being 

synonymous with religion in the 1988 Act, to ‘a broad, humanistic conceptualisation of 

spiritual development which had application to the whole curriculum’. Keast (2003, 

pi62) suggests that the work by agencies such as QCA has not so much described 

spiritual development but ‘marked out the space that it might occupy in school life and 

the curriculum’.

In reviewing this development of a definition, OFSTED (2004, p9) notes that ‘many 

people will express their spiritual awareness in religious terms: ‘For those with a strong 

religious faith, the spiritual is very much at the heart of life’. However, it also 

recognised ‘that non-believers also need to develop spiritually’ and that spiritual 

development does not need to have a religious connection but, nevertheless, notes that 

in many schools the contribution of religious education is significant.

OFSTED (2004, plO) draws attention to the 1996 report of the School Curriculum and 

Assessment Authority (SCAA, 1996: p6) which defined spirituality as some or all of:

• the essence of being human, involving the ability to surpass the boundaries of 
the physical and material

• an inner life, insight and vision
• an inclination to believe in ideals and possibilities that transcend our 

experience of the world
• a response to God, the ‘other’ or the ‘ultimate’
• a propensity to foster human attributes such as love, faithfulness and goodness, 

that could not be classed as physical
• the inner world of creativity and imagination
• the quest for meaning in life, for truth and ultimate values
• the sense of identity and self-worth which enables us to value others.

Gay (2000, p63) has undertaken a review of the work of OFSTED, NCC and the

Church of England and concludes that:

although spiritual development may seem a rather nebulous concept, an appropriate 
working definition appears to be that it encompasses the development of beliefs, 
values, self-knowledge, awareness of others and a perspective on life; the capacity for 
reflection on oneself and the world; the capacity to ask the ultimate questions in life; an 
awareness of something beyond and above everyday existence and the development of 
the skills of worship.
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The OFSTED school inspection handbook (OFSTED, 2013: p25) notes that evidence of 

pupils’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development can be found, for example, 

where pupils:

• are reflective about beliefs, values and more profound aspects of human experience, 
using their imagination and creativity, and developing curiosity in their learning

• develop and apply an understanding of right and wrong in their school life and life 
outside school

• take part in a range of activities requiring social skills
• develop awareness of and respect for diversity in relation to, for example, gender, race, 

religion and belief, culture, sexual orientation and disability
• gain a well-informed understanding of the options and challenges facing them as they 

move through the school and on to the next stage of their education and training
• develop an appreciation of theatre, music, art and literature
• develop the skills and attitudes to enable them to participate fully and positively in 

democratic modem Britain
• respond positively to a range of artistic, sporting and other cultural opportunities
• understand and appreciate the range of different cultures within school and further 

afield as an essential element of their preparation for life.

Watson (2007, pi29) has observed that OFSTED has moved (since the 1994 discussion 

paper) from a narrow religious definition of spiritual development to ‘a broader 

definition about enquiry into beliefs and values in general and then to a definition that 

emphasises pedagogical concerns’.

Keast (2003, pi65) observes that at present there is still confusion in schools in England 

and Wales regarding spiritual development; however, there is less anxiety about it 

during inspections. Most faith schools, he believes, see spiritual, moral, social and 

cultural development as ‘central to their ethos, relationships and goals and therefore 

necessary ingredients to their academic successes’. Keast suggests that it is this 

connection of school ethos with success which seems to be attractive to politicians and 

parents.

1.3 Spirituality in educational contexts
On the broader theoretical aspects of the concept of spiritual education there has been 

considerable academic discussion. Debate and disagreement on the nature and purpose 

of religion, spirituality and spiritual development in schools has continued for decades, 

mostly it will be noted in the context of schooling in England and Wales. The debate is 

complex and along with education includes contributions from the disciplines of
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philosophy, theology, psychology and sociology. However, while some outlooks on the 

nature of spirituality remain irreconcilable, the purpose of the following review is to 

find a sufficient basis of agreement in order to take the study forward.

The various aspects of the debate which occur regularly in the literature can be grouped 

into the following four themes or questions.

1.3.1 Is spirituality innate ?

The first theme begins with the fundamental difficulty of defining ‘spirituality’. Fisher 

(2011, pi 8) notes that The Oxford English Dictionary has 24 separate meanings for the 

word ‘spirit’; however, ‘the general meaning underlying all uses is that of an animating 

or vital principles which gives life, transcending the material and mechanical’. Roger 

(1996, p53) suggests that spirituality is a characteristic dimension of human life which 

can take many forms. He views spirituality as ‘human beings giving expression to their 

awareness of the world of experience’. Wright (2000, p9) reflects on three basic human 

concerns - concern for: the spirit as opposed to matter, the sacred or religious things, 

and the refined and sensitive soul. He concludes that spirituality ‘drives us forward in 

our quest to grasp the elusive mystery of the world’.

Watson (2000), however, is more critical and calls into question the assumption that all 

human beings have a spiritual nature. She views today’s educational model of spiritual 

development as a naturalistic model of spirituality that derives credence and authority 

through melding of ideas and values from humanistic psychology, natural theology, 

liberal Christianity and religious universalism. On the other hand, Hay and Nye (1998, 

p21) suggest that despite a range of understandings of the nature of human spirituality, 

it points to a fundamental insight that ‘each of us has the potential to be much more 

deeply aware both of ourselves and of our intimate relationship with everything that is 

not ourselves’.

Eaude (2005, p245) considers spiritual experience as a process involving the search for

answers to certain types of fundamental life questions:
‘Who am I? Where do I fit in? Why am I here?’, questions of identity, place and 
purpose. Experience seems to be spiritual in so far as it contributes to the search for 
identity and purpose. It involves more than the individual, but relates to how we ‘fit in’
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to what is bigger than ourselves. This must include addressing what is painful as well 
as what is wonderful or life-enhancing.

1.3.2 Is there a relationship between spirituality and religion?

There is a diverse range of views on any link between religion and spirituality. Wright 

(2000) suggests that it is not possible to exclude religious issues in spiritual education 

because atheism and agnosticism are just as much acts of faith as positive religious 

commitment. He also posits that it is impossible to ignore the role religion- in particular 

Christianity - has played in founding the education system in England and Wales. We 

might add in Ireland too. Fisher (2011, pi 9) outlines a ‘kaleidoscope of viewpoints’ on 

the nature of any relationship between spirituality and religion, including those who 

differentiate spirituality and religion, those who argue that spirituality is subsumed by 

religion and some who see religion as one dimension of spirituality. Rossiter (2006, 

pi86) observes that ‘traditionally the words religious and spiritual were synonymous; 

however, this no longer the case, there are now spiritualities that are not based in, or 

dependent on, religion’. A number of authors, for example Newby (1996), have 

attempted to define secular spirituality without any need for a God component. Erricker 

(2007, p52) argues for recognition of insights from a postmodern re-reading of faith 

rather than the confines of faith in relation to the prescriptions of religious tradition. He 

contends that developing young people’s spirituality ‘needs to be based on developing 

their own convictions in the context of investigating complexity’. However, other 

writers, for example Wright (2000), are critical of the removal of religion and God 

arguing that this diminishes discussions of the complex range of spiritual possibilities.

Alexander and McLaughlin (2003, p361) make a useful distinction. They differentiate 

between ‘education in religion and spirituality from the outside’ in which ‘no one 

religious or spiritual tradition is given normative status’, and ‘education and spirituality 

from the inside’ in which a particular religious or spiritual tradition is being offered and 

where there is an ‘attempt to form and nourish a particular belief, values and practices 

of a specific religious and spiritual tradition’. These two spirituality types can be seen in 

the contrast of the common schools of some liberal democratic societies and those of 

other liberal democracies with church schools for example, where parental and religious 

community choice is exercised within ‘an acknowledgement of the demands of a
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plurality in educational arrangements’. In Northern Ireland, with its separated sectors of 

schools shaped historically on religious choice, this latter distinction of education and 

spirituality from the inside is particularly apt and may be a useful way of conceiving 

spiritual development in the Northern Ireland context of this study.

1.3.3 Is there a psychological and social dimension to spirituality?

A considerable body of research literature now exists in the area of the spiritual 

experiences of children and young people. Wright (2000) notes that empirical 

psychological investigations of the phenomenon of religious experience began with the 

foundational work of psychologist and philosopher William James in the early twentieth 

century. Hay and Nye (1998) note the important work of the zoologist Alister Hardy in 

the 1960s who proposed a hypothesis based on an evolutionary viewpoint, that religious 

experience was an actual objective reality and that human beings are spiritual by nature. 

Robinson (1977) (cited in Wright, 2000, p40) offered a model of spiritual development 

rooted in ‘children’s evolving capacity for religious and moral reasoning’. Recent work 

has, however, developed opposing strands. Hay and Nye (1998) have built upon the 

earlier traditions and suggest that children possess an innate capacity for spiritual 

experience, what they term a ‘relational consciousness’. By contrast, the work of Erriker 

et al. (1997) departs from these views and adopts a post-modern perspective on 

children’s spirituality, emphasising the view that human beings are highly complex and 

in a constant state of flux. They believe children’s experiences will, as a result, be very 

individual and unlikely to display a universal core of children’s spirituality. Precise 

conclusions following empirical research into the psychological aspect of children’s 

spirituality, therefore, remain a matter of dispute.

The psychological and social arenas have provided the basis of conceptualisation of 

spirituality leading to its possible measurement of spiritual well-being. Paloutzian and 

Ellison (1982) identify two dimensions of spiritual well-being - a perception of 

religious well-being and a perception of existential well-being. Fisher (1998) identifies 

four dimensions of spiritual well-being: Personal (P); Communal (C); Environmental 

(E); and Transcendental (T). Moriarty (2011) offers an alternative model of spirituality 

arising out of a review of recent research and posits four dimensions: consciousness (of
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self, natural world), relationality (with others, divine), roadmap (faith, moral 

responsibility) and identity (self, belief system).

Spirituality must also take account of philosophical trends affecting attitudes in society 

in recent years; Wright (2000) identifies four: materialism, romanticism, post

modernism and critical-realism, each of which shapes and informs understanding of 

meaning and purpose. Spirituality also expresses itself in a diverse range of social 

contexts in contemporary society. An important understanding is a recognition that we 

live in a predominately secular society. A key mark of secularisation in the United 

Kingdom (UK) is the diminishing influence of religion in the public sphere and the loss 

of the authority of Christian doctrinal and moral teaching alongside an increasing 

influence of ‘secular morality’. This is traced philosophically by Barnes (2011) who 

challenges the acceptance of a diminished role for religious morality within religious 

education on the basis of secular commitments.

Bruce (1996) (cited in Wright, 2000: p49) has also identified shifts in religious 

allegiance, a result of the twin forces of individualism and rationalism, which opens up 

possibilities of crossing religious boundaries in ways which were previously 

unimaginable. Wright (2000, p55) also draws attention to the increasing marginalisation 

of organised religion, the questioning of the plausibility of religious belief, the 

emergence of world faiths, the popularisation of atheism, and the expansion of the 

phenomena of ‘believing without belonging’. Yet in spite of this drift from organised 

religion, Tacey (2006, p204) suggests that secular society ‘cannot entirely alienate 

people from their souls. The soul’s longing for meaning, for contact with the sacred 

remains intact, despite the secular assault on religious forms’. Spiritual education takes 

place in the midst of these social contexts and is challenged to find ways of representing 

the diversity of understanding of spirituality.

1.3.4 Has spiritual development a rightful place in the curriculum?

The use of the term ‘spiritual education’ has been sharply contested by Marples (2006), 

who challenges the lack of clarity of language and meaning in some of the assumptions 

about spirituality. He believes that the concept must first be shown to possess features 

to distinguish it from other forms of knowledge and understanding within the
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curriculum. ‘Until it can be demonstrated that there is any such thing as spiritual 

knowledge ... we have reason to be sceptical about the coherence of the whole 

enterprise of attending to children’s spiritual education’. This view has been criticised 

by Best (2008, p328) who argues that spirituality should not be derided as a form of 

experience which is irrational or with a language falling outside the curriculum. Some 

experiences, he argues, ‘can be striking, moving, transcendent even life-transforming’.

Blake (1996, p454) is radically opposed to the development of spirituality in school; he 

believes that spirituality is an experience which it is contradictory to incorporate in 

education, because ‘it puts in question the fundamentals which underpin education. 

Spirituality, if it is anything, is an escape from, or at least a distancing from the very 

world of experience that education addresses or serves’. Blake also opposes the concept 

of spiritual education and contends that an appropriate educational response to the 

contemporary spiritual ill health is political, economic and social. However, Lewis 

(2000, p263) offers a path to understand spirituality in a more holistic approach to 

education and believes it is the school’s responsibility to ‘cultivate all of the child’s 

significant ways of being - the intellectual, the emotional, the physical and the 

spiritual’. Further, Lewis sees spiritual education having points of contact with all areas 

of the curriculum and being involved with ‘the cultivation of qualities of the heart and 

mind’.

There has been considerable curriculum debate in England and Wales since the 1980s 

about where spiritual education is located within schools. The thrust of the OFSTED 

and NCC position above is that all curriculum subjects can make a contribution towards 

spiritual development of pupils. This is disputed by Carr (1995, p97) who argues that 

talking about spirituality outside of a faith tradition make little sense. He sees a close 

connection with religious development and argues ‘that spiritual education is likely to 

be most effective in schools which take religious education and the arts seriously to the 

extent that religious aspirations and artistic achievements are vigorously encouraged, 

appreciated, and celebrated within the school community’.
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1.4 Spirituality and spiritual development for the purposes of this study
Having examined the range of views and debate on the nature of spirituality within the 

literature, it is necessary to attempt to find a convergence of views in order to take this 

study forward. The study proceeds with an acceptance that spirituality is a fundamental 

aspect of the human condition (Roger, 1996; Wright, 2000). Spirituality may be said to 

have several themes or descriptors. It is: rooted in ‘awareness’ (Hay and Nye, 1998); 

‘experiential’ (Eaude, 2005; Hay and Nye, 1998); may be located inside or outside a 

religious tradition (Alexander and McLaughlin, 2003); and ‘relational’ allowing one to 

‘transcend’ or ‘go beyond’ to connect to self, the world, and for some a ‘transcendent 

other’ (Hay and Nye, 1998).

The following definition by Fisher (2011, p20) encapsulates the above descriptors:

Spirituality is concerned with a person’s awareness of the existence and experience of 
inner feelings and beliefs, which give purpose, meaning and value to life. Spirituality 
helps individuals to live at peace with themselves, to love (God and)* their neighbour, 
and to live in harmony with the environment. For some, spirituality involves an 
encounter with God, or transcendent reality, which can occur in or out of the context of 
organized religion, whereas for others, it involves no experience or belief in the 
supernatural. (NB * These words were placed in parentheses as they will be 
meaningless to those people who do not acknowledge a relationship with God.)

Spiritual development in schools for this study is taken as the development of a pupil’s 

spirituality and part of the holistic aspect of education (McLaughlin, 1996; Hay and 

Nye, 1998; Lewis, 2000). This study proceeds on the assumption expounded well by 

Roger (1996, p60) that:

the school’s contribution to spiritual development is not a subject on the curriculum; it 
is not the preserve of RE; does not happen only in assembly. It can/should be 
happening in every subject/classroom/school activity/relationship.

In seeking a clearer conceptual understanding of spiritual development, McLaughlin 

(2007) suggests a helpful definition as ‘education in spirituality’. He points to a study 

by Alexander and McLaughlin (2003, p359) who argue that although spirituality is 

difficult to define it is useful to distinguish between religiously ‘tethered’ and ‘un

tethered’ conceptions of spirituality, based on whether or not they are ‘linked to or 

housed within the tradition of a religious faith’. They posit that religiously tethered 

spirituality takes its structure from aspects of an associated religion and makes it 

possible to identify elements of spiritual development. They believe that religiously un

tethered spirituality involves ‘beliefs and practices that are disconnected from and may
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even be discomforting to religions’. They believe that both forms can be found within 

five strands that characterise the spiritual domain: an emphasis on a search for meaning; 

the cultivation of‘inner space’; manifestations of spirituality in life, that is, basic 

orientations, motivations and dispositions; distinctive responses to aspects of the natural 

and human world; and finally the collective or communal dimension.

These five strands of the spiritual domain identified by Alexander and McLaughlin 

(2003) prove to be a useful summary of basic spirituality themes and map well onto the 

earlier frameworks from key documents used by government and others to inspect or 

consider aspects of spiritual development; namely the NCC (1993), OFSTED (1994) 

and SCAA (1996). This is summarised in Table 1.1 and will have application later in 

this study in the development of an instrument to measure key aspects of spiritual 

development mediated through the school ethos.

This study will also require the measurement of a pupil’s spiritual development or what 

is described as spiritual ‘health’ or ‘well-being’. The concept of a person’s spiritual 

health has been the subject of substantial research and to assess it several scales of 

spiritual well-being have been developed. Hill and Hood (1999) evaluate scales by 

Moberg (1984) and Paloutzian and Ellison (1982). Later in this study, a justification is 

given for the selection of a spiritual well-being scale developed by Fisher (2004) as 

appropriate for use within the research as a measure of the spiritual development of 

primary school children.

1.5 Spiritual Development - Educational practice issues
On the question of which aspects of schooling contribute to children’s spirituality, the 

NCC (1993) discussion paper notes that there are three areas of school life in which 

opportunities arise: the ethos of the school; all aspects of the curriculum; and collective 

worship. The Council proposes that ‘the ethos of the school reflects the values and 

attitudes which characterise the school, the quality of relationships, and the way in 

which the school helps pupils to deal with conflict, loss, grief or other difficulties’.
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Table 1.1: Summary of themes of spiritual development of pupils in official foundation 
documents in England and Wales gathered under key philosophical strands that characterise the 
spiritual domain posited by Alexander and McLaughlin (2003)

Themes of the spiritual 
domain -
Alexander and McLaughlin 
(2003)

NCC (1993) OFSTED (1994) SCAA (1996)

1. A search for meaning Search for Determine whether The quest for
meaning and life has a purpose meaning in life, for
purpose and behave as a truth and ultimate

result - the idea of a 
‘spiritual quest’

values

2. The cultivation of Experiencing A response to God,
‘inner space’ - prayer, feelings of ‘the other or the
meditation, ritual transcendence ultimate’

3. Manifestations of The development How pupils acquire An inclination to
spirituality in life eg of personal beliefs. personal beliefs and believe in ideals and
hope, gratitude, love, Self knowledge values. possibilities that
humility, serenity Asking who you are transcend our

and where you are experience of the
going? world.

Attributes such as 
love, faithfulness 
and goodness.

4. Distinctive responses A sense of awe, Inner world of
to aspects of the wonder and creativity and
natural and human mystery. imagination.
world Creativity.

Feelings and
emotions
Relationships

5. The collective or the sense of identity
communal dimension and self-worth
- shared memory, which enables us to
meaning, a sense of 
belonging value others.

Practitioners largely support this; in a survey of Welsh school head teachers’ 

understanding of spirituality, Davies (1998) noted that while there was no unanimous 

agreement about the meaning of the term, almost all respondents felt that the ethos of 

the school has an important contribution to make to spiritual development. NCC (1993, 

p9) suggests that OFSTED inspectors when evaluating schools’ provision for the 

spiritual and moral development, seek evidence whether the school ‘promotes an ethos 

which values imagination, inspiration, contemplation and a clear understanding or right
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and wrong’. The document places reflection and aesthetic experience and discussion 

about meaning and purpose into the curriculum arena, and religious aspects into 

religious education and collective worship.

Religious pluralism presents education with challenges; with a vast range of beliefs 

present it could be argued that children might benefit from being prepared for that 

diversity. The problem is how the teacher in a diverse religious setting in modem 

schools successfully nurtures children in the spiritual tradition they bring to the 

classroom? Because there is a variety of models of spiritual development, Watson 

(2000) believes [state] schools should encourage young people to explore different 

models of spirituality to help them make sense of their own lives and the world around 

them. In so doing the school places the onus on spiritual progress on the individual or 

their family.

An important aspect of spiritual education is the contribution of the arts through creative 

articulation of beauty and capacity to awaken feelings of sympathy. Torvevell (2000) 

follows the theological analysis of von Balthasar (1989) (cited in Torevell, 2000, pi 72) 

and concludes that ‘education into the spiritual life is likely to occur through 

acknowledging and experiencing forms of beauty’ (Torevell, 2000: pi 76). He stresses 

the importance to moral and spiritual formation of presenting pupils with aesthetic 

opportunities which can trigger feelings of transcendence and ‘ecstasy’. This insight 

into spiritual education through the arts emphasises the role of the whole curriculum in 

school in contributing to children’s spiritual development.

Further evidence of the importance of a whole school approach to spiritual education is

the role of collective worship, believed by many principals (Davies, 1998) to make an

important contribution towards spiritual education of pupils. The Church of England

commenting on the role of spiritual development in its church schools stresses on its

web-site (National Society, 2013a) that collective worship:
... provides opportunities for spiritual development enabling pupils to celebrate 
goodness and beauty and to express thankfulness for the joy of being alive; gives time 
for silent reflection and exploration of inner space and provides a rich variety of forms 
of expression through music, drama, story and art. In addition, classroom teachers can
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build opportunities for reflection, stillness and quiet times for pupils to share 
experiences - good or bad - and to use stories to promote spiritual development.

1.6 Spiritual development and the Northern Ireland educational context
In Northern Ireland, the five Education and Library Boards have a statutory duty to 

secure provision of primary and secondary education in their Board areas. The spiritual 

dimension to education is referred to in the Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1986 article 5(2), which states that Tt shall be the duty of a board (so far as its 

powers extend) to contribute towards the spiritual, moral, cultural, intellectual and 

physical development of the community by securing that efficient primary education 

and secondary education are available to meet the needs of its area’. At the time of 

writing, an Education Bill (2013) is proceeding through the Northern Ireland Assembly. 

If passed it will establish an Education and Skills Authority (ESA) subsuming the five 

Education and Library Boards and several other statutory bodies. The Bill places a duty 

on ESA to:

Contribute towards the spiritual, moral, cultural, social, intellectual and physical 
development of children and young persons in Northern Ireland and thereby of the 
community at large by ensuring that efficient and effective primary and secondary 
education and educational services are available to meet the needs of such children and 
young persons. (Education Bill (2013), Article 2.2a)

The Statutory requirement relating to the curriculum in Northern Ireland from 

foundation stage to Key Stage 4 is set out in the Statutory Rules Order 2007, No. 46, 

that is:

A balanced and broadly based curriculum which:
(a) Promotes the spiritual, emotional, moral, cultural, intellectual and physical 
development of pupils at the school and thereby of society; and
(b) Prepares such pupils for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of life 
by equipping them with appropriate knowledge, understanding and skills.

It can be seen from earlier discussion that these references to spiritual education in 

Northern Ireland legislation are very similar to the requirements of the 1988 Act in 

England and Wales. However, unlike England and Wales there is no statutory 

inspection of spiritual development. Instead Northern Ireland legislation focuses on the 

setting out the requirements of religious education, the inspection of which it largely 

leaves to the Churches, (the Catholic Church in the case of Catholic voluntary schools,
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and the transferor Churches in the case of controlled schools). School governors may, 

however, request that RE is inspected by the ETI.

In order to meet their statutory requirements for the revised curriculum, Schedule 2,

The Education (Curriculum Minimum Content) Order (Northern Ireland), 2007 

states:

schools must provide learning opportunities in relation to the following:
(a) Religious education - in accordance with the core syllabus drafted by the four main 
Christian Churches in Northern Ireland and specified by the Department of Education.
(b) the following Areas of Learning: Language and Literacy, Mathematics and 
Numeracy, The Arts, The World Around Us, Personal Development and Mutual 
Understanding, Physical Development and Movement.

The Northern Ireland revised curriculum has a number of learning objectives at Key 

Stage 1 under the theme ‘To develop a young person as an individual’. These are: 

personal understanding; mutual understanding; personal health; moral character and 

spiritual awareness (CCEA, 2013a). Under religious education a number of resources 

have been written to align the Religious Education Core Syllabus with the revised 

curriculum and non-statutory guidance published. The guidance outlines how religious 

education can contribute towards pupils’ spiritual awareness and moral development. 

(CCEA, 2013b: pl4) and so meet the requirements of the curriculum. ‘What is the 

purpose of life? What inspires me in my life? Can religious rules guide me/us? How can 

I/we relate to God?’

The legal basis of religious education and assembly worship in grant-aided schools is 

set by the Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986 article 21:

Religious Education shall be given in every grant-aided school other than a nursery 
school and the school day in every such school shall also include collective worship 
whether in one or more than one assembly on the part of the pupils in attendance at the 
school.

The content of the religious education is subject to the provision of a common core 

religious education syllabus specified under Article 13 of the Education Reform Order 

(Northern Ireland) 1989. This specifies that the core syllabus is drawn up by a drafting 

group ‘appearing to the Department to be persons having an interest in the teaching of 

religious education in grant-aided schools’ (Education Reform Order (Northern
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Ireland) 1989, Article 13 (4)). In practice this drafting group is interpreted by the 

Department of Education to comprise the Catholic Church, and Transferor 

representatives (from the Church of Ireland, Presbyterian Church in Ireland and 

Methodist Church in Ireland). This group drawn from the Christian faith tradition alone 

has been criticized by some observers for being ‘narrow and exclusive’ (Richardson, 

2008: p7). Barnes (1997, p79) asks Tf one of the aims of the Core Syllabus is to 

advance tolerance and understanding of other people's philosophies of life and 

commitments, how can this be realised if pupils lack any knowledge or appreciation of 

the religious viewpoints of others?’. This criticism was partly addressed in the 2004 

revision of the core syllabus when the drafting group proposed introducing the study of 

other world faiths at Key Stage 3. However, at primary level there remains no specific 

provision for other world faiths within the core syllabus; although schools are free to 

teach topics beyond the core.

The nature of religious education for each type of school is set by Article 21 of the 
Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986:

In a controlled school, other than a controlled integrated school, the religious education 
required by paragraph (1) shall be undenominational religious education, that is to say, 
education based upon the Holy Scriptures according to some authoritative version or 
versions thereof but excluding education as to any tenet distinctive of any particular 
religious denomination and the collective worship required by paragraph (1) in any 
such school shall not be distinctive of any particular religious denomination. 1986 
Order Article 21 (2).

In a controlled integrated school; a grant-maintained integrated school; and voluntary 
school, the religious education and collective worship required ... shall be under the 
control of the Board of Governors of the school and that religious education shall be 
subject to such arrangements for inspection and examination as the Board of 
Governors thinks fit. Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986, 
Article 21 (3).

Religious education and collective worship required by paragraph (1) shall be so 
arranged that—

(a) the school shall be open to pupils of all religious denominations for education 
other than religious education;
(b) no pupil shall be excluded directly or indirectly from the other advantages which 
the school affords’, Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986, Article 
21(4)

Parents may also exempt their children from either or both religious education and 

collective worship.
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If the parent of any pupil requests that the pupil should be wholly or partly excused 
from attendance at religious education or collective worship or from both, then, until 
the request is withdrawn, the pupil shall be excused from such attendance in 
accordance with the request. Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 
1986, Article 21 (5).

The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) does not include religious education in 

its inspection schedules unless requested by a school board of governors in advance of 

any inspection visit. Clergy do, however, have a legal right to inspect religious 

education in schools:

Ministers of religion and other suitable persons, including teachers of the school, to 
whom the parents do not object shall ... be granted reasonable access at convenient 
times to pupils in any school other than a nursery school for the purpose of giving 
religious education, whether as to tenets distinctive of a particular religious 
denomination or otherwise, or of inspecting and examining the religious education 
given in the school. Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986,
Article 21 (7)

Reference to spiritual development in official documents in Northern Ireland is limited 

with few clear references regarding its inspection. Unlike England and Wales there is 

little guidance to teachers regarding how spiritual development should occur except 

through religious education. In an ETI evaluation report on religious education there is 

only one reference to the spiritual dimension, ‘the particular nature of this subject and 

its content means that pupils should learn to appreciate that life has religious, spiritual 

and moral dimensions’. (ETI, 2000: p2)

ETI documents referring to ethos do not mention the contribution of school ethos to 

spiritual development. The ETI, in its Evaluating Schools document (ETI, 2001), lists 

certain indicators of quality and features of practice which lead to outcomes that have 

been assessed as good. In relation to ethos, positive indicators include: a strong sense of 

staff loyalty; good relations between teachers and pupils; pupils’ sense of belonging; 

good arrangements for pastoral care; pupil confidence and self esteem promoted; and 

pupils valuing one another, pupil achievement, good parent-school relationships, high 

community esteem, attractive and stimulating buildings. The document is silent on the 

possible contribution of school ethos to spiritual development.
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1.7 Observations of spiritual development expectations in schools in Northern 

Ireland
It can be seen from the above section that spiritual development in schools in Northern 

Ireland is much less specified than in schools in England and Wales; the main 

legislative duty is around religious education, perhaps reflecting the post-1920s 

settlement leading to the present schools system segregated largely on religious 

grounds. It has been noted that the context of the religious education syllabus is 

‘Christian in content and ethos’ (Richardson, 2008: p7). In the understanding of 

Alexander and McLaughlin (2003) this ‘tethers’ the spirituality experience to the 

Christian faith and will have a bearing on the breadth of learning experiences that 

schools provide particularly at primary level where there is no specified provision for 

teaching of other world faiths.

Spiritual education is referred to only in a general way in the duty of ELBs to provide a 

holistic education and there has been no attempt to specify the kind of themes referred 

to by OFSTED or in guidance from NCC or SCAA (see Table 1.1). Perhaps for historic 

reasons, the debate around understandings of spiritual development in schools in 
England and Wales has yet to happen within the education system in Northern Ireland.

However, on the assumption that the themes of spiritual education are universal for all 

children, it is proposed in this study to use the expectations of spiritual development in 

England and Wales as a useful framework for measuring how school ethos might 

contribute to such development in pupils in schools in Northern Ireland. Before turning 

to finding a conceptualisation of ethos, it is necessary to review the range of empirical 

research into spiritual development in schools in recent years.

1.8 Spiritual development - survey of recent empirical research
A number of studies of the spiritual development of school children have been 

undertaken in recent years mostly using qualitative or case study approaches. These can 

be placed into three broad groups based on research that is: teacher focused; pupil 

focused; or instrument focussed. A small number of studies of spiritual development 

have also been undertaken within church settings.
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1.8.1 Teacher focused research

Davies (1998 and 2007) has used interview and questionnaire techniques to investigate 

views about spiritual development held by head teachers in church primary schools in 

Wales. Findings suggested that heads emphasised the need for pupils to engage in their 

own spiritual search although views differed in the extent to which they felt that 

prompting spiritual development meant encouraging pupils to adopt Christian beliefs.

Eaude (2005) has used semi-structured interviews and classroom observation with 14 

teachers in ten Early Years’ Units in Oxfordshire who worked with four and five year- 

olds. He explored common features of the teachers’ practice and tested out with them a 

new understanding of spiritual development and an inclusive understanding of religious 

experience which related to identity, place and purpose. He emphasised the benefits to 

spiritual development of experiences and techniques including: encouraging pupil 

reflection on awe and wonder experiences; reflective silence or prayer; play activity and 

use of stories.

Barnes et al. (2009) have studied the spiritual well-being (SWB) of pre-service teachers 

in a sample of universities in Australia and Northern Ireland. Their research, using an 

empirical measure of spiritual well-being - SHALOM (Spiritual Health and Life- 

Orientation Measure) - found significant variations in level of SWB between pre

service students by gender and institution and year by year. The study also and found 

that pre-service teachers were not overly optimistic about the level of help provided to 

nurture school students' relationship with God.

The question of whether boys and girls have distinctive approaches and needs in 

relation to spiritual development has also been examined by Eaude (2004). Again using 

in-depth observations and discussions with teachers as above he explores whether 

assumptions and beliefs about spirituality influence, and are influenced by, assumptions 

and beliefs about gender. He examines a range of research evidence in relation to 

gender in areas associated with spirituality and observes that ‘considering spiritual 

development from the perspective of gender demands that one takes account of social 

and cultural context rather than regard it as an individual context-free activity’ (Eaude,
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2004: p65). He suggests that boys and girls may need different support or approaches in 

areas associated with spiritual development.

Erriker (1999) has researched teachers’ reaction to use of a narrative process to 

encourage children’s spiritual, moral and emotional development. Teachers’ use of a 

record sheet devised from interviews with children enabled the tracking of children’s 

skills of emotional literacy. Kibble (2003) has described a consultation process 

involving almost every department within a Yorkshire school, to enable the school to 

construct a series of ‘avenues’ through which is it believed pupils might have their 

spirituality developed. The process enabled a unique understanding of spiritual 

development seen as a whole school issue.

In a study of teachers’ and learners’ reflections of experiences of spiritual development, 

Ng (2012) has identified tools or pedagogies which show that spiritual development can 

be viable in the classroom. The researcher argues that ‘silence, meaning, questioning, 

bodily or kinaesthetic awareness, focusing, reflection, use of one’s imagination and 

subsequently, communication of one’s spirituality may be pedagogical instruments for 

spiritual development’ (Ng, 2012: pi67).

1.8.2 Pupil focused research

Trousdale et al (2010) used a qualitative classroom case study with sixth grade pupils to 

examine the effect of choral (or communal oral) reading of poetry on three aspects of 

children’s spirituality: relationship with the self and others, relationship with the natural 

world, and relationship with a reality beyond the material world. The methods used 

included class observation, group discussions, and student responses to brief questions. 

Analysis of data obtained indicated that aspects of the process of choral reading did 

provide a means of spiritual expression for the children in the study.

In a case study approach with adolescents, Tirri and Quinn (2010) investigated the role 

of spirituality and religion in supporting ‘purpose’ during adolescence. ‘Purpose’ in 

studies with young people across the United States of America is defined as ‘a stable, 

long-term goal to contribute to the world beyond the self that is also meaningful to the
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self (Tirri and Quinn, p201). Researchers interviewed 68 participants using semi- 

structured interviews and from these, two case studies of adolescents were selected 

whose lives differently reflected the role of religion and spirituality in supporting 

purpose. Their results showed religion and spirituality as overlapping domains and that 

meaningfulness to the self in balance with the world beyond self fosters one of the key 

elements of purpose.

Hyde (2008) in a qualitative case study has aimed to identify through classroom 

observation and conversation some of the characteristics of children’s spirituality in 

Australian Catholic primary schools. The study proposes recommendations for teaching 

and learning in primary RE which may nurture spirituality. The relationship between art 

and spirituality has been explored by McPhillips and Mudge (2004). Through student 

interviews the researchers sought to uncover new understandings of young people’s 

views on spirituality. The findings suggest that a methodology, ‘connected knowing’, 

can be utilised to examine the relationship between art and spirituality.

Children’s experience of prayer has been studied using qualitative methods by 

Mountain (2006). She investigated the meaning and functions of prayer for pupils in a 

wide range of primary schools (religious and otherwise), in Melbourne, Australia and 

found that prayer for these children was an important aspect of life. Participants 

perceived prayer to function as an aid to life and it was used at significant moments in 

life; words or thoughts in prayer helped to clarify and articulate deep feelings. The study 

presents recommendations for professionals engaged in religious education or child 

welfare.

Wills (2011) has examined the spiritual nature of music making, in particular the 

activity of singing, in a UK school-based study of primary aged children. She concludes 

that singing has the power to transform pupils’ personal growth, sense of fulfilment and 

well-being. Her work is based on theoretical concepts of transcendence, connectedness 

and ‘flow’ or the fusion of two psychological processes: self-identity and unity with 

others in something beyond the self.

McMurtary (2007) has focused attention on the contribution of the expressive arts to 

children’s spiritual development, in particular in the development of ‘feeling
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knowledge’ within a Christian framework. Mountain (2007) has used creative arts 

therapy with year seven and year eight children to illustrate the use of imagination in 

spiritual development. She applies the theoretical themes of self-understanding, 

understanding relationships, environmental connectedness, and connection with the 

divine. Broadbent (2004) has drawn attention through a school-based study to 

developing and enhancing children’s spirituality through creative dance. Grainger and 

Kendall-Seatter (2003) have through classroom examples focussed on the reflective 

connections between drama and spirituality.

Baker (2012) has undertaken research into the spiritual education of pupils with 

learning difficulties / disabilities. He focused on head-teachers’ perceptions of the 

meaning of spiritual education and the strategies they use to meet the statutory 

requirement to promote spiritual development through the curriculum. Baker identifies 

values, relationships, pupils’ feelings and emotions as attributes of spiritual education. 

He highlights the modelling of school values, the use of alternative communication 

systems and raising awareness and wonder of the world through multi-sensory and other 

experiences.

Research into pre-school children’s concept of God has been undertaken by Giesenberg 

(1996). Techniques included participant observation, interviews and conversations with 

children and parents along with gathering drawings and paintings. Findings indicated 

that children had knowledge of God and were able to express that knowledge 

graphically and / or verbally beyond what is within the received views of faith 

development.

Gay (2010) has examined in a pilot study, ways in which spiritual development can be 

fostered through the religious dimension of schools including ethos. She used a 

questionnaire to study the perceptions of the religious dimensions of their schools by 

year seven and year ten pupils in 17 girls’ independent schools in England. Her findings 

summarise insights gained from pupil responses to questions on collective worship, 

religious education lessons and school ethos. Her study highlighted the need for a fuller, 

more rounded study which might look how spiritual development can be fostered by the 

contribution of all subjects in the curriculum, extra-curricular activities and creative 

capacities.
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1.8.3 Instrument focused research

The concept of spiritual health and well-being has been used by a number of researchers 

to understand and explore spirituality. Fisher (2009) traces existing models for assessing 

spiritual health and well-being including his own model of spiritual health as a dynamic 

state of being shown by the extent to which people live in harmony in relationships in 

four states of spiritual well-being: a personal domain, a communal domain, an 

environmental domain and transcendental domain. This quantitative instrument for 

assessing spiritual health and well-being has been adapted for use with adolescents and 

primary aged children (Fisher, 1998; 2004; 2011).

Given that the basis of religious education and Assembly worship in schools in 

Northern Ireland is essentially Christian in character, it might be anticipated that the 

spirituality developed by pupils might be strongly ‘religiously tethered’ to the Christian 

faith (Alexander and McLaughlin, 2003: p359). Therefore an important aspect of 

spiritual development in schools may be the attitudinal dimension towards that 

dominant religion and spirituality. This dimension of attitudes to religion and 

spirituality has been well established in research studies over a number of decades. Hill 

and Hood (1999) review 13 scales of religious attitudes developed and used by 

researchers for example, attitudes towards: Christianity, religious doubts, rejection of 

Christianity, religious values, spiritual and religious concerns. Their review reports on 

each scale’s conceptual basis, and practical considerations such as validity, reliability 

and application.

A significant number of quantitative studies in the area of spirituality has been 

undertaken using attitudinal scales. One example is the Francis scale of Attitude 

towards Christianity (Francis, 1978). This was developed to measure attitudes towards 

five aspects of the Christian tradition that transcend denominational understandings, 

namely: God, Jesus, Bible, church and prayer. Francis (2009) shows how such studies 

have been applied to research across linguistic divides, religious traditions, in the area 

of religion and mental health, religion and well-being, personality, science and faith, 

and social and contextual factors eg age, church schools, Sunday school attendance, and 

television. In Northern Ireland, Francis et al (2006) cite Greer (1981) who examined the 

role of personal religious experience in supporting and maintaining a positive attitude

29



towards Christianity. Greer employed multiple regression analysis to build a model 

which could explore the cumulative relationship between a number of different factors 

and a positive attitude toward Christianity. He found that reported religious experience 

was a significant additional predictor of a positive attitude toward Christianity, even 

after controlling for the influences of church attendance, personal prayer and belief in 

God. The study has been replicated three times between 1981 and 1998 with the same 

conclusion (Francis et al, 2006).

1.8.4 Research within churches

Petersen (2003) has investigated how a group of churches in New Zealand have 

approached children’s spirituality. She explored the various approaches to ministry with 

children and highlighted the elements of successful programmes which contributed to 

spiritual development. In particular, she noted creative programmes where adults not 

only teach children but also learn with them and are willing to leam from the spirituality 

of the child. Ashley (2002) has researched the traditional role of a cathedral in working 

with boy choristers and found that the boys could be identified as a social group by their 

shared love of music (understood as ‘spiritual’) but not by a shared religious faith. 

Religious commitment and faith development were found to range from piety to 

atheism. The study points to a discussion about the reality of the spiritual with and 

without a religious commitment. Nye (2009) has suggested important principles and key 

practices for churches in the creative and effective nurture of children’s spirituality.

1.8.5 Conclusions from this review of empirical research

From the foregoing review of recent research studies of spiritual development of 

children a number of observations can be made. Firstly, the studies focus predominantly 

on teaching methods or techniques, which encourage spiritual development, or teachers’ 

views, experiences, and perspectives, or pupil views, experiences and perspectives of 

spiritual development. Only one study in this review (Gay, 2010) included research into 

how spiritual development is fostered by ethos, and in this case was based on post 

primary schools. Hence it can be seen that few studies have examined the nature of the 

relationship between spiritual development of pupils and school ethos particularly at 

primary school level.
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Secondly, it is noted that researchers in the area of spiritual development of children in 

schools have mostly used qualitative rather than quantitative techniques. The most 

common methods include: case studies using interview and questionnaire, participant 

observation and discussion techniques. Such techniques allow rich data to be gathered 

for a small number of cases and schools. However, a quantitative study allows data to 

be collected and comparisons made across a wide number of schools in different 

sectoral and geographical settings.

Thirdly, the educational area of the spiritual development of pupils does not appear to 

have been explored within the Northern Ireland schools’ context and only a small 

number of studies have been conducted across a range of school types.

Fourthly, whilst several scales already exist which measure aspects of religiosity 

including spiritual development for various age groups, there does not appear to be a 

scale which measures aspects of a school ethos, in particular the spiritual dimension of 

that ethos.

1.9 Conclusions

This chapter began by tracing the evolution of understanding of spiritual development 

particularly within school guidance documents in England and Wales from the early 

1990s. The review continued with a discussion of various theoretical debates arising 

regarding the nature of spirituality leading to a working conceptualisation for this study. 

It identified a theoretical model (Alexander and McLaughlin, 2003) which encapsulates 

common components of spiritual development from the documents. After a 

consideration of educational practice issues relating to spiritual development, 

comparisons were then made with outlooks on spiritual development within the 

Northern Ireland educational context. Finally, a review of recent empirical studies leads 

to identification of gaps in existing research.

The foregoing review of empirical research into spiritual development the study yielded 

the following conclusions:

1. Few studies have examined the relationship between spiritual development of 

pupils and school ethos particularly at primary school level;
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2. Researchers in the area of spiritual development of children in schools have 

mostly used qualitative rather than quantitative approaches with a consequence 

that relatively little work has been able to explore broader patterns of 

relationships between variables;

3. The spiritual development of pupils does not appear to have been explored 

within the Northern Ireland schools’ context and only a small number of studies 

have been conducted across a range of school types; and

4. There does not appear to be a scale which measures aspects of a school ethos as 

it relates to spiritual development.

In the next chapter, various theoretical understandings of ethos are examined through a 

review of relevant literature and a conceptual framework for school ethos developed to 

enable it to be explored by this research. This will lead to the development of a set of 

research goals for the study which brings together considerations of both spiritual 

development and school ethos.
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CHAPTER TWO

Understandings of ethos

2.1 Introduction

This chapter begins by exploring the concept of school ethos including its link with 

similar terms such as school culture or climate. There then follows a survey of the 

trends in empirical research in the use of the various terms. What emerges is a complex 

network of strands of research and an association of the terms with either qualitative or 

quantitative approaches.

A theoretical framework for an understanding of ethos is proposed using an 

organisational theory model of school culture. For the purposes of this study, a 

particular interpretation is taken of ethos as the ‘experienced or perceived culture’. In 

this way it is possible to employ aspects of organisational culture as a framework to 

examine the experiences mediated by the school through its ‘ethos’. Lastly, 

observations are made of existing empirical studies to identify research goals for this 

dissertation.

2.2 Conceptualisation of the term ‘ethos’

The concept of ‘ethos’ has proved elusive in any exploration to define it. The abstract 

nature of the term is, however, only part of the difficulty of comprehending its meaning. 

McLaughlin (2005) suggests that this is also because ethos is closely akin to other terms 

drawn into discussion of the concept and used often interchangeably, for example:
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climate, culture and atmosphere. Donnelly (2000, pi34) notes that although there has 

been considerable academic debate stressing the centrality of ethos to our understanding 

of social and organisational life, ‘there have been relatively few conceptualisations or 

theoretical discussions of it’.

McLaughlin (2005) has drawn attention to the wide range of aspects and modes of 

influence which ethos embodies and cites examples from the Scottish Office Education 

Department which identifies twelve ethos indicators including: pupil morale, teacher 

morale; teacher-pupil relationships; equality and justice; extra-curricular activities; 

school leadership and discipline. McLaughlin (2005, p309) concludes that ‘any aspect 

of life and work of classrooms and schools can be seen as apt for the manifestation of an 

ethos’.

A literature review undertaken by Glover and Coleman (2005, p251) directed at 

securing a greater consistency in the use of the terms school culture, climate and ethos, 

has shown that while the terms appear to be used interchangeably certain tendencies can 

be detected. As they contend: 'Climate is used when objective data is under 

consideration, ethos when more subjective descriptors are involved, and culture when 

these are brought together as integrative forces in investigation or debate’.

Prosser (1999, p6) suggests that the range of use of the various terms is a product of 

trends in research methodology. He concludes that generally speaking school ‘climate’ 

is the preferred term of quantitative researchers whereas qualitative workers prefer to 

use ‘culture’, ethos, or atmosphere. He offers an historical survey of these trends 

beginning with the 1960s emphasis on school climate which led to the development 

organisational climate description questionnaires and indices. This and other statistical 

instruments offered an early quantitative approach. This was followed in the 1970s by a 

period of great debate between followers of quantitative and qualitative techniques. The 

seminal work of Rutter et al (1979), which suggested that ethos can influence 

educational outcomes in schools marked a renewed interest in school ethos / climate and 

school effectiveness studies. Statistical methods also received a renewed interest with, 

for example, the work of Schreens (1992) which showed that school climate could be 

operationalised in terms of relatively uncomplicated scales or questionnaire items.
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However, Prosser (1999) explains that by the mid 1980s, interest in quantitative 

approaches waned. He explains that Finlayson (1975; 1987), once a proponent of the 

quantitative approach, began to find technical difficulties with the methods. Researchers 

such as Striven (1985) (cited in Prosser, 1999: p7) concluded that they should now use 

ethnography to explore the nature of a school’s atmosphere, which it was argued, made 

better allowance ‘for the freedom and choices of participants and the emotional 

conflicts contributing to school ethos/climate’.

Prosser (1999) suggests that from around this time ‘culture’ became the predominant 

term to describe the character of a school and identifies broad categories of usage within 

the research: wider culture, generic culture, unique culture and perceived culture.

Prosser concludes that although culture is becoming the dominant term the issue of 

meaning is rarely addressed and is often dependent on the researcher’s discipline.

In recent years several practice-orientated research movements have developed to 

enable schools to be successful in the management of change - school improvement and 

school effectiveness research. These two movements towards changing schools tend to 

be associated with particular uses of the terms ‘culture’ and ‘atmosphere’ in 

descriptions of key aspects of school’s organisational life fundamentally important to 

successful change processes.

School improvement research is concerned with raising student achievement through 

‘enhancing the teaching-learning process and conditions which support it’ (Hopkins, 

1994, p75). It seeks to enhance student outcomes through specific changes to teaching 

approaches, the curriculum and strengthening the organisational ability to support 

teachers. School effectiveness research considers the climate factors which will exert a 

direct influence on pupil outcomes’ (Creemers and Reezigt, 1999: p35). Key factors 

include: the physical environment of school building (such as classrooms and the 

playground); social system (such as relationships, interactions and behaviours); an 

orderly school environment; and expectations about teacher behaviour and student 

outcomes

Prosser (1999) sees an association of terms with the two research movements and notes 

that, in the UK, ‘school climate’ is the preferred term of school effectiveness
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researchers who predominately use quantitative techniques. ‘School culture’, however, 

is the preferred term of school improvement researchers who tend to use qualitative 

approaches. ‘School atmosphere or ethos’ have been used to describe more ethereal 

qualities and have been investigated predominately using qualitative techniques.

2.3 Empirical studies of ethos / culture / climate

A survey of recent empirical studies of ethos / culture / climate reveals that these 

confusing and overlapping concepts have been used as lenses to examine a wide range 

of educational issues, including: key values such as citizenship attitudes (John and 

Osborne, 1992); tolerance and respect (Donnelly, 2004); inclusion (Kane et al, 2009; 

Quinn and Wakefield, 2009); diversity (Nelson, 2008); the effect on achievement 

(Griffith, 2000; Morris 1995); the effect on pupil experience (Samdal et al, 1998; Smith, 

1998; Host, K et al, 1998); and the effect on leadership (Higgins-d’Allessandro and 

Sadh, 1998; Donnelly, 1999; Dawson, 2007). Studies have also been undertaken on the 

nature of the concepts themselves: climate (Rowe et al, 2010; Schmidt and Cagran, 

2006; Paoletti, 1990); culture (Bell and Kent, 2010); and ethos (Donnelly, 2000).

A range of quantitative studies of the dimensions and measurement of school culture 

have been undertaken, particularly from a teaching and leadership view point. 

Maslowski (2006) has reviewed and tabulated inventories of existing international 

research instruments used for measuring school cultural factors in both primary and 

secondary schools.

Student perception of school culture has been studied by a number of researchers. 

Higgins-d’Allessandro and Sadh (1998) developed a School Culture Scale in which 

aspects of school culture were operationalised and a survey administered to students in 

two US High Schools. The aim was to gain an understanding of school culture as the 

basis for school reform. In a case study examining the internal culture of a school, Bell 

and Kent (2010) examined the fragmented nature of forces that help to shape the culture 

of schools. They proposed a conception of a jigsaw of forces which influence school 

culture including: internal culture; external culture; leadership; learning and culture; sub 

cultures and cultural change. Part of their research included a questionnaire to explore
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how sixth form students perceive school culture with a particular focus on the school’s 

academic nature.

Qualitative researchers studying ethos (Donnelly, 1999, 2000, 2004; Dawson, 2007) 

using ethnographic techniques of observation, and interviews have enabled social 

interactions within organisations to be studied and evaluated at close quarters. Donnelly 

(2000, pi38) justifies the qualitative approach in the opportunities it presents for 

‘gaining insight into the intricacies of social process’. However, other researchers of 

ethos / culture / climate (e.g. Host et al, 1998; Rowe et al, 2010) have found quantitative 

methods to be a useful tool as they offer a different range of insights. Quantitative 

approaches, through the use of respondent surveys, can enable a wide sample range and 

the collation of large amounts of data in reasonable time scales. In the case of Host et al. 

(1998), over 1,500 pupils were surveyed in a range of Dutch post-primary schools; in 

Rowe et al (2010), over 500 pupils across four public elementary schools in the US 

were sampled. Such techniques also allow the opportunity to develop carefully 

validated generalisations. Some researchers have used a mix of methods for example 

semi-structured interviews followed by a questionnaire survey (Jelfs, 2010; Bell and 

Kent, 2010).

Connolly (2007, p2) concedes that while ‘the use of quantitative methods can lead to the 

production of crude and simplistic generalisations it does not have to be this way. 

Quantitative data analysis can show the variety and complexity of social life extremely 

effectively’. Quantitative methods have been chosen for this research as a key objective 

is to study pupil experiences of ethos over a wide range of schools in Northern Ireland 

and to draw conclusions from comparison of results across the various school sectors.

2.4 Finding a theoretical framework for school ethos

The search for a theoretical framework in which to understand school culture / ethos has 

been influenced by the increasing application of management theory; in particular 

organisational culture has provided a useful means of reflecting on school culture. 

Schein (1992, pi2) in his important work ‘Organisational Culture and Leadership’ sees 

organisational culture as the product of the experience of social groups. He defines the 

culture of a group as:
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a pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its problems of 
external adaption and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be 
considered valid and therefore to be taught to those new members as a correct way to 
perceive, think and feel in relation to those problems.

He proposes various levels of culture ranging from overt manifestations that can be seen 

and felt to the deeply embedded, unconscious basic assumptions - see Figure 2.1

Figure 2.1: Diagrammatic representation of organisational culture (Schein, 1992).

Level 1: Artefacts and Practices
symbols, rites, rituals, myths 
visible and audible behaviour patterns
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relationship to environment 
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nature of human nature 
nature of human activity 
nature of human relationships

visible but often not 
decipherable

t
greater level of 

awareness

▲

taken for grunted 
invisible 

preconscious

Schein (1992) has proposed that the culture of an organisation can be analysed at 

various levels; from the more visible or tangible aspects to the deeply embedded basic 

assumptions. He proposes that in-between are various espoused norms and rules of 

behaviour for members of that culture. On the surface level are ‘artefacts’ which would 

include: the architecture; physical environment; language; artistic creations; myths; 

stories; rituals and ceremonies. Schein (1992, pi 7) notes that this level of culture is 

‘easy to observe but very difficult to decipher’. Espoused values he suggests become 

sets of beliefs, norms and rules of behaviour which are articulated explicitly. At the 

deepest level are basic underlying assumptions, defined as ‘unconscious, taken for 

granted beliefs, perceptions, thoughts and feelings which he suggests are ‘the ultimate 

source of values and actions’.
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Deal and Peterson (1999) apply these concepts to the school as an organisational culture 

and develop these into aspects of school culture. They follow Schein’s basic themes and 

divide them into the following groups: Vision, values, beliefs, assumptions and norms - 

the bedrock of culture; ritual and ceremony - culture in action; history and story - the 

importance of symbolic lore; architecture and artefacts - the potency of signs and 

symbols.

Deal and Peterson (1999, p5) note that numerous studies of school change have 

identified the organisational culture as critical to the successful improvement of 

teaching and learning. They propose that it is the role of leaders to ‘read, shape and 

continuously transform the culture of their school’. Their writings have become highly 

influential in a modem understanding of school leadership as they seek to demonstrate 

that although school culture is deeply embedded in the hearts and minds of staff, 

students and parents, a key leadership role is shaping culture is ‘through myriad daily 

interactions, careful reflection and conscious efforts’ (Deal and Peterson 1999, pi 2).

For this study it was proposed to apply the Deal and Peterson categorisation of school 

culture and Table 2.1 below draws out some of the detail of these categories.
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Table 2.1 - Four dimensions of school culture and associated features (Deal and Peterson, 1999)

Dimensions of school culture Associated features
(Deal and Peterson, 1999)

1. Vision, values, beliefs, norms and 
assumptions

2. Rituals, traditions and ceremonies

A shared understanding of a mission and purpose 
of education
An understanding of what is valuable or excellent 
An understanding about the world around us 
Behavioural norms for staff and students 
Assumptions about students 
Meaningful processes and daily routines 
Daily assembly 
Final assembly

3. History and stories Critical incidents / emotional events 
Stories of events and people of the past

4. Architecture, artefacts and symbols The quality of the learning environment
School mottos and badges 
Pupil wall displays

There has been in recent years a view among researchers that a school’s unique culture 

is actually a sum of its sub-cultures. Schein (1992) notes that with time any social unit 

will produce sub-units that will produce sub-cultures as a normal process of evolution. 

He suggests that some of these may be in conflict with each other such as the sub

cultures of management and union groups of workers. Schein proposes that in spite of 

conflict between sub groups, organisations have common assumptions that come into 

play in a crisis or when challenged. Prosser (1999) suggests that research studies on sub 

cultures in schools have focused on teachers, pupils or on common themes such as 

racism in schools or discipline or on structure such as phase groupings or subject 

departments. The effect of sub-culture is less of an interest in this study as it is not 

seeking to examine the nature of the array of forces operating upon school culture rather 

on the aggregate of its influence upon one aspect of pupils’ experience of school, 

namely their spiritual development.
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2.5 A working conceptualisation of ethos

The word ‘ethos’ has been examined under a linguistic framework by Adder (1993), in 

which she posits that ethos is a ‘frontier’ word, existing only on the edge of rational or 

meaningful language. She suggests that other words such as climate, spirit and 

atmosphere are connecting words which lend something of their meanings to ‘ethos’. 

Adder draws the following conclusions about ethos via the consideration of connecting 

words:

The ethos of a school ... is the unique, pervasive atmosphere or mood of the 
organisation which is brought about by activities or behaviour, primarily in the realm 
of social interaction and to a lesser extent in matters to do with the environment, of 
members of the school and recognised initially on an experiential rather than cognitive 
level, (Adder, 1993: p69)

Solvason (2005, p86) has undertaken a literary exploration of the concept of ethos and 

the inter-changeability of other terms such as ‘culture’ and ‘climate’ and concludes that 

ethos can best be seen as the product of the culture of the school. ‘Culture is deeply 

embedded in the school’s history, beliefs, values, choices made, traditions kept. The 

school ethos is the result of this, the ambience felt at a school as a result of its cultural 

history, past, present and ever-changing’.

Ethos in this view emerges from culture or reflects the culture as its ‘characteristic 

spirit’. This is close to what Prosser (1999, p9) has termed ‘perceived culture’ which 

reflects the ‘culture given off by the school, often referred to in terms of atmosphere, 

character, ethos or tone and is at best a manifestation of cultural values and beliefs in 

action’. Williams (2000, p74) suggests that the current understanding of ethos reflects 

the Greek origin of the word as character or disposition, ‘Every human institution has its 

own ethos in the sense of a dominant pervading spirit or character that finds expression 

in the behaviour or those who are part of it’.

Having surveyed the various terms used interchangeably with ethos and clarified usage 

in research literature, it is necessary for the purposes of this study to find a working 

definition of ethos. Drawing together the various outlooks above, it is proposed that it is 

possible to discern a convergence around the following conceptualisation:
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Ethos is distinct from culture but is linked to it. Culture tends to refer to a deeply 

embedded pattern of shared norms and assumptions created by history, beliefs, values 

and traditions of the school (Slovason, 2005) and experienced within group social 

interaction (Schien, 1992). Ethos is the product of the culture (Solvason, 2005) and a 

more subjective descriptor (Glover and Coleman, 2005) which can be conceived of as 

an ethereal quality (Prosser, 1999), or unique pervasive atmosphere (Adder, 1993). It 

could be described as the culture given off by the school (Prosser, 1999) and is 

recognised initially at an experiential rather than a cognitive level (Adder, 1993).

A working conceptualisation of ethos for this study was therefore: ethos is the 

experience or perception of an organisation’s culture. Interestingly, this view is 

supported in a published restatement of why the Catholic Church provides schools, 

Stock (2012, pi 8) offers the following understanding of what is a Catholic ethos, ‘It 

[ethos] refers to the characteristic conduct of an individual human group of people, the 

distinctive spirit of a culture or an era that can be objectively described and personally 

experienced’

2.6 Defining the components of an ethos or experienced culture

If it is accepted that ethos is essentially experienced or a perceived culture then an 

appropriate question might be: can the experience of ethos be measured? Also if it is 

accepted that a school’s ethos is unique and is shaped by the school’s history, beliefs, 

values and traditions; can these cultural norms be discerned in the ethos experienced by 

the pupils?

This conceptualisation suggests that the school culture mediates a range of experiences 

perceived as ethos and if these experiences can be measured it provides a means of 

investigating dimensions of school ethos.

As mentioned in the introduction, schools and school sectors in their prospectuses, and 

governing body documents often speak of the importance of ethos, and try to describe 

features or components of the ethos specific to their school. Such documents provide a 

reference source of what Donnelly (2000. pi 34) describes as the ‘officially prescribed 

school ethos’. A survey of various documents from a number of school providers in 

Great Britain to discover the key elements of ‘official ethos’ in these sectors reveals a
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range of ethos indicators or components of ethos experienced by pupils. These are 

tabulated at Table 2.2.

A range of common indicators of ethos emerges which include: pupil morale - a sense 

of belonging and contentment; a positive learning environment; pastoral care provision; 

special needs provision; a behaviour policy shaped by belief and values; a mission 

statement; community links; and spiritual / religious dimensions.

The working conceptualisation of ethos for this study was: ethos is the experience or 

perception of an organisation’s culture. On this model the various components of ethos 

for example: a sense of belonging, the positive learning environment, the pastoral care 

provision etc., can be associated with experiences of the school culture. This is 

illustrated in Figure 2.2
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Table 2.2: Components of ethos in three official school sector documents in GB

Scottish Office 
indicators of ethos 
(Scottish Office, 
2005)

Church of England - - 
aspects of school life 
contributing to ethos 
(National Society,
2013b)

Outward signs of a 
Catholic school’s ethos. 
(Stock, 2012)

Common
components of ethos 
experienced by 
pupils.

Pupil morale, 
sense of identity 
and pride in the

Founding trust deed 
reference to Catholic 
identity

Pupil morale - sense 
of belonging and 
contentment

school
The school Quality of building and Buildings to meet the Positive learning
environment its environment. needs of teacher and environment
Reception and Adequate resources. learner. Symbols and
atmosphere

The learning

Presence of Christian 
symbols

High quality education

icons of the Catholic 
faith manifested

context - ethos of 
achievement
Equality and Special needs provision Provision for pastoral Special needs
fairness and special educational 

needs
provision

Pupils’ behaviour Classroom behaviour - Behaviour policies Behaviour policy
and discipline discipline policy in based on ethics rooted shaped by belief and

context of Christian 
values.

in Gospel values values

Information to Mission statement Mission statement Mission statement
parents
School leadership Staff / governor prayers 

at meetings
Practising Catholic 
Foundation governors 
and senior leadership.

Links with local 
community

Links with the parish 
community

Community links

PSHE in context of Liturgical celebrations Spiritual / religious
Christian values. 
Relationships with local 
church. Structured and 
managed policy on 
spiritual, social, moral 
and cultural 
development

and daily prayers. RE in 
accordance with the 
norms of the Catholic 
church. Culture of 
vocation. Chaplaincy 
visits. Charitable 
outreach.

dimensions
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Figure 2.2 : A figurative illustration of a conceptualisation of school ethos as the experienced / 

perceived culture of the school

SCHOOL
CULTURE Generates experiences 

discerned by pupils / 
parents / visitors as
SCHOOL ETHOS

A range of pupil 
experiences 
contributing 
towards spiritual 
development

Various components of 
school ethos experienced 
include:
Spiritual / religious 
aspects
Sense of belonging; 
Positive learning 
environment;
Pastoral care;
Special needs provision; 
Behaviour policy; 
Mission statement 
Community links 
(See Table 2.2)

Underlying dimensions of 
school culture:
(According to Deal and 
Peterson (1999) - Table 2.1)

Vision, values, beliefs, 
assumptions.
Rituals, traditions and 
ceremonies.
History and stories. 
Architecture, artifacts and 
symbols.

This association with culture in this way provided a method of studying the effects of 

ethos on various aspects of teaching and learning. Hence this study used the lens of 

school culture as a way to examine the relationship of ethos with spiritual development. 

Schein (1992) and Deal and Peterson (1999) offer a model of culture with a number of 

key dimensions (Table 2.1). These were associated with various aspects of spiritual 

development, and operationalised as an instrument for measuring the experience of 

culture (ethos) - see Chapter Three.

2.7 Summary and general research goals

This chapter has explored difficulties in the conceptualisation of‘school ethos’ and 

traced confusions existing with various associated terms including school culture, 

climate and atmosphere. Following a review of empirical studies engaging a variety of 

these terms, a working conceptualisation of ethos as the experience or perception of an
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organisation’s culture is proposed. Reference to official documents of school owners 

allowed the key components of school ethos to be identified including spiritual / 

religious aspects. This approach enabled a theoretical model of school culture to be 

utilised to examine the relationship of school ethos with spiritual development.

The general research question proposed in chapter one was: what is the relationship 

between the spiritual development of pupils and the ethos of a school? In order to 

address gaps identified in the foregoing review of school ethos as it relates to spiritual 

development of pupils, the following research goals are proposed:

1. To develop a definition of school ethos by devising a scale that identifies its core 

dimensions relating to spiritual development;

2. To empirically test and validate the scale;

3. To explore how school ethos relates to the spiritual development of pupils at 

primary school level;

4. To examine how the relationship is mediated by other contributory variables.

In Chapters One and Two literature reviews of spiritual development and school ethos 

have identified an approach to examining the effect of school ethos on the spiritual 

development of school pupils. It is proposed to do this through the lens of a school 

cultural model, where school ethos is understood as the experience of school culture. In 

the next chapter (methodology), by mapping the two theoretical models referred to in 

the foregoing literature reviews, a series of indicators of school ethos contributing to 

spiritual development are identified which lead to the development of a scale measuring 

school ethos.
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CHAPTER THREE

Methodology

3.1 Introduction

The purpose of this research is to undertake a study of the relationship between the 

spiritual development of pupils and school ethos across a range of schools in Northern 

Ireland. To address this, a survey approach was employed which enabled data from a 

large sample of pupils in a wide range of schools to be collected and analysed.

Statistical analysis allowed consideration of a range of variables contributing to spiritual 

development.

This chapter outlines the development of a theoretically-informed research 

questionnaire and the use of survey techniques to apply the questionnaire to pupils aged 

10-11 years in a random and clustered sample of schools in Northern Ireland. Firstly, 

the two concepts of spiritual development and ethos were mapped together to find 

points of intersection of the spiritual development of pupils and their experience of the 

school culture (ethos). Items within a pupil questionnaire were then operationalised to 

create a scale (ethos scale). A separate existing scale of spiritual well-being was also 

identified and employed as a measure of individual pupil’s spiritual development.

Secondly, a research questionnaire combining these two scales was developed and after 

ethical approval, piloted with groups of school pupils. From analysis of the pilot data, a 

reduced item ethos scale was deduced by examination of the reliability and validity of 

the scale. After some further checks and adjustments a full research instrument was 

prepared for use in the main study.
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Fourthly, a rationale was developed for sampling schools within three school 

management types (Controlled, Catholic Maintained and Integrated) from the wider 

schools’ system in Northern Ireland. This was followed by a calculation of the sample 

size, an explanation of the method used to achieve a randomised clustered sample of 

schools and the method of administering the questionnaire among primary 7 (P7) 

classes in the sampled schools.

Lastly, the data at school level was analysed statistically to assess representativeness of 

primary schools in Northern Ireland by management type; Education and Library Board 

(ELB); enrolment; and free school meal (FSM) entitlement and then at pupil level by 

gender; school location and level of church attendance.

3.2 Mapping aspects of spiritual development with school ethos (experienced 

culture)

In Chapter One, five domains or themes of spirituality were identified as a model for 

describing a broad understanding of human spirituality (Alexander and McLaughlin, 

2003). This model provided a series of indicators to consider the spiritual development 

of pupils as they progress through school. For reference the five themes are:

Theme 1 - Search for meaning

Theme 2 - Cultivation of inner space

Theme 3 - Manifestations of spirituality in life

Theme 4 - Distinct response to the natural and human world

Theme 5 - Collective / communal

In Chapter Two a conceptualisation of ethos has been used which understood it as an 

experience of the culture of an organisation. Considering ethos in this way enabled the 

application of a four level model of school culture (Deal and Peterson, 1999) to examine 

how school ethos might mediate its effects upon spiritual development. The four 

dimensions of culture on this model are:

(1) Vision, values, beliefs, norms and assumptions
(a) A shared understanding of a mission and purpose of education
(b) An understanding of what is valuable or excellent
(c) An understanding about the world around us
(d) Behavioural norms for staff and students
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(e) Assumptions about students

(2) Rituals, traditions and ceremonies
(a) Meaningful processes and daily routines
(b) Daily assembly /Final assembly

(3) History and stories
(a) Critical incidents / emotional events
(b) Stories of events and people of the past

(4) Architecture, artefacts and symbols
(a) The quality of the learning environment
(b) School mottos and badges / Pupil wall displays

Appendix I outlines the mapping of the five themes of spirituality with the four 

dimensions of school culture. Using this method, questions were devised (Appendix I, 

Table A3.1) which fitted into the cross-referenced categories and probed how pupil 

experience of the culture of school has contributed towards spiritual development. In 

doing this, reference was also made to official documents available for each sector 

outlining the expected outcomes of spiritual development expected in the various 

schools (Appendix I, Table A3.la). These questions became items within a pupil 

questionnaire for this study. Some questions were phrased in the negative, as is 

common practice, to interrupt patterns of responses. Questions were carefully composed 

with pupils of P7 age group in mind. Part of the rationale for choosing P7 pupils was a 

deduction that this group, having entered their final year of primary education, would be 

able to reflect upon their full primary school experience.

To check the distribution of questions selected for the pilot survey it was helpful to 

tabulate them within a matrix of aspects of spiritual development mapped with 

dimensions of school culture. The matrix and details regarding its composition are 

shown at Table A3.2 in Appendix II. At this stage, a series of questions was devised 

which queried the contribution of school ethos to the spiritual development of pupils. 

After piloting and refinement this became the ethos scale for the purposes of this study.

3.3 Developing the pilot questionnaire

The indicator questions developed in Table A3.1 (Appendix I) for each of the five 

dimensions of spiritual development according to the theoretical model being applied 

were randomly mixed and operationalised with responses on a Likert scale (Q4-59).
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Pupils could respond within a five point scale YES - ‘strongly agree’ through to NO - 

‘strongly disagree’. The full questionnaire consisted of four sections: Section A - 

Introduction; Section B - ‘About You’ - three questions regarding gender, location and 

church or place of worship attendance; Section C - 56 questions relating to the 

experiences of spiritual development contributed to by the school ethos (perceived 

culture); Section D - A scale measuring pupil spiritual development (see below at 

Section 3.3.1). The complete pilot questionnaire is found at Appendix IV. The purpose 

of running the pilot was: to check the ease of use of the questionnaire, to test the 

reliability of the indicator questions in order to narrow these down to a smaller number 

and to gain some idea of the time required for completion.

3.3.1 Finding a suitable scale measuring spiritual development

There is a wide range of scales within the literature under the general heading of 

‘measures of religiosity’, (Hill and Hood, 1999). These include scales which measure: 

religious belief and practice; religious attitudes; religious orientation; religious 

development; religious commitment and involvement; religious experience; religious 

values; religiousness; spirituality and mysticism and concepts of God. To ascertain what 

is the relationship between the spiritual development of pupils and aspects of the ethos 

of the school requires finding a scale which measures the spiritual development of 

pupils at that point in their education. The closest type of measures available proved to 

be those under the heading of ‘spirituality or spiritual well-being’.

A review of the various existing scales of spiritual well-being disclosed that they are 

based on distinct theoretical models of spirituality. Three scales were identified for 

possible use whose theoretical model was close to the one selected for this study. One 

uses a two dimensional model and two use a four-dimensional model for spiritual well

being. On closer examination, however, each overlaps with the Alexander and 

McLaughlin (2003) framework to a significant extent.

Option 1: Spiritual well-being scale (SWBS) - Paloutzian and Ellison (1982).This 

comprises two subscales or dimensions: Religious well-being (RWB) - one’s 

perception of well-being in ordinary religious language and Existential well-being 

(EWB) - one’s perception of well-being in existential terms.

50



This scale seems to overlap with themes 1, 2 and 3 of Alexander and McLaughlin 

(2003) but not with themes 4 or 5. From the literature this 20-item scale has been found 

to be reliable (Alpha in the range 0.8 - 0.9). The validity has been analysed by factor 

analysis with results which showed that the 20 items yield factors that correspond to the 

two subscales. It also correlates to other measures it might be associated with, for 

example, loneliness, self-confidence, religious orientation. The authors report 300 

requests for its uses in their 1991 manual.

Option 2: Spiritual well-being questionnaire (SWBQ) - also known as SHALOM 

(Spiritual health and life orientation measure). This has been developed initially for 

secondary school pupils by Fisher (1998). It is based on a four domain model of 

spiritual well-being: personal (P); communal (C); environmental (E); transcendental 

(T). The ‘T’ domain corresponds to strands 1 and 2 of Alexander and McLaughlin 

(2003), ‘P’, ‘E’ and ‘C’ with strands 3, 4 and 5 respectively.

This scale has been developed in a study using a wide range of participants (Gomez and 

Fisher, 2002) and has been reduced to a 20-item scale with factor analysis. It has also 

been correlated to the SWBS of Paloutzian and has a Cronbach’s alpha range of 0.79 - 

0.89 in each domain. There is considerable overlap of the four domains with Alexander 

and McLaughlin (2003). This scale has been used in a wide variety of study samples: 

school; university; teachers; medical doctors; church attendees; industry; abused 

women; troubled youth and alcoholics (Fisher, 2010). The scale was however designed 

for use by post-primary pupils and a question remains if the items are phrased in 

language appropriate for 10-11 year-old pupils who are the focus of this study.

Option 3: Feeling good - living life questionnaire. (FGLL). This has been developed by 

Fisher (2004) from his work on SHALOM as a measure for primary school pupils aged 

5-12 years. It has been developed using the four domains of SWBQ and adapted for a 

younger group of children. The final version has two 16-item sections assessing the 

ideal (feeling good) and lived expression (living life). He conducted his research on 

developing the measure with 1,080 students in 14 schools in Western Australia. The 

Alpha reliability ranged from 0.7 to 0.84 in the four factors. The full scale is shown in 

Appendix III.
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Email contact was made with Dr J Fisher (Research Fellow, School of Nursing, 

University of Ballarat Victoria, Australia). Dr Fisher indicated that although no 

published articles have as yet appeared the scale has been requested by a number of 

researchers.

After consideration of these three options, it was decided to use the FGLL scale, for the 

following reasons: it has been designed specifically for use with primary age pupils; it 

has a high alpha reliability; it has a theoretical model which is close to that of Alexander 

and McLaughlin (2003) and is based on the well established and widely reported 

SHALOM scale of spiritual well-being.

This FGLL scale has two parts - an ‘ideal’ and a ‘lived experience’ of spiritual well

being. It was decided for the purposes of this study to use the ‘lived experience’ section 

only as a measure of the spiritual development of a pupil for two reasons. Firstly, 

because ‘lived experience’ of spiritual well-being seemed close to the required measure 

of pupils’ spiritual development, and secondly it kept the number of questions in the 

questionnaire to a manageable level for pupils of this age group.

Two small adjustments were made to the scale to place it into the religious and cultural 

context of Northern Ireland. Firstly, to the question ‘Do you go for a walk in the park?’ 

was added ‘or countryside’ to reflect the rural nature of many schools in Northern 

Ireland. Secondly, the question ‘Do you know God as a friend?’ was used rather than 

‘Do you know your God as a friend?’ This was to reflect the majority Christian faith 

belief system in Northern Ireland (less than 1% reported faiths other than Christianity 

during the 2011 Census (NI Executive, 2012)). These amendments to the FGLL scale 

were agreed with the originator and permission was given to use the scale. It was 

inserted as Section D within the pupil survey

3.3.2 Ethical considerations

In advance of field work, a proposal for the research was submitted to the Queen’s 

University School of Education Ethics Committee. The proposal included copies of (a) 

a letter to school principals seeking permission for the P7 class to participate in the 

research and (b) a letter to parents seeking permission for their child to complete the 

questionnaire. The active consent of parents was sought requiring those consenting to
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return a reply slip to the class teacher in advance of the administration of the 

questionnaire. Parents were informed of the nature of the questionnaire and that their 

child would also be given an opportunity to consent to take part. Principals were also 

forwarded a copy of the questionnaire and letters to both principals and parents 

emphasised that the questionnaire would be completed anonymously and that neither 

the school nor the child would be identified in anything written about the research. 

Assurance was also given about the secure storage and retention of the completed 

questionnaires. Copies of letters seeking consent are shown at Appendix V.

Ethics approval for the research was received (Appendix V) with a proviso that the 

questionnaire provided for the children’s active consent; that is, they opt-in rather than 

opt-out. The questionnaire was adjusted to enable pupils to give this consent at the 

outset of completing the survey. The researcher also obtained an AccessNI Enhanced 

Disclosure Check prior to the research phase which returned no background information 

to debar working with children.

3.4 Administering the pilot

The pilot questionnaire was issued to five schools (163 pupils) representing three 

management types - two Controlled, two Catholic Maintained and one Controlled 

Integrated. The pilot schools were selected for convenience from four of the Education 

and Library Board areas and located near to the researcher’s work and home. Letters 

were sent to the principals inviting their permission for primary seven pupils to 

participate in the study and active consent was obtained from the parents / guardians 

using an information letter and reply slip. Questionnaires were delivered to the schools 

and administered by the class teacher to pupils whose parents had given consent. 

Principals informed the researcher that no difficulties were reported by the pupils or 

teacher in undertaking the survey which on average took pupils 15-20 minutes to 

complete. The responses for each pupil were then coded and inputted into SPSS.

3.5 Reliability tests using pilot data

Preliminary checks were made on the data to ensure consistency and that missing data 

was coded appropriately. A number of questions which were phrased in the negative 

were reverse coded. The questions associated with the five aspects of spiritual
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development were grouped together as five sub-scales and reliability analysis 

undertaken upon each, using the option in SPSS to compute the reliability of the scale 

with each individual item removed. By removing each item in sequence the scale could 

be reduced to the five items which proved the most reliable. The reduced list of 

questions in each sub-scale is shown in Table 3.3.

The reliability values of these sub-scales proved to be close to the accepted acceptable 

value of > 0.700. It was decided that they were sufficiently reliable to proceed with 

factor analysis of each.

Table 3.3: Reduced list of sub-scale questions following reliability analysis

Aspect of spiritual development Reduced items 
comprising the sub
scale

Cronbach’s alpha value after 
reducing to a five item scale 
and maximising for 
reliability

A - Search for meaning Q13, 26, 33, 49,55 0.795

B - Cultivation of inner space Q25, 28, 29, 48*, 57 0.792** (0.785)

C - Manifestations of spirituality

in life

Q15, 20, 31, 37, 51 0.697

D - Distinctive response to the 
natural and human world

Q16, 21, 27, 50,58 0.740

E - Collective / communal Q9, 17*, 32, 52,59 0.734** (0.724)

All sub-scales A-E All 25 items after testing

and amendment

0.839

*These questions were subsequently replaced in order to ensure better coverage of dimensions (Q48 by 
Q6 and Q17 by Q30) - see revision explanation in Appendix XII.

**These values reduced slightly as indicated following a revision of questions within the sub-scales for 
better coverage of dimensions.

3.6 Factor analysis and other checks of the pilot data

Each reduced sub-scale (A-E) was submitted to factor analysis using SPSS with 

principal components and varimax rotation. Results of total variance explained, a scree 

plot and a component matrix for each are found at Appendix VI. Upon examination of 

these it was possible to conclude that each sub-scale had only one underlying factor.
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Checks were completed on each sub-scale to discern how much their frequency 

distributions approximated to a normal distribution. Histograms illustrating frequency 

distributions of Mean A, Mean B, Mean C, Mean D and Mean E are found at Appendix 

VII. Some of these displayed some attributes of a normal distribution albeit with a small 

data set.

3.6.1: Checking reliability and validity of the overall scale:

Pearson’s correlations were undertaken to see how these five variables were correlated 

to one another. The results of these correlations are shown at Appendix VIII and all 

were found to be significant at the 0.01 level.

Next, the reliability for the combined ethos scale was checked; this yielded a 

Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.839. Factor analysis of the combined scale was undertaken; 

results are shown in Appendix IX. The results indicated that the there appeared to be 

potentially five factors with one predominant factor.

Finally a new variable was created ‘Meanscore’ = mean of Mean A, Mean B, Mean C, 

Mean D and Mean E. Meanscore representing a pupil’s score on the school ethos scale. 

A frequency histogram of Meanscore for cases in the pilot survey is displayed at 

Appendix X and it displays in part characteristics of a normal distribution. Lastly, the 

five sub-scale mean scores: Mean A, Mean B, Mean C, Mean D and Mean E were 

subjected to factor analysis and appeared to indicate one underlying factor. The results 

are shown at Appendix XI.

3.6.2 Finalising questions in the research instrument

Following the reliability checks on each sub-scale reduced to five items, these were 

placed into the spiritual development - school culture dimensions matrix to check 

coverage of themes. To enhance coverage two questions were substituted and reliability 

checked again and the change in reliability found to be minimal. Table A3.4 in 

Appendix XII shows the revised matrix and gives details a rationale for question 

substitution.

55



3.7 Testing the reliability and validity of the scale of Spiritual well-being

Q60 - Q75 within the pilot questionnaire are 16 items of part two of the Fisher scale of 

spiritual well-being (FGLL). This pre-existing scale is a measure of the spiritual 

development of the pupil. Reliability checks on the Fisher scale using pilot data 

returned a Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.786.

Factor analysis was applied to all 16 items to check the validity of the scale. The results 

of variance explained, scree plot and component matrix are found at Appendix XIII. 

Examination of this analysis shows that while there is one strong component there are 

several (four) other components discemable. This may reflect the four dimensions of 

spirituality used within the Fisher theoretical model. Overall it was decided that the 

scale could still be used as its reliability value was close to the minimum commonly 

accepted value of 0.700. A frequency distribution of Mean SWB is displayed at 

Appendix X and it displays in part characteristics of a normal distribution.

3.7.1: Consideration of other variables

Independent 11+ transfer tests are taken by some pupils in P7; the results achieved by 

pupils are used by Grammar schools in Northern Ireland as part of their admission 

criteria. During the pilot data collection it was found that seeking the percentage of 

pupils taking the transfer tests proved difficult. It had been hoped that this might act as a 

proxy socio- economic measure as generally there is a correlation between social 

disadvantage and the choice to take the transfer test. Some principals were uneasy about 

sharing such sensitive information given the present impasse in the education system 

about transfer at 11+. It was felt that for the main research questionnaire, using the 

school’s free school meals quotient (%FSM) was probably the most effective measure 

of social disadvantage of pupils in the school.
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3.8 Final items in research questionnaire - school ethos scale

The reduced number of items were placed randomly into Section C of the questionnaire 

and renumbered. The final matrix of questions with new numbering is shown at Table 

3.5.

Table 3.5: Final research questionnaire items tabulated in Spiritual development - 
school culture dimensions matrix

Dimensions of Spiritual development themes
school culture

A. A search B. The C. D. E.
for meaning cultivation Manifestations Distinctive Collective
and of inner of spirituality responses to or
significance 
in life

space in life aspects of 
the natural 
and human 
world

communal
dimension

1 Vision, values, 
beliefs, norms 
and assumptions

Q27, 21, 14,
9, 25

Q17 Q19, 11,5,4, 
24

Q13, 16, 12, 
28, 20

2 Rituals, 
traditions and 
ceremonies

Q23, 6, 15, 
10

Q7, 26,

3 History and 
stories

Q22

4 Architecture, 
artefacts and 
symbols

Q8, 18

The final items comprising the ethos scale with new numbering can be grouped by 

spirituality theme / subscale (A-E) and are shown at Table 3.6
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Table 3.6: Final items in the ethos scale (Section C) of the research questionnaire arranged by 
spirituality theme / subscale (A-E).

A A search for meaning and significance in life
Q25 School has not helped us to see why having faith is important.
Q27 In school we have learnt that God cares for us.
Q 21 School has not helped us grow stronger in our faith.
Q 9 School has not helped us to be happy in life.
Q 14 School has helped us learn about our beliefs.

B. Cultivation of inner space, prayer etc
Q 15 In school assembly we are taught to thank God for his blessings.
Q 6 In school assembly we say prayers for people in need.
Q 23 In school assembly we ask for God’s help in our prayers.
Q 17 In school assembly we have learnt stories of people of faith who have

done wonderful things for God
Q 10 In school assembly we learn important things about our faith.

C. Spirituality in life, basic orientations
Q 5 In school we have learnt to treat others as we would wish to be treated.
Q 19 School has helped us find a sense of inner calm.
Q 11 School has shown us that faith helps us live a good life.
Q 4 School has taught us to live peacefully with others.
Q 24 Teachers are especially caring towards pupils in times of sadness or 

difficulty.

D. Distinct responses to the natural and human world 
Q 12 In school we have learnt that all life is precious.
Q 13 School has not encouraged us to marvel at the beauty of the world around 

us.
Q 28 School encourages us to look at our world and think about God.
Q 20 School has taught us to thank God for our families.
Q 16 School has taught us that this world and all people belong to God.

E. Collective / communal dimension
Q 7 We have learnt that our school has its own special traditions at different 

times of the year.
Q 22 In school we have collected money to bring help after natural disasters 

like earthquakes or floods
Q 18 Learning in this school building is something we will remember fondly.
Q 8 This school has symbols on display which show what we believe.
Q 26 Saying prayers together is an important part of school life.
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The full final research questionnaire is found at Appendix XIV. This comprises four 

sections: A - Introduction; B - About you; C - Ethos scale; D - Fisher scale of spiritual 

well-being;

3.9 Sampling

A key aim of this study is to test for differences between the ethos of schools; in 

Northern Ireland, it is management type that tends to define the main overall differences 

in ethos between schools. The various management types can be grouped in the 

following way:

Controlled schools are under the management of the local Education and Library Board 

(ELB) and comprise schools which are historically linked to Protestant Churches and 
predominantly attended by children from a Protestant background. In the early 20th 

century Church of Ireland (Anglican), Presbyterian and Methodist Churches transferred 

their schools into state control. Catholic Maintained schools are owned and managed by 

the Catholic Church and attended predominantly by children from a Catholic 

background. Integrated schools are relatively recent in origin (from the 1970s) and arose 

out of a parental desire for children from a Protestant and Catholic background to be 

taught together. Integrated schools can be of two types: Grant Maintained (GMI) where 

a new school is established to meet a need for such schooling in an area and Controlled 

Integrated (Cl) where a previous Controlled school transforms to Integrated status. 

These two types of schools have different governance but their key values are the same 

- that is, principally as Integrated schools. ‘Other Maintained’ schools is a small group 

which includes 23 Irish Medium schools, three Church of Ireland-managed and one 

Presbyterian-managed schools. Table 3.7 shows the distribution of schools and pupils 

across various management types in Northern Ireland using data from the Department 

of Education published in 2012.
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Table 3.7: Primary schools data and pupil enrolments across Northern Ireland by management 
type.

Management type Number of primary 
schools*

Pupil enrolments*

Controlled 378 71,224
Catholic Maintained 392 71,603
Controlled Integrated 19 3,209
(Cl)
Grant Maintained 23 5,316
Integrated (GMI)
Sub-total 812 151,352
Other Maintained 27 2,388
Preparatory 15 1,954
Total 854 155,694
*Source: DE (2013)

Upon examination of data of schools by management type across Northern Ireland it 

was decided to focus on three management types: Controlled, Catholic Maintained and 

Integrated schools. It was decided to treat GMI and Cl schools as one category of 

Integrated schools because the most significant element of all these schools is that they 

share the fundamental values and goals of the Integrated schools movement.

It was also decided to omit ‘Other Maintained’ and Preparatory departments of 

Voluntary Grammar schools from the study. It was felt that Irish Medium schools were 

likely to have a distinctive collective ethos reflecting their linguistic approach of 

teaching the curriculum. Due to the pressures of time, resources and the small number 

of schools involved, it has not been possible to focus upon such schools in this study. 

However, this may be an area which would benefit from future research.

It was felt also that the groups of four Protestant church schools and 15 Preparatory 

schools were too small in number to be included.

3.9.1 Sample size calculation

The chief concern here is with balancing the need to have sufficient schools of each 

type to allow multilevel comparisons with the pressure of time and costs. As a rule of 

thumb for multilevel modelling, the requirement is to have at least 30 higher-level units 

(schools) overall. Within this, because of the intention to compare three different types 

of school and their respective effects, it was important to aim for at least 20 schools in

60



each category to develop reliable estimates for each type of school. A key focus in this 

study is the comparison between types of schools hence there is not a requirement to 

seek a fully representative sample of schools, rather the priority is to have sufficient 

schools of each school type in the sample to allow the multilevel modelling.

Table 3.8: Pupil and schools’ distribution in NI by management type along with the sampled 

pupil and schools’ distribution

Controlled
schools

Maintained
schools

Controlled 
Integrated and 
Grant Maintained 
Integrated schools

Total

NI Primary pupils (PI-7)* 71,224 71,603 8,525 151,352
P7 pupils (est.)** 10,175 10,229 1218 21,622
Number of schools 378 392 42 812

Target sample of schools 20 20 20 60
Sample of schools 17 17 12 46
obtained
Sample of pupils obtained 347 362 198 907

■"Source: DE (2013)

** In NI, pupils in class primary 7 are aged between 10 and 11 years.

3.9.2 Achieving a random sample of schools

In order to achieve a target random sample of 60 schools with 20 in each of the three 

management categories, the following method was applied. Using data on pupils 

attending primary schools in Northern Ireland 2011/12 (Table 3.8) obtained from the 

DE statistical information section, schools in the three management types were 

identified and then numbered as individual cases. It was decided to omit from the 

sampling schools with an enrolment of 40 or fewer pupils (approximately 6% of all 

schools). It was felt that such schools would have very small (and likely composite) 

classes which could limit the return rate of consent forms and hence produce a very 

small and possibly unrepresentative number of pupil surveys completed.

A random sample was obtained using SPSS; by organising the schools into three lists 

and then randomly selecting 20 from each using SPSS. Each school in the randomly 

selected list of schools for each management type was sent a letter and a copy of the 

research questionnaire from the researcher requesting the consent of the principal to
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undertake the research with the P7 class(es) in the school during the month of June 

2012. Also enclosed with this letter was a letter to parents (Appendix VI) seeking active 

consent for the participation of their children. Both letters had earlier received approval 

by the QUB School of Education ethics approval committee. See details of ethical 

considerations above at Section 3.3.2.

Shortly afterwards the researcher telephoned each school within the three random 

sample sets and sought the permission of the principal to undertake the research. If a 

number of schools declined to participate in the research the random procedure 

described above was re-run to seek an alternative group of replacement schools. The 

researcher also sought the endorsement of senior officials for each sector of schools 

who encouraged participation by email to their schools. This helped to secure 

participation of some schools that were initially uncertain about engaging with the 

research project.

Table 3.9 below shows the response rate of schools agreeing to participate after several 

weeks of contact with the principals.

Table 3.9: Response rate of schools agreeing to participate by management type

School type Number of schools 
approached

Number agreeing to 
participate

Response rate 
(%)

Controlled 32 17 53.1
Catholic Maintained 30 17 56.6
Integrated 27 12 44.4
All 89 46 51.7

3.9.3 Administering the research questionnaire

Principals of schools from the randomly select lists, who agreed to allow pupils to 

participate, were posted an appropriate number of copies of both the parental consent 

letter and the research questionnaire. A number of principals of mostly larger schools 

opted to receive the documentation by email and agreed to copy the required number of 

letters and pupil surveys. Schools were asked to distribute the parents’ letter to all P7 

pupils requesting return as soon as possible.
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After a number of days to allow for return of consent forms, the class teacher then 

administered the pupil survey to the group of pupils whose parents consented (see Table 

3.10 for percentage survey return), during class at a convenient time. The teachers were 

permitted to read out the instructions at the beginning of the pupil survey and assist 

pupils who may have had difficulty understanding the questions. Teachers reported few 

difficulties with the questions save a small number who felt that they had to explain 

carefully to pupils the questions phrased in the negative. The schools then informed the 

researcher when the surveys were completed and arrangements were made for their 

collection.

3.10 Description of the data set at school level

Although parents of all P7 pupils in participating schools received a letter inviting their 

child’s participation, not all parents consented. As a result the number of pupils 

participating is smaller than the class size. Table 3.10 shows the mean survey return 

from sampled schools by management type and is a measure of participation. This 

demonstrates that proportionately the range of participation in Controlled and Catholic 

Maintained schools was broadly similar. There was, however, a slightly lower 

participation among pupils in Integrated schools.

Table 3.10: Survey return from sampled schools by management type.

Management type No. of P7 pupils in 
sampled schools

No. of pupil surveys 
returned

(%) pupil survey 
return

Controlled 560 347 62.0
Catholic Maintained 651 362 55.6
Integrated 436 198 45.4

All 1647 907 55.1

Table 3.11 below shows the distribution of the 46 participating schools by management 

type. It should be understood that because of the intention to use multilevel modelling 

in this research there is a technical requirement within the software for a minimum total 

of 30 schools. Hence there was a necessity to seek as great a number of schools in the 

sample as possible, within the limits of time and expense. As explained earlier it was
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decided to seek the participation of 20 schools from each of the Controlled, Catholic 

Maintained and Integrated sectors. The final totals of schools engaged in the research 

being 17, 17 and 12 respectively.

The representation of Controlled and Maintained schools in the sample, both at 37%, 

fairly reflects their relative representation in Northern Ireland (44.3% and 45.9% 

respectively). It should however be noted that although Integrated schools have a 

slightly lower representation (26% of the sample), this over-represents their presence 

among Northern Ireland schools (4.9%). Again it is recalled that a key focus in this 

study is the comparison between types of schools using multilevel modelling, hence a 

requirement to seek a sufficient number of schools of each management type rather than 

seek a fully representative sample of schools.

Table 3.11: Distribution of sampled schools by management type with Northern Ireland 

comparisons

Management type Schools in 
sample

Schools in 
sample (%)

Primary schools 
in NI*

Primary schools 
in NI (%)

Controlled 17 37.0 378 44.3
Catholic Maintained 17 37.0 392 45.9
Integrated 12 26.0 42 4.9
Other - - 42 4.9

Total 46 100.0 854 100.0
* Source: DE (2013)

Table 3.12 below outlines the sample distribution by Area Board and shows that there is 

a good geographical representation of schools across Northern Ireland. The 

representation of primary schools in each Board in the sample is within 7.5% of their 

representation across Northern Ireland. The percentage of schools from the BELB 

(8.7%) is the least; however this is close to the Northern Ireland representation of 

primary schools from this Board area (10.3%).
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Table 3.12: Distribution of sampled schools by Education and Library Board Area (ELB) with 
Northern Ireland comparisons

Education and Library Schools in Schools in Primary schools Primary schools 
Board (ELB) sample sample (%) in NI* in NI (%)

North Eastern Education 
and Library Board 
(NEELB)

8 17.4 209 24.5

Southern Education and 
Library Board (SELB)

15 32.6 222 26.0

South Eastern Education 
and Library Board 
(SEELB)

11 23.9 152 17.8

Western Education and 
Library Board (WELB)

8 17.4 183 21.4

Belfast Education and 
Library Board (BELB)

4 8.7 88 10.3

Total 46 100.0 854 100.0

* Source: DE (2013)

The box plots at Figure 3.1 illustrate the range of enrolments of schools within the 

sample by management type. The level of the Northern Ireland median enrolment (154) 

is also indicated and illustrates the preponderance of small rural schools in the Northern 

Ireland schools’ system historically linked to the Controlled and Catholic Maintained 

sectors.

These box plots show that that the Northern Ireland median enrolment intersects the 

inter-quartile range of sampled schools in the Controlled sector (median value 203), 

giving an indication of its representativeness of Controlled school enrolments. However 

the medians for the Catholic Maintained and Integrated schools in the sample (255 and 

225 respectively) are well above the Northern Ireland median. The presence of greater 

numbers of larger schools in the Catholic Maintained and Integrated samples may partly 

be explained as a chance outcome of the random sampling. However, the Integrated 

sector is of relatively recent origin (except for a small number of schools which 

transformed from Controlled status) and has fewer small schools than the older 

Controlled and Catholic Maintained sectors. Also for reasons explained above at section 

3.9.2, a decision was taken to exclude from the sample schools below an enrolment of
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40. The variation in enrolment number and any effect on spiritual development can be 

‘controlled for’ within the statistical modelling being employed.

Figure 3.1: Box plots showing the range of enrolments in sampled schools by management type

600-

C 400“

200-

Controlled Catholic Maintained Integrated

Management Type

Primary schools in 
Northern Ireland Median 
enrolment = 154

The Free School Meals index is widely used as a proxy measure of the social and 

economic background of pupils. The box plots at Figure 3.2 show that the Northern 

Ireland FSM median (23.6%) intersects the inter-quartile ranges of the Controlled, 

Catholic Maintained and Integrated schools within the sample and demonstrate that the 

sample has a good representation of the regional social and economic mix of pupil 

background.
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Figure 3.2: Box plots showing the range of pupil entitlement to Free School Meals (FSM) in 
sampled schools by management type
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It can be seen from Figure 3.2 that there is considerable variation in the profile of FSM 

entitlement in each school type within the sample. The Integrated schools’ sample for 

example comprises the highest number of pupils entitled to Free School Meals i.e. a 

greater number of pupils from a lower socio-economic background. This may have an 

impact on the outcomes for spiritual development; however, this can be controlled for 

with the statistical modelling which follows.

3.11 Description of the data set at pupil level

A total of 907 pupil surveys were returned from the 46 participating schools. Section A 

of the questionnaire gathers information regarding each pupil: Gender (Ql) and 

description of home location (Q2). Table 3.13 shows the gender distribution of pupils in 

the sample (49.2% boys and 50.8% girls). It can be seen that this compares favourably 

with the mean values for primary schools in Northern Ireland (50.2% boys and 48.9% 

girls). In the sample girls very slightly out-number boys against the regional trend;
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however the differences between the sample values and mean values for Northern 

Ireland are just 1% for boys and less than 2% for girls.

Table 3.13: Distribution of pupils in the sample by gender

Gender Pupils in sample Pupils in sample 
(%)

Primary school pupils 
in NI (%)*

Boy 446 49.2 50.2
Girl 461 50.8 48.9

Total 907 100.0 100.0
* Source: DE (2013)

3.11.1 Pupil description of where they live

Pupils were asked to select a description of the place where they live. Table 3.14 

displays the distribution of responses (percentage of each gender) and shows that the 

modal response is ‘a small city or town’. It can also be seen that a greater proportion of 

pupils describe the place where they live as a rural or semi-rural.

Table 3.14: Percentage distribution of responses by gender to the question: Would you describe 
the place where you live as...?

Location
Gender A big city Near a A small A country A farm or a Don’t Total

big city city or village home in the know
town country

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

Boy 6.1 10.1 39.2 17.3 22.4 4.9 100.0
Girl 10.5 6.5 43.4 15.0 19.0 5.7 100.0
All 8.3 8.3 41.3 16.1 20.7 5.3 100.0
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Table 3.15: Percentage distribution of responses by school management type to the question:

Would you describe the place where you live as...?

School
management

type

Location

A big 
city

(%)

Near a 
big city

(%)

A small 
city or 
town

(%)

A
country
village
(%)

A farm or 
a home in 

the country 
(%)

Don’t
know

(%)

Total

(%)
Controlled 7.2 3.8 41.0 19.1 24.0 4.9 100.0

Maintained 7.5 12.4 32.9 16.0 24.0 7.2 100.0

Integrated 11.7 8.6 57.4 11.2 8.6 2.5 100.0
All 8.3 8.3 41.3 16.1 20.7 5.3 100.0

Table 3.15 shows that that the greater proportions of pupils describe the place where 

they live as a rural or semi-rural and that this description choice is evenly distributed 

across the three management types of schools.

3.11.2 Pupil assessment of their attendance at worship

Pupils were asked about the frequency of their attendance at church or a place of 

worship. It is hoped this might act as a proxy for the influence of the home in 

encouraging spiritual development of children through religious adherence and practice. 

From Table 3.16 it can be seen that 85% of all pupils responded that they attended 

church or a place of worship either often or sometimes. The responses for boys and girls 

are quite similar.

Table 3.16: Frequency distribution by gender of responses to the question: Do you go to a 
church or a place of worship?

Q3. Do you go to a church or a place of worship?

Often Sometimes Never Total
Girls (%) 47.4 39.7 12.9 100.0

Boys 42.2 40.7 17.1 100.0
All 44.9 40.2 15.0 100.0

Table 3.17 below shows the frequency distribution by management type of responses to 

the question about their attendance at church or a place of worship. It can be seen for 

example that 24.2% of pupils from Integrated schools responded that they attended
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‘often’ compared to 49.4% of pupils from Controlled schools and 51.8% of pupils from 

Catholic Maintained schools. Also that Integrated pupils are more likely to respond 

‘sometimes’ or ‘never’ than pupils from Controlled or Catholic Maintained schools.

Table 3.17: Percentage distribution by management type of responses to the question: Do you 
go to a church or a place of worship?

Q3. Do you go to a church or a place of worship? (%)

Often Sometimes Never Total*
Controlled 49.4 32.3 18.3 100.0

Catholic 51.8 43.5 4.7 100.0
Maintained

Integrated 24.2 48.0 27.8 100.0

All 44.9 40.2 15.0 100.0

*Rows may not sum to 100.0 due to rounding.

The pupil response to the question about their church attendance reflects a continuing 

religious adherence in society in Northern Ireland. It is difficult to find comparable 

attendance rates for Northern Ireland. The 2008 Northern Ireland Life and Times 

(NILT, 2008) survey had 11 categories of response to the question - how often did you 

attend religious services when you were around 11 or 12 years of age? Table 3.18 

shows an approximate comparison of the sample findings with the 2008 NILT findings 

for levels of church attendance.

Table 3.18: An approximate comparison of the sample response with the 2008 Northern Ireland 
Life and Times survey findings for levels of church attendance in Northern Ireland.

How often did you attend religious services 
when you were 11 or 12 years of age? %

Comparable sample category 
response

%
Less than once a year 2

About once or twice a year 3
Several times a year 14 t
About once a month 3 , 36

2-3 times a month 5 40.2 (Sometimes)
Nearly every week 14 J

Every week 47 44.9 (Often)
Several times a week 4

Can't say/Can't remember 3
Never 6 15.0 (Never)

All 100 100.0*
♦Totals do not add to 100 due to rounding
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The ‘often’ and ‘never’ categories in this study could be considered comparable with 

the NILT ‘every week’ and ‘never’ categories; however the study’s ‘sometimes’ 

category might conceivably cover a range of NILT survey categories, from ‘nearly 

every week’ to ‘several times year’. However on this simple comparison it is possible to 

confirm that the sample profile of church attendance is broadly representative of 

patterns in Northern Irish society.

3.12 Summary observations of the method and sample

It is important at this stage to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of the quantitative 

method being used in this study. The survey technique has the strength of enabling a 

wide range of pupils in a variety of school management types to be sampled and 

differences in school ethos and spiritual well-being scores explored and described. 

Quantitative methods also permit the effect of various variables contributing to spiritual 

development to be included in data analysis. In this way it is possible to tentatively 

suggest trends and make generalisations.

However, it must also be recognised that the scales are quite crude in design; for 

example, the sub-scales for spiritual well-being and school ethos scales having only four 

and five items respectively and the variable frequency of church attendance has only 

three categories. Hence it must be accepted that the precision of the measurements is 

quite limited and inferences made from analysis of data must be carefully qualified.

Schools in the sample are from a wide geographical range and fairly well represent the 

Northern Ireland distribution of schools by ELB and management types. Integrated 

schools are however deliberately overrepresented for a technical reason concerning the 

multilevel analysis to follow. It is accepted that the sample is however unintentionally 

weighted towards larger primary schools particularly from the Catholic Maintained and 

Integrated sectors. The FSM index for the schools by management type is close to the 

Northern Ireland levels and fairly represents the range of social and economic 

background of pupils in schools in Northern Ireland. The statistical modelling being 

used will however enable both of these variants to be controlled for. The sample’s pupil 

characteristics are close to anticipated proportions by gender, FSM, home location and
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church attendance. The following chapter proceeds to test the reliability and validity of 

the two scales.

3.13 Conclusion

In this section of the study a theoretically informed scale was devised which measures 

pupil experience of the school ethos contributing to their spiritual development. 

Alongside this an existing scale measuring pupil spiritual well-being was found and 

added to the ethos scale to form a pilot questionnaire. The two scales were verified for 

reliability and validity and from an examination of the performance of the ethos scale it 

was reduced to 25 items. A research questionnaire was then prepared and applied across 

a randomised and clustered sample of primary 46 schools (907 pupils) in a range of 

sectors in Northern Ireland. In the following chapters the scales are fully tested and 

described before the data is analysed using multilevel modelling techniques.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Testing the School ethos and Spiritual well-being scales

4.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the application of reliability and validity tests to the ethos scale 

developed in this study to measure pupil experience of aspects of school ethos 

contributing to spiritual development. The same tests are applied to an existing scale of 

spiritual well-being, created by Fisher (1998) and used in this study for correlation 

purposes, to measure pupils’ spiritual development. This is followed by a discussion of 

results of mean scores obtained from the sample on the ethos scale and its five subscales 

by gender, management type and ELB. A similar analysis is made of results of mean 

scores obtained for the Fisher spiritual well-being scale. Finally initial correlations 

between scores for the mean ethos scale and mean spiritual well-being scale are 

examined and reported.

4.2 Reliability tests on the ethos scale

It is recalled from earlier that there are five themes to the Alexander and McLaughlin 

(2003) model of spiritual development. Section B (Q4-28) of the research instrument 

seeks the response of pupils to items testing their experience of school culture (ethos) 

contributing to these five themes. The group of items or sub-scale in the pupil survey 

associated with each theme was selected and using SPSS, a reliability analysis was 

undertaken for each by computing its Cronbach Alpha value. The values for each sub

scale and the complete ethos scale are recorded in the Table 4.1 below.
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Table 4.1: Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for sub-scales and mean ethos scale

Spiritual development theme Items comprising 
sub-scale

Cronbach’s alpha

A - Search for meaning Q9, 14,21,25,27 0.711

B - Cultivation of inner space Q6, 10, 15, 17, 23 0.664

C - Manifestations of spirituality in life Q4,5 11,19, 24 0.679

D - Distinctive responses to the natural 
and human world

Q12, 13, 16, 20, 28 0.677

E - Collective / communal Q7, 8, 18, 22, 26 0.482

Ethos scale (all items) Q4-28 0.874

Cronbach’s alpha is a measure of the internal consistency or reliability of items in a 

group and an alpha coefficient of 0.7 or above is considered ‘acceptable’ in most social 

science situations. It can be seen that sub-scales A, B, C, and D have an alpha 

coefficient value close to 0.7 and might be termed ‘acceptable’. Sub-scale E has a value 

which is well below the ‘acceptable’ level and therefore must be treated with caution. 

However, the Cronbach’s Alpha value for the complete ethos scale (over all items Q4- 

28) yielded a value of 0.874 which satisfactorily exceeds the ‘acceptable’ level

4.3 Validity tests on the ethos sub-scales (A-E)

Before beginning further tests, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy 

for the research sample was computed by SPSS and found to be 0.907, which is held to 

be an adequate value to provide a stable factor solution. Factor analysis of each group of 

items is now required in order to check that it is measuring an underlying construct and 

is therefore a valid scale. This was undertaken using the dimension reduction feature in 

SPSS taking each sub-scale in turn and selecting the options ‘principal components and 

varimax reduction’. A selection of outputs from the factor analysis of each sub-scale is 

displayed below.
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Sub-scale A
Table 4.2: Total variance explained for sub-scale A

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 2.337 46.743 46.743
2 .909 18.170 64.914
3 .704 14.081 78.994
4 .567 11.333 90.327
5 .484 9.673 100.000

Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis

Table 4.2 above shows that component 1 accounts for 46.7% of the variance. Using 

Kaiser’s recommendation of selecting eignvalues >1, the scree plot below confirms that 

there is probably just one underlying factor within sub-scale A.

Figure 4.1: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale A

Scree Plot

3 15-

Component Number

The loadings on factor 1 for each of the variables in sub-scale A are shown in 

component matrix below.

Table 4.3: Component matrix for sub-scale A

Sub-scale A ______ Component
________________________________________________________________ 1
Q9 School has not helped us to be happy in life .631
Q14 School has helped us leam about our beliefs .595
Q21 School has not helped us to grow stronger in our faith .799
Q25 School has not helped us to see why having faith is important .762
Q27 In school we have leamt that God cares for us.603
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
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Sub-scale B
Table 4.4: Total Variance explained for sub-scale B

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 2.185 43.697 43.697
2 1.094 21.887 65.584
3 .666 13.320 78.904
4 .559 11.180 90.084
5 .496 9.916 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

The table above shows that components 1 and 2 account for 65.58% of the variance, and 

the scree plot below confirms that there are possibly two underlying factors within 

subscale B.

Figure 4.2: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale B

Scree Plot

Component Number

The rotated component matrix at Table 4.5 indicates the factor loadings for each 

variable in sub-scale B. The strongest loadings for each factor are highlighted in bold. It 

can be seen that Component 1 loads strongly with variables relating to what has been 

experienced through learning in school e.g. important things about faith, thanksgiving to 

God, and stories of people of faith. Component 2 loads strongly with variables relating 

to the experience participation in school assembly prayers. It was concluded that as 

these two factors can be understood and are broadly consistent, that it was acceptable to 

keep this as a two factor subscale.
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Table 4.5: Rotated Component Matrix for sub-scale B

Sub-scale B ___________Component
1 2

Q6 In school assembly we say prayers for people in need .021 .840
Q10 In school assembly we leam important things about 
our faith

.805 .123

Q15 In school assembly we are taught to thank God for 
his blessings

.713 .360

Q17 In school assembly we have leamt stories of people 
of faith who have done wonderful things for God

.816 -.030

Q23 In school assembly we ask for God's help in our 
prayers

.197 .753

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization, 
a. Rotation converged in 3 iterations.

Sub-scale C

Table 4.6: Total variance explained for sub-scale C

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 2.255 45.105 45.105
2 .891 17.823 62.929
3 .697 13.938 76.867
4 .639 12.785 89.652
5 .517 10.348 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

The table above shows that component 1 accounts for 45.1% of the variance and the 

scree plot below confirms that there is probably just one underlying factor within 

subscale C.
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Figure 4.3: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale C

Scree Plot

Component Number

The loadings on factor 1 for each of the variables in sub-scale A are shown in 

component matrix below.

Table 4.7: Component matrix for sub-scale C

Sub-scale C ______ Component
_______________________________________________________________1

Q4 School has taught us to live peacefully with others .760
Q5 In school we have leamt to treat others as we would wish to be .705
treated
Q11 School has shown us that faith helps us to live a good life .514
Q19 School has helped us find a sense of inner calm .700
Q24 Teachers are especially caring towards pupils in times of .653
sadness or difficulty________________________________________________________
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Sub-scale D
Table 4.8: Total variance explained for sub-scale D

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 2.315 46.293 46.293
2 1.152 23.037 69.330
3 .662 13.238 82.568
4 .467 9.345 91.913
5 .404 8.087 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
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Table 4.8 above shows that components 1 and 2 account for 69.33% of the variance, 

and the scree plot below confirms that there are possibly two underlying factors within 

subscale D.

Figure 4.4: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale D

Scree Plot

Component Number

The rotated component matrix below indicates the factor loadings for each variable in 

sub-scale D. The strongest loadings for each factor are highlighted in bold. It can be 

seen that Component 1 loads strongly with variables relating to what has been 

experienced through learning in school about the importance of belief in God. 

Component 2 loads strongly with variables relating to a more general learned 

appreciation of life and sense of wonder at the beauty of the world. It was concluded 

that as these two factors can be understood and are broadly consistent, that it was 

acceptable to keep this as a two factor subscale.

Table 4.9: Rotated component matrix for sub-scale D

Sub-scale D Component
1 2

Q12 In school we have leamt that all life is precious .141 .796
Q13 School has not encouraged us to marvel at the beauty of the 
world around us

.068 .822

Q16 School has taught us that this world and all people belong to
God

.834 .014

Q20 School has taught us to thank God for our families .838 .126
Q28 School encourages us to look at our world and think about God .823 .199
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.

a. Rotation converged in 3 iterations.
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Sub-scale E

Table 4.10: Total variance explained for sub-scale E
Component Initial Eigenvalues

Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 1.672 33.442 33.442
2 1.027 20.530 53.972
3 .931 18.615 72.587
4 .726 14.526 87.113
5 .644 12.887 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Figure 4.5: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale E

Scree Plot
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On examination of the table showing total variance explained for sub scale E, it can be 

seen that Component 1 accounts for 33.44% of the variance. Although Component 2 

accounts for 20.5% of the variance it has an eigenvalue 1.027 and component 3 has an 

eigenvalue of 0.931. Because these two values are only just above or below 1.0 it was 

decided to request SPSS to extract only one factor. On running the factor analysis the 

following Component matrix is outputted.
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Table 4.11: Component matrix for sub-scale E

Sub-scale E ______ Component
______________________________________________________________________1
Q7 We have learnt that our school has its own special traditions at .702
different times of the year
Q8 This school has symbols on display which show what we believe .567
Q18 Learning in this school is something we will remember fondly .535
Q22 In school we have collected money to bring help after natural .572
disasters like earthquakes or floods
Q26 Saying prayers together is an important part of school life________________ .494
Extraction Method: Principal Component 
Analysis, a. 1 components extracted.

Table 4.12: Summary of the factor analysis of the five sub-scales of mean ethos scale

Mean ethos subscale Number of factors emerging 
following factor analysis

A - Search for meaning 1

B - Cultivation of inner space 2

C - Manifestations of spiritual life 1

D - Distinctive responses to the natural and human world 2

E - Collective / communal 1

In conclusion it can be said that of the five sub-scales of the Mean ethos scale only A,

C, and E clearly demonstrate one underlying construct. The validity of the sub-scales B 

and D is not fully satisfactory; yet the factor solutions that emerged did make sense 

theoretically. It was felt that in the round these results did provide sufficient 

justification to proceed to examine the validity of the full scale.
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4.4 Factor analysis of mean ethos scale (all 25 items in the scale)

Table 4.13: Total Variance explained for the complete mean ethos scale

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 6.931 27.725 27.725
2 2.294 9.177 36.902
3 1.588 6.352 43.253
4 1.327 5.309 48.563
5 1.115 4.461 53.023
6 .995 3.980 57.003

...25 ...100.00
The table above shows that components 1 to 5 account for 53.02% of the variance

within the mean ethos scale. The scree plot below has a debateable interpretation; it 

could be argued that there are only two clear discemable factors however it is difficult 

to dismiss the claim that there are possibly five underlying factors within the scale.

Figure 4.6: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for mean ethos scale

Scree Plot
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Examination of the % variance explained and scree plot suggests that there could be 

four or five underlying dimensions or factors. These factors may have some 

correspondence with the five dimension of spiritual development proposed by 

Alexander and McLaughlin (2003), upon which the subscales were based. SPSS factor
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analysis was then set to draw out 5 factors with coefficients < 0.42 suppressed. The 

Table 4.14 below indicates the factor loadings for each variable in the mean ethos scale.

Table 4.14: Rotated components matrix-with factors identified with theoretical spiritual 
development themes A - E of the mean ethos scale.

Factor

______________________________________________________ 1
Q17 In school assembly we have learnt stories of people of .760 
faith who have done wonderful things for God
Q10 In school assembly we learn important things about our .711 
faith
Q11 School has shown us that faith helps us to live a good life .666
Q16 School has taught us that this world and all people belong .663
to God
Q15 In school assembly we are taught to thank God for his .655
blessings
Q20 School has taught us to thank God for our families .623
Q28 School encourages us to look at our world and think .597
about God
Q27 In school we have leamt that God cares for us .569
Q5 In school we have leamt to treat others as we would wish 
to be treated
Q4 School has taught us to live peacefully with others 
Q24 Teachers are especially caring towards pupils in times of 
sadness or difficulty
Q12 In school we have leamt that all life is precious 
Q19 School has helped us find a sense of inner calm 
Q18 Learning in this school is something we will remember 
fondly
Q9 School has not helped us to be happy in life 
Q21 School has not helped us to grow stronger in our faith 
Q25 School has not helped us to see why having faith is 
important
Q13 School has not encouraged us to marvel at the beauty of 
the world around us
Q6 In school assembly we say prayers for people in need
Q23 In school assembly we ask for God's help in our prayers
Q26 Saying prayers together is an important part of school life
Q7 We have leamt that our school has its own special
traditions at different times of the year
Q22 In school we have collected money to bring help after
natural disasters like earthquakes or floods
Q8 This school has symbols on display which show what we
believe
Q14 School has helped us leam about our beliefs

2

>

J >

.707

.705

.604

.587

.583

.531

3

B

D

>

J

.730

.705

.699

.685

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Varimax with 
Kaiser Normalization.

4 5

C

.669

.618

.579
r .657

E J .631 

.603

.462

a. Rotation converged in 8 iterations.
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Table 4.15 summarises the components identified within the rotated components matrix 

and broadly confirms that the five themes of the theoretical model of spiritual 

development emerge within the underlying factors. However they cannot be distinctly 

identified with each component; for example while themes C, A and E emerge fairly 

distinctly as factors 2,3 and 5 , there appears to be an overlap of themes B and D with 

factor 1 and theme B can also be identified with factor 4.

Table 4.15: Summary of the components identified with spiritual development themes after 
factor analysis of the mean ethos scale

Spiritual development theme Items comprising sub-scale 
for mean ethos score

Factor(s)

B - Cultivation of inner space Q6, 10, 15, 17, 23 1 and 4

D - Distinctive responses to the 
natural and human world

Q12, 13, 16, 20, 28 1

C - Manifestations of spirituality 
in life

Q4, 5, 11, 19, 24 2

A - Search for meaning Q9, 14,21,25,27 3

E - Collective / communal Q7, 8, 18, 22,26 5

Various other extraction and rotation methods were combined to see if greater clarity 

could be achieved. For example principal axis factoring with varimax, principal axis 

factoring with quartimax, principal component analysis with quartimax, and principal 

component analysis with equamax. However none offered a clearer association of 

themes with factors than the principal components extraction with varimax rotation. 

Rather each alternative combination simply yielded a slight difference in the mix of 

variables within each factor and in their relative loading strengths.

Thus it could be concluded that the theoretical model of spiritual development may 

partly account for the factors underlying the variance in pupil responses although some 

themes are not distinctly resolved. Perhaps the items in the scale are not accurately 

probing the themes or the theoretical model may require adjustment. It was felt
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however, that in its totality the scale offers fair validity in measuring the experience of 

school ethos contributing to pupils’ spiritual development.

4.5 Reliability test for the Mean Spiritual Well-Being scores (Fisher Scale)

The internal consistency or reliability of the Mean Spiritual Well-Being scale was tested 

using SPSS by computing the Cronbach’s alpha value for pupil responses to items Q39 

- 44. This yielded a value of 0.784, which satisfactorily exceeds the ‘acceptable’ value 

(0.7).

4.6 Factor analysis of Mean Spiritual Well-being Scale (Fisher scale)

Table 4.16: Total Variance explained for the Fisher scale of spiritual well-being

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 4.299 26.868 26.868
2 2.214 13.837 40.705
3 1.730 10.809 51.514
4 1.163 7.266 58.780
5 .891 5.566 64.346
6 .766 4.790 69.136

...16 100.00

Figure 4.7: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for the Fisher scale of 

spiritual well-being.

Scree Plot

Component Number
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Examination of the % variance explained and scree plot suggests that there could be 

four underlying dimensions or factors to this scale. These factors may have 

correspondence with the mean spiritual well-being scale or Fisher FGLL scale 

(Appendix III). This scale is based on four subscales - transcendental (T), existential 

(Ex), communal (C) and environmental (En). SPSS factor analysis was then set to draw 

out four factors with coefficients <0.4 suppressed. The rotated component matrix below 

indicates the factor loadings for each variable in the mean Fisher scale of spiritual well

being.

Table 4.17: Rotated components matrix- with factors identified with the Fisher scale of 
spiritual well-being

Factor

1 2 3 4
Q40 Do you know God cares for you? .854^
Q29 Do you know God is a friend? .841
Q44 Do you think about God? .820 ! T
Q39 Do you talk to God? .800 J
Q35 Do you love your family? .827
Q32 Do you know your family love you? .804
Q36 Do you know you belong to a family? .767 " c
Q38 Do you spend time with your family? .408 J .404
Q43 Do you know people like you? .771 ^
Q34 Do you hear people say you are good? .664 1 Ex
Q37 Do you think life is fun? .663
Q33 Do you feel happy? .634 J
Q42 Do you watch a sunset or a sunrise? r.769
Q30 Do you look at the stars and the moon? .709
Q31 Do you go for a walk in the park or countryside? En .576
Q41 Do you spend time in the garden? L-563

Table 4.18: Factors identified with spiritual well-being themes after factor analysis of the mean 
spiritual well-being scale (Fisher scale).

Spiritual well-being 
theme

Items comprising sub
scale for mean 
spiritual well-being

Factor no Items identified 
within factors 
following analysis

Transcendental (T) Q40, 29, 44, 39 1 Q40, 29, 44, 39
Communal (C) Q35, 32, 36, 38 2 Q35, 32, 36, 38
Existential (Ex) Q43, 37, 33, 34 3 Q43, 37, 33, 34, 38
Environmental (En) Q42, 30,41,31 4 Q42, 30, 41, 31
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This confirms that the four items comprising each subscale emerge as components of 

the underlying factors and suggests that the Fisher theoretical model seems to account 

for the variance in pupil responses and that the scale seems to be providing a valid 

measure of spiritual well-being.

Having tested the reliability and validity of the two scales it was decided to proceed to 

examine the statistical characteristics of the distributions of the mean ethos and mean 

spiritual well-being scores of the sample.

4.7 Description of the mean ethos scale

It is recalled that in this study ‘school ethos’ is being considered as experience of school 

culture and the aim of the study is to examine the contribution school ethos makes 

towards spiritual development of pupils. The ethos scale returns a mean score for pupil 

responses to 25 questionnaire items (Q4-28) covering five sub-scales and is devised as a 

measure of how aspects of spiritual development have been mediated through the 

various dimensions of school culture (ethos). Figure 4.8 illustrates the distribution of 

pupil mean ethos scores for the sample.

Figure 4.8: Histogram of the frequency distribution of mean ethos scores for all valid cases 

within the sample, (n=896).

Histogram
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Considering the histogram at Figure 4.8 it can be seen that although the sample 

distribution shares some of the characteristic shape of a normal curve, it is slightly 

negatively skewed and exhibits some flattening of its peak. It was judged however that 

the sample distribution was sufficiently near normal to proceed with regression analysis. 

Regression analysis techniques are known to be sufficiently robust to deal with 

distributions like this that depart from normality to a certain degree.

Table 4.19: Mean ethos score and standard deviation (o) by gender and management type

Girls a Boys o All o
Controlled 4.09 (.44) 4.15 (.47) 4.12 (.46)
Catholic Maintained 4.39 (.45) 4.25 (.39) 4.33 (.43)
Integrated 4.07 (.47) 3.93 (.55) 4.00 (.52)
All 4.22 (.48) 4.14 (.48) 4.18 (.48)

It can be seen from Table 4.19 that the highest mean ethos score across the three 

management types is for pupils from Catholic Maintained schools (4.33, a = 0.43), 

followed by pupils in Controlled schools, (4.12, a = 0.46) then Integrated schools, 

(4.00, a = 0.52). The mean ethos score is higher for girls than for boys in all 

management types apart from Controlled schools. It can be seen that the a values 

indicate there is considerable overlap of the various distributions within the sample. 

Statistical significance tests between various categories for example, gender, school 

management type and ELB, were undertaken using multilevel modelling software and 

are described in Chapter five.

4.8 Description of spiritual well-being scale
The Fisher scale of Spiritual well-being is employed in this study as a measure of 

pupils’ spiritual development and will be used in regression analysis as the dependent 

variable. It returns a mean spiritual well-being score for pupil responses to 16 

questionnaire items (Q29-44). Figure 4.8 illustrates the distribution of pupil mean 

spiritual well-being scores for the sample.

88



Figure 4.9: Frequency distribution of mean spiritual well-being score for all valid cases within 

the sample, (n=896).

Histogram

Mean Spiritual Well-Being

Although the sample distribution at Figure 4.9 for mean spiritual well-being shares 

some of characteristic shape of a normal curve, it is slightly negatively skewed and is 

interspersed by some spikes in the scores. It was judged however that the sample 

distribution was sufficiently near normal to proceed with regression analysis. 

Regression analysis techniques are known to be sufficiently robust to deal with 

distributions like this that depart from normality to a certain degree.

Table 4.20: Mean spiritual well-being score and standard deviation (o) by gender and 
management type.

Girls o Boys o All G
Controlled 4.22 (.42) 4.17 (.44) 4.19 (.43)
Catholic Maintained 4.32 (.34) 4.16 (.39) 4.25 (.37)
Integrated 4.13 (.49) 3.96 (.49) 4.05 (.49)
All 4.25 (.41) 4.12 (.44) 4.18 (.43)
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From Table 4.20 it is observed that pupils from Catholic Maintained schools obtain the 

highest mean scores for spiritual well-being (4.25, a = 0.37) and that in all schools girls 

consistently score more highly than boys (4.25, a = 0.41 V 4.12, a = 0.44). The lowest 

mean scores are obtained by boys in Integrated schools (3.96, a = 0.49).

4.9 Analysing the relationship between variables mean spiritual well-being and 

mean ethos

Figure 4.10: Scatter plot showing the relationship between variables mean spiritual well-being 
and mean ethos (assumed to be linear).
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The scatter plot (Figure 4.10) visually illustrates that there is a moderate correlation 

between the variables ‘means ethos scale’ and ‘mean spiritual well-being’ which may 

indicate that school ethos (or experience of school culture) is a variable contributing to 

the spiritual development of pupils.

Using the Pearson test, a moderate and positive correlation was found between mean 

spiritual well-being and mean ethos scores (rp = 0.510, p <0.001). This indicates that the 

mean spiritual well-being scores and mean ethos scores share 26.0% of their variation in 

common. Correlation tests were also undertaken using pupils’ mean score for each 

subscale with the mean score for spiritual well-being and the results shown at Table 

4.21.
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Table 4.21: Correlation coefficients (rp) obtained using the Pearson test for mean scores of each 

subscale with the mean score for spiritual well-being.

Mean ethos sub-scale Correlation coefficient with 
mean spiritual well-being (rp)

A - Search for meaning 0.423*

B - Cultivation of inner space 0.319*

C - Manifestations of spirituality in life 0.483*

D - Distinctive responses to the natural and 
human world

0.442*

E - Collective / communal aspect 0.329*

Complete ethos scale 0.510*

"“Correlation significant at 0.01 level (2 tailed)

Table 4.21 shows that the mean scores on the five subscales are either moderately or 

weakly correlated with the mean spiritual well-being scores. The highest correlation 

coefficient (rp =0.483) was obtained for mean scores for sub-scale C indicating that it 

shares 22% of its variation in common with the mean spiritual well-being scores. Sub

scales B and E show the weakest correlation with mean spiritual well-being. This could 

indicate either a weak pupil perception of the school ethos’ contribution to the 

cultivation of inner space and the collective / communal aspects of spiritual 

development or a problem with the ability of the sub-scales to measure these aspects of 

spiritual development.

4.10 Conclusion

Having completed initial tests on the two main scales within this study it was felt that 

the results provided sufficient evidence of reliability and validity to proceed to the next 

section of analysis. Close examination of the statistical discriptives of the ethos scale 

and spiritual well-being scale suggested interesting and significant differences in mean 

scores by gender and school type. The next chapter will apply significance tests and 

describe the application of regression analysis to the data using the technique of 

multilevel modelling.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Analysis of data using multilevel modelling

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter various analytical tests are used to explore relationships between mean 

spiritual well-being and a number of variables for which data has been gathered through 

the pupil questionnaire. The variable ‘meanethos’ is an individual pupil’s mean score on 

the school ethos scale devised in this study. A school-level variable ‘meanschoolethos’ 

is then calculated as the mean ethos score of all pupils in the school. The variable 

‘meanspiritualwell-being’ is a pupil’s mean score on an existing scale measuring 
spiritual well-being.

Multilevel modelling techniques allow the data to be examined at two levels - pupil and 

school. Firstly a series of simple bivariate analyses is undertaken to explore the 

relationship between a number of predictor variables and mean spiritual well-being and 

to identify those which are statistically significant. Then the reduced set of variables 

that have been found to have a statistically significant relationship with mean spiritual 

well-being is examined in various combinations to find a model which accounts for the 

maximum amount of school-level variation in scores for mean spiritual well-being.

The variable ‘meanschoolethos’ (mean pupil ethos score for each school), is then 

subdivided into its five subscales, reintroduced into the final model and regression 

analysis used to find those subscales that are statistically significant. With reference 

back to the Spiritual development - School culture matrix (Table 3.5), the most 

significant dimensions of school ethos contributing to spiritual development are
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identified. A ‘caterpillar plot’ is then used to illustrate the range of mean school scores 

for spiritual well-being in rank order to seek trends or patterns of scoring.

This is followed by an analysis of the variable ‘meanschoolethos’ to explore the school 

level variables associated with it and its constituent subscales. Finally, a ‘caterpillar 

plot’ for the variable ‘meanschoolethos’ is used to make some deductions about the 

scores for schools on this variable according to management type.

5.2 Bivariate analysis of explanatory variables on two-level modelling with 

dependent variable ‘Zspiritualwell-being’

MLwiN was used to analyze the relationship between the dependent variable ‘mean 

spiritual well-being’ and various explanatory variables. In preparation for these 

bivariate analyses, all scale variables in the data set were standardized to have a mean of 

zero and standard deviation of one in order to help in the interpretation of the models. In 

addition dummy variables were devised for five categorical variables in the data set: 

gender, school type, church attendance, location and Education and Library Board 

(ELB). The complete data set was imported into MLwiN and the random intercepts 

model applied for the dependent variable ‘mean spiritual-well-being’ with each of the 

explanatory variables at two levels: pupil (i) and school (j). The results of MLwiN 

outputs for the various coefficients (with standard errors) of constants and explanatory 

variables along with the corresponding variances for pupil and school level are 

tabulated in Table 5.1.

The purpose of this analysis is to consider each variable separately and explore its 

relationship with mean spiritual well-being. Regression analysis enables the strength 

(coefficient) and statistical significance of any relationship to be found. Considering 

Table 5.1 and MLwiN calculations for standard errors, observations can be made for 

each explanatory variable. It should be noted that mean scores of variables in this 

discussion are found using coefficient values in Table 5.1; SDs are found using statistics 

function in MlwiN. Also, as a rule of thumb it is accepted that a coefficient is 

statistically significant if its value is > 2 x its standard error.
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Model 1: Gender

The difference between the mean spiritual well-being scores for boys and girls was 

found to be statistically significant with girls being found to score higher in relation to 

spiritual well-being than boys (p< 0.001, chi-square = 15.503, df = 1). More 

specifically, the mean standardised score for boys was -0.136 (SD = 1.02) and for girls 

0.165 (SD = 0.957). That is, the mean score for boys was 0.301 standard deviations 

below that for girls.

Model 2: School type

In relation to the differences in the mean spiritual well-being scores between pupils 

from Catholic Maintained and Controlled schools, this was not found to be statistically 

significant (p=0.155, chi-square = 2.019, df = 1). However, the differences in mean 

spiritual well-being scores between pupils from Integrated and Controlled schools was 

found to be significant (p=0.011, chi-square= 6.49, df = 1). Similarly the differences in 

mean spiritual well-being scores between pupils from Integrated and Catholic 

Maintained schools was found to be significant (p < 0.001, chi-square = 11.217, df = 1).

The highest mean score was found among Catholic Maintained schools at 0.185 (SD = 

0.868), followed by Controlled schools at 0.025 (SD = 0.997) then Integrated schools at 

- 0.269 (SD = 1.15). Figure 5.1 illustrates the three mean spiritual well-being scores for 

pupils in the three types of school. It should be noted that this bar-chart is drawn using 

standardised mean scores and not coefficients. Thus zero represents the mean for the 

sample as a whole. The 95% confidence intervals included in the bar chart have been 

adjusted using the design factor to account for the clustered nature of the data.
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Figure 5.1: Mean standardized pupil scores with 95% confidence intervals of the 

variable ‘meanspiritualwell-being’ by management type.

Mean spiritual well-being

0.4

Figure 5.1 demonstrates that the 95% confidence interval of the mean score for spiritual 

well-being for Catholic Maintained pupils’ does not overlap that for Integrated pupils’ 

scores and indicates that there is a significant difference between these two. The 

confidence interval of the mean for Controlled school pupils overlaps notably with that 

of the mean Catholic Maintained pupils indicating that the difference between these two 

is not statistically significant. The confidence interval for Controlled schools overlaps a 

little with that for Integrated pupils meaning that the difference between these two may 

not be statistically significant.

Model 3: Church attendance

The differences between spiritual well-being scores for pupils who responded that they 

attended church ‘often’ and those who responded ‘sometimes’ or ‘never’ were 

statistically significant (p<.001, chi square = 15.847, df = 1; and p<.001, chi square = 

75.73, df = 1, respectively). The mean score for those who responded ‘never’ was - 

0.648 (SD = 1.25), the mean for those responding ‘sometimes’ was - 0.019 (SD =

0.949) and the mean for those responding ‘often’ was 0.256 (SD = 0.810).
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Model 4: Location

The differences between spiritual well-being scores for pupils who described where 

they lived as ‘a big city’, ‘near a big city’, ‘a small city’ or ‘town or country village’, 

were not found to be statistically significant when compared to the reference category 

‘don’t know’. However, there was a statistically significant difference in the case of 

scores for pupils describing where they live as ‘a farm or home in the country’ when 

compared to the reference category ‘don’t know’ (p = 0.041, chi square = 4.185, df = 1). 

The mean spiritual well-being score for this response was 0.231 (SD = 0.819).

Model 5: Education and Library Board (ELB)

The differences between spiritual well-being scores for pupils from schools from the 

various Education and Library Boards were found to be statistically significant only in 

the cases of the SELB and WELB when compared to the reference category SEELB (p 

= 0.011, chi square = 6.383, df = 1; and p = 0.027, chi square = 4.904, df = 1, 

respectively). The mean spiritual well-being score for pupils whose school was located 

in the SELB was 0.205 (SD = 0.822) and for pupils whose school was located in the 

WELB was 0.191 (SD = 0.826).

Model 6: School enrolment

As the standard errors suggest, there was no evidence to suggest that the differences 

between spiritual well-being scores for pupils from schools with various sizes of 

enrolment were statistically significant.

Model 7: School %FSM

Similarly, there was no evidence to suggest that the differences between spiritual well

being scores for pupils from schools with various % Free School Meal indices were 

statistically significant.

Model 8: Mean school ethos

The difference between spiritual well-being scores for pupils from schools with various 

mean school ethos scores was statistically significant. A weak and positive correlation
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was found between mean spiritual well-being scores and mean school ethos scores (rp = 

0.249, p< 0.001).

5.3 Exploring the amount of variation in pupils’ spiritual well-being 

attributable to schools

Following these preliminary bivariate analyses the amount of variation in pupils’ 

spiritual well-being attributable to schools was explored. This was undertaken by 

gradually combining the variables contributing to pupils’ spiritual well-being. The 

results of MLwiN outputs for the various coefficients (with standard errors) of constants 

and explanatory variables for various two level (school and pupil) random intercepts 

models, along with the corresponding variances for pupil and school level, are tabulated 

in Table 5.2.

Firstly Model 9 expresses the variation as a constant with a school and pupil variance; 

then controlling for pupil intake differences (Model 10) and then the effects of variables 

which reflect the profile of the school are explored (Model 11 and 12). The effect of 

adding the variable ‘meanschoolethos’ is examined (Model 13) and then all remaining 

non-significant variables are removed leaving the final model (Model 14). In Model 15 

the variable ‘meanschoolethos’ is replaced with its constituent subscales: 

‘ZmeanAschoolethos’, ‘ZmeanBschoolethos’ ‘ZmeanCschoolethos’ 

‘ZmeanDschoolethos’ and ‘ZmeanEschoolethos’ which correspond to the five subscales 

summarised in Chapter Three (see Section 3.8).

Model 9:

For this model with only a constant in the equation, the partial variance coefficient can 

be calculated as 087/(. 087+.906) = .088, meaning that 8.8% of the variation in pupil 

spiritual well-being is associated with school level factors. Schools are likely to differ 

by the intake of their pupils, so it is important to see if there remains a school effect 

once these pupil intake factors are taken into account. This is done by adding these 

variables to the model.
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Model 10: Controlling for pupil intake differences

Each explanatory variable reflecting pupil profile which had been assessed in the 

bivariate analysis above as ‘statistically significant’ was introduced into the model 

equation. These are the variables: gender, church attendance and home location. This 

model yields a partial variance coefficient reduced from .088 to .040, meaning that with 

these pupil intake variables controlled for, only 4% of the variation in pupil spiritual 

well-being remains explained by factors associated with schools once differences in 

pupil intake are controlled for. From the reported standard error (0.017), it can be seen 

that this school-level variation is just about statistically significant. Hence it is possible 

to say that just over half of the school-level variation in pupils’ spiritual well-being 

scores is accounted for by the difference in pupil intakes.

Model 11: Controlling for school profde differences

Of the 4.0% of the variation which is accounted for by schools, it is now possible to 

explore the school factors contributing to this by adding variables which were 

statistically significant from the bivariate analysis and which are associated with the 

school profile, namely: ELB, and school type.

These results show that there are differences in the mean spiritual well-being scores for 

pupils between different types of school. Also it can be seen that the amount of school 

level variation has reduced to 2.1%. This figure is close to not being statistically 

significant. It is observed that the variables ‘country’, ‘selb’ and ‘welb’ have now 

become statistically insignificant or bordering on insignificant and can be removed from 

the model. The variables ‘controlled’ and ‘maintained’ also appear to be borderline not 

statistically significant; however, they are retained in the model until Model 13 which 

explores the effect of adding the variable ‘meanschoolethos’.
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Model 12: ELB variables removed

When the two variables ‘selb’ and ‘welb’ are removed the school-level variance 

remains not statistically significant and so it is possible to conclude that the remaining 

effects of schools on pupil spiritual well-being seem to be explained by school type.

Also it is noted that the variable ‘country’ has become statistically insignificant and can 

be removed from the model.

Model 13: Variable ‘meanschoolethos ’ added

It is recalled that the mean ethos score is devised in this study as a measure of aspects of 

the school ethos contributing to a pupil’s spiritual development. It is possible to 

calculate a new variable ‘meanschoolethos’ which is the mean of pupils’ scores on the 

scale ‘meanethos’ in a particular school. Variable ‘meanschoolethos’ is therefore a 

school level variable only and is added to the data set as an aggregate score for each 

school.

It is interesting to note that once school ethos has been controlled for in this way, the 

differences between Integrated, Controlled and Catholic Maintained schools become not 

statistically significant. In addition, the remaining school level variation (1.3%) also 

becomes statistically insignificant. Hence, Model 13 shows that the differences between 

school types do tend to reflect differences in school ethos.

Model 14:- Final reduced variable model

If the variables ‘Controlled’ and ‘Maintained’ are removed it can be seen that the 

variance partition coefficient is only very slightly changed to 1.8% of the school level 

variation and remains statistically insignificant. This is very close to the 1.3% level 

achieved when the variables ‘Controlled’ and ‘Maintained’ were included, and suggests 

that ‘meanschoolethos’ explains much of the school level variation accounted for by the 

variables ‘Controlled’ and ‘Maintained’.

Thus the explanatory variables which can account for most of the variation in scores for 

pupil spiritual well-being are two pupil-level variables - Gender and church attendance 

- and one school-level variable namely, mean school ethos.
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In summary, the above multilevel analysis of the sample data has shown that the 

proportion of variance of scores for pupil spiritual well-being attributable to schools is 

approximately 8.8% but this reduces to 4.0% when controlling for pupil differences 

(namely gender and church attendance). Most of this 4.0% variance has been shown to 

be attributable to school type (Catholic Maintained, Controlled or Integrated); however, 

differences between schools due to management type are shown to be accounted for by 

school ethos.

5.4 Intersection of spiritual development and school ethos /culture

It is recalled that the mean ethos scale is comprised of five subscales A, B, C, D and E - 

see Table 5.3. Each subscale is understood to mediate a particular theme of spiritual 

development following an analysis of spirituality proposed by Alexander and 

McLaughlin (2003).

Table 5.3: Themes of the mean ethos subscales mediating spiritual development.

Subscale Theme
A A search for meaning and significance in life

B A cultivation of inner space

C Manifestations of spirituality in life

D Distinctive responses to aspects of the natural and human world

E Collective / communal aspect

Each subscale of the mean ethos scale is comprised of items which intersect with a four

dimensional model of school culture (Deal and Peterson, 1999), shown at Table 5.4. In

this study school ethos is understood as the experience of school culture.

Table 5.4: Dimensions of school culture (Deal and Peterson, 1999)

Dimension Theme
1 Vision, values, beliefs, norms and assumptions

2 Rituals, traditions and ceremonies

3 History and stories

4 Architecture, artefacts and symbols

It is now possible to investigate the subscales of mean school ethos to find the school- 

level variables with which each is associated with. To do this, aggregated scores for
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each subscale were used; that is, the mean of pupils’ individual scores on each subscale 

for each school calculated in MLwiN and added to the data set. These now replaced the 

variable Zmeanschoolethos in the model for the reduced number of explanatory 

variables. It can be seen from Table 5.2 (Model 15) that only subscales C and D have 

coefficients which are statistically significant or close to statistically significant. Thus it 

can be concluded that these two subscales have the explanatory power to account for 

variations in mean ethos scores.

Referring back to the matrix of intersection of spiritual well-being themes with school 

culture dimensions from Chapter Three, it is possible to show in Table 5.5 how the 

significant themes of spiritual development (subscales C and D) identified above, map 

with dimensions of school culture dimensions.

The spiritual development subscales C and D intersect with school culture Dimension 1 

- Vision, values, beliefs, norms and assumptions within the shaded area of Table 5.5. 

This area would appear to be making the most significant contribution to variations 

across schools in relation to pupil spiritual development. Returning to the pupil 

questionnaire, these items can be selected out to enable a reflection on why these two 

themes have particular resonance with pupils and why school ethos might be able to 

mediate spiritual development. Items from the questionnaire referring to spiritual 

development Themes C and D are listed in Table 5.6.
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Table 5.5: Themes of spiritual development mapped with school culture dimensions with 
significant areas shaded.

Dimensions of Spiritual development themes
school culture

A. A search B. The C. D. E.
for meaning cultivation Manifestations Distinctive Collective
and of inner of spirituality in responses to or
significance 
in life

space life aspects of 
the natural 
and human 
world

communal
dimension

1 Vision, values, 
beliefs, norms 
and assumptions

Q27,21, 14, 
9,25

Q17 Q19, 11,5, 4,
24

Q13, 16, 12, 
28, 20

2 Rituals, 
traditions and 
ceremonies

Q23, 6, 15, 
10

Q7, 26,

3 History and 
stories

Q22

4 Architecture, 
artefacts and 
symbols

Q8, 18

Considering spiritual development Theme C, it might be posited that these items are 

significant because they touch on the more tangible aspects of spirituality and faith. 

Pupils may be responding here to more concrete concepts of spirituality affecting their 

inner feelings and manner of life rather than the more abstract concepts in Theme A 

such as meaning and purpose in life. From the schools’ point of view, Theme C may 

provide a fruitful arena for cultivating spiritual development through the school ethos. 

There is scope to develop illustrations of this theme via lessons, assembly messages and 

also through teachers’ role modelling caring attitudes at times of difficulty for pupils.
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Table 5.6: Items from the pupil questionnaire relating to spiritual development themes C and D.

Dimension of 
school culture

Spiritual development themes

C. D.
Manifestations of spirituality in life Distinctive responses to aspects of

the natural and human world
1. Vision, values, 
beliefs, norms 
and assumptions

Q19 School has helped us find a 
sense of inner calm.

Q13 School has not encouraged us to 
marvel at the beauty of the world 
around us.

Q11 School has shown us that faith 
helps us live a good life.

Q16 School has taught us that this 
world and all people belong to God.

Q5 In school we have leamt to treat 
others as we would wish to be 
treated.

Q12 In school we have leamt that all 
life is precious.

Q4 School has taught us to live 
peacefully with others.

Q28 School encourages us to look at 
our world and think about God.

Q24 Teachers are especially caring 
towards pupils in times of sadness 
or difficulty.

Q20 School has taught us to thank
God for our families.

The items in spiritual development Theme D link the visible to the invisible; building 

upon what pupils can easily see and commonly experience - e.g. family life, nature, the 

world around them. These items encourage reflection on what is encountered in life as 

beautiful or awe inspiring. Therefore, Theme D provides schools with scope to build 

upon an innate sense of awe and wonder to help pupils reflect on indicators of God in 

creation and the precious nature of life in all its forms.

It is surprising that Theme E, the communal or collective aspect of spirituality does not 

score in a significant way especially given the emphasis that Catholic management 

places upon traditions, religious images and the corporate aspect of belief. Although not 

a statistically significant theme however it will be seen below that it is associated with 

schools of the Catholic Maintained management type. Theme B - the cultivation of 

inner space which includes cultivation in forms of prayer, meditation or ritual, is also 

not found to be significant perhaps indicating the difficulty of engaging young children 

with stillness and quiet reflection.
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5.5 Exploring the scores for ‘Zmeanspiritual well-being’ across the data set.

Multilevel modelling techniques allow the range of scores for various variables to be 

displayed in a graphical way to illustrate variation of school scores from a mean value. 

A ‘caterpillar plot’ displays ‘residuals’ or the dispersion of school-level scores in rank 

order along with their confidence intervals. The plot below at Figures 5.2 illustrates the 

school residuals on the final model (14) used in the above regression analysis for the 

variable ‘Zmeanschoolwell-being’. The model controls for variables: gender, church 

attendance and mean school ethos. The school scores are colour coded according to 

management type thus keeping the identity of each school anonymous.

Figure 5.2: MLmiN ‘caterpillar plot’ of residuals or mean spiritual well-being scores in rank 
order with for the final model in Table 5.2 showing 95% confidence intervals with two level 
modelling (pupil and school).

0.2 —

0.1 —

4 I i ! + t

<4-0.1 —

-0.2—‘

-0.3 —

-0.4 —

Red = Controlled school
Green = Catholic Maintained school
Blue = Integrated school

Figure 5.2 illustrates the range of mean school spiritual well-being scores arranged in 

rank order around a constant (0.0) representing a mean score for the entire sample. It 

can be seen when controlling for gender, church attendance and mean school ethos, that 

while there is a small variation of mean scores, all schools have scores with confidence 

intervals which overlap the sample mean. This confirms the fact that the amount of 

school-level variation left in the final model is non-significant and shows that no
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individual school has a mean spiritual well-being score significantly higher or lower 

than the average.

5.6 Analysis of bivariate modeling with ‘Zmeanschoolethos’ as the dependent 

variable.

It is now possible to explore further how school ethos and other school level variables 

relate to one another. To begin to understand this it was necessary to develop a model 

equation with Zmeanschoolethos (the mean pupil ethos score for each school), as the 

dependent variable and conduct bivariate analysis on possible explanatory factors. It is 

necessary to calculate school level aggregate values for various explanatory variables on 

a reduced data set of 46 cases (one case per school). These are displayed in Table 5.7.

Table 5.7: School level aggregate variables applied to a regression analysis using SPSS with 
‘Zmeanschoolethos’ as the dependent variable.
Variable School-level aggregate variable (standardised)
Gender Z % of girls present in the school sample

Free-School meals index Z %FSM school entitlement

Enrolment Z school enrolment

Church attendance Z% pupils in each school sample responding ‘often’

Z% pupils in each school sample responding ‘sometimes’

Location description Most frequent description chosen in each school sample

(dummy variables - reference category ‘don’t know)

School type Controlled, Catholic Maintained (dummy variables - reference

category ‘Integrated’)

ELB NEELB, SELB, WELB, BELB (dummy variables - reference

category SEELB)

Bivariate regression analysis was then undertaken using SPSS with the reduced data set 

with each aggregate variables and the dependent variable ‘Zmeanschoolethos. The 

results are shown in Table 5.8.

Analysis of bivariate results in Table 5.8 shows that only variables ‘maintained’ and 

‘oftench’ have coefficients that are statistically significant. It should be noted that as the 

data set has been reduced from 907 pupil cases to 46 school cases, there may be other 

relationships but they are not statistically significant because of the reduced sample size.
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Running the regression analysis again with the reduced model - variables ‘maintained’ 

and ‘Zmeanschoolethos’ achieves the following coefficient values displayed at Table 

5.9.

Table 5.9: Reduced model coefficients of variables with p values following regression analysis 
of the school level data set with Zmeanschoolethos as the dependent variable.

Variable Coefficients p value (sig.)

Constant -.057 (.092) 0.542

Maintained .306 (.160) 0.063

Z%oftench .184 (.078) 0.023

On this model only variable Z%oftench has a coefficient which is statistically 

significant. The coefficient of the variable ‘maintained’ has marginal statistical 

significance. Thus it is seen that the variable contributing most significantly to the 

Zmeanschoolethos is Zoftench; that is, those pupils who responded that they attend 

church often. The variable ‘maintained’ is significant when considered on its own 

however from Table 5.9 it can be seen that it becomes marginally significant when 

controlling for church attendance.

5.7 Exploring the scores for ‘Zmeanschoolethos’ across the data set

The caterpillar plot at Figures 5.3 illustrates the mean school ethos scores arranged in 

rank order around a constant (0.0) representing a mean score for the entire sample with 

schools colour coded according to management type. The plot shows that after 

controlling for church attendance and management type, 21 schools have mean scores 

with confidence intervals which overlap the mean for the sample; 12 schools have 

scores above the mean and 13 schools have scores below the mean. Of those schools 

with confidence intervals above the mean, five are Catholic Maintained, four are 

Integrated and three are Controlled. Of those with confidence intervals below the mean, 

five are Controlled, four are Catholic Maintained, and four are Integrated.
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Figure 5.3 is useful as it helps to avoid what could be termed an ‘ecological fallacy’, 

namely that all schools of a certain type might be expected to achieve high ethos scores. 

As discussed earlier, there is for example, an expectation that Catholic Maintained 

schools have a unique distinctly religious ethos with an emphasis on spiritual 

development (Stock, 2012). Yet, interestingly, on the final regression model for 

‘Zmeanschoolethos’, of the top five school scores, three are Controlled schools and one 

an Integrated school. Of the five lowest scoring schools, two are Catholic Maintained 

and two are Controlled. This suggests that school ethos has unpredictability about it and 

may not be able to carry the weight of expectation often placed upon it by sectoral 

bodies and churches.

In summary, considering the entire range of mean school ethos scores on the final 

model, after controlling for church attendance and Catholic Maintained schools, there is 

still some variation between schools in relation to ethos that remains unexplained. 

Hence, for schools with above-average scores, there must be other factors at work at 

school level, not included in the present model, which positively influence their scores.

Further research could focus on some of these schools which are clearly providing 

learning experiences mediated through the ethos which is making a positive impact 

upon pupils and hence on the mean school ethos score. A case study involving 

classroom and assembly observation alongside pupil and staff interviews could shed 

light on the enhancement brought to pupils’ spiritual development in these schools.
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Figure 5.3: Figure: MLwiN ‘caterpillar plot’ of residuals or mean school ethos scores in rank 
order for the reduced model at Table 5.9 showing 95% confidence intervals with single level 
modelling (school)

1.0 —

-1.0-

-1.5 —

Red = Controlled school
Green = Catholic Maintained school
Blue = Integrated school

5.8 Summary

In this chapter multilevel modelling techniques were applied to the sample data to 

investigate how much of the variance in scores for spiritual well-being is attributable to 

schools. It has been shown that after controlling for pupil intake, 4.0% of the variance is 

attributable to school type (Catholic Maintained, Controlled or Integrated). The 

differences between schools due to management type are shown to be accounted for by 

the variable mean school ethos. Two pupil level variables were shown to be associated 

with spiritual well-being - gender and church attendance. One school-level variable was 

shown to be associated with spiritual well-being - mean school ethos.

The subscales comprising the school ethos scale are also subjected to multilevel 

analysis and some found to be more significant than others. It was found that subscales 

C and D were the most statistically significant. Reference was made back to the matrix 

mapping themes of spirituality with school culture and suggestions made as to why

111



these subscales should be significant and others not. From this analysis, identification is 

made of areas where schools might enhance pupils’ spiritual development.

The scale mean school ethos was further investigated using aggregated data for each 

school. This has shown that differences in mean school ethos scores between schools 

are partly explained by a pupil factor (church attendance) and also by Catholic schools 

having higher levels of ethos.

Finally, the scores for the two scales ‘mean school spiritual well-being’ and ‘mean 

school ethos’ are displayed graphically in rank order with 95% confidence intervals. 

These scores can be colour coded to illustrate the range of school scores by management 

type for each scale. In the case of mean spiritual well-being, the plot shows that whilst 

there is a small spread of scores about the mean, all schools’ 95% confidence limits 

overlap the mean. This verifies that the final model which controls for gender, church 

attendance and school ethos accounts for most of the differences in spiritual well-being 

scores.

Scores for mean school ethos displayed as a ‘caterpillar plot’ do show certain schools 

attaining values higher than the mean. This suggests there is some variation still 

unexplained after the final model controls for church attendance and Catholic schools.

It is noted that future case studies could be undertaken to explore the particular 

contribution these schools make to their ethos which is mediating enhancement to 

pupils’ spiritual development.
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CHAPTER SIX

Discussion and conclusions

6.1 Introduction

This chapter returns to the objectives set for the research to outline how this study has 

addressed them. The chief findings and limitations of the research are summarised and 

reflected upon to draw tentative conclusions and to consider the implications of these 

for policy and school practice. Lastly, the original contributions from this study to the 

literature are discussed and specific areas for future research suggested.

The general research question proposed for this study was: what is the relationship 

between the spiritual development of pupils and the ethos of a school? In Chapters One 

and Two, literature reviews of theoretical understandings and empirical studies of 

spiritual development and school ethos revealed some gaps in present research and 

informed the following objectives or goals:

1. To develop a definition of school ethos by devising a scale that identifies its core 

dimensions relating to spiritual development;

2. To empirically test and validate the scale;

3. To explore how school ethos relates to the spiritual development of pupils at 

primary school level; and

4. To examine how the relationship is mediated by other contributory variables.

It is worthwhile briefly exploring each of these objectives and summarising how the 

findings reported in the previous chapters have helped address these.
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6.2 To develop a definition of school ethos by devising a scale that identifies its 
core dimensions relating to spiritual development

To achieve the first research objective it was necessary to find models of both concepts 

which might allow the pragmatic development of a scale of ethos as it relates to spiritual 

development. A review of theoretical aspects of spiritual development and school ethos 

revealed a diffuse understanding of both concepts. For the purposes of this study 

spiritual development was understood as the development of a pupil’s spirituality and 

the five themes of spirituality modelled by Alexander and McLaughlin (2003) were 

selected as an appropriate theoretical model.

A review of theoretical models of school ethos revealed a complexity of understandings 

of this term often involving overlapping use of similar terms such as culture, climate 

and atmosphere. The search for a theoretical framework for ethos led to a working 

conceptualisation that ethos is the experience or perception of an organisation’s culture. 

This enabled the use of a school cultural model as a lens to examine the relationship of 

ethos with spiritual development. The four dimensional model of school culture 

proposed by Deal and Peterson (1999) was selected as an appropriate model to consider 

school ethos using the above conceptualisation.

A school ethos scale was then developed to measure how pupils had experienced 

various aspects of spiritual development in their encounter with the school ethos. This 

was devised by mapping the five themes of spirituality modelled by Alexander and 

McLaughlin (2003) with the four dimensional model of school culture as understood by 

Deal and Peterson (1999). The matrix so produced enabled a set of questions to be 

framed at points of intersection of spirituality and school culture which indicated the 

influence of school on various aspects of pupils’ spiritual development. The indicator 

questions were then operationalised into a set of items for a pupil questionnaire. The 

pupil’s response to each item of the questionnaire was scored and the mean score gave 

his or her score on the ‘ethos scale’. The scale has five subscales corresponding to the 

five themes of spirituality within the model, and the mean score for each provides a 

measure of the extent of spiritual development in each theme.

114



The questionnaire also collected data for other variables, for example, gender, home 

location, and level of church attendance. In order to examine the correlation of 

experience of the school ethos with pupil spiritual development an existing scale of 

‘spiritual well-being’ devised by Fisher (2004) was selected as an appropriate measure 

and added to the questionnaire. The concept of ‘spiritual well-being’ was found to be a 

close match to earlier theoretical considerations of ‘spirituality’ proposed by Alexander 

and McLaughlin (2003) and is used in this study as a variable to represent spiritual 

development. This enables a score for mean ‘spiritual well-being’ to be calculated for 

each pupil in parallel with a score for mean ‘school ethos’.

Thus a theoretically informed ethos scale has been developed that provides a measure of 

the pupil’s perception or experience of the culture of the school as it has mediated 

spiritual development in its various dimensions. The study proceeded to apply the ethos 

scale alongside a scale for spiritual well-being through a survey of pupils in a range of 

schools in order to explore the relationship between ethos and spiritual development and 

the interaction of other variables.

6.3 To empirically test and validate the scale

A research questionnaire comprising the ethos scale and an existing scale of spiritual 

well-being was piloted, amended and applied to a random sample of primary school 

children aged 10-11 years in a range of school management types. Chapter Three 

describes the questionnaire’s development, the sampling process including the 

calculation of the sample size and an explanation of the method used in achieving a 

randomised sample of 46 schools of three management types: Controlled, Catholic 

Maintained and Integrated.

Schools in the sample were from a wide geographical range and representative of the 

Northern Ireland distribution of schools by ELB and management types. After obtaining 

relevant consents under the direction of the Queen’s University Belfast, School of 

Education Ethics Committee, a survey was administered to pupils aged 10-11 years in 

the sampled schools, with 907 questionnaires returned for coding and the data set 

prepared for testing.
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Reliability tests were undertaken on the mean ethos scale and each of its subscales. The 

alpha value for the complete scale (0.874) satisfactorily exceeded the generally 

‘acceptable’ level of 0.7 and four of the five subscales (A-D) returned an alpha 

coefficient close to this level.

Factor analysis of the five subscales of mean ethos verified that three (A, C and E) 

clearly demonstrated one underlying construct. However, the factor solutions that did 

emerge for the other two made sense theoretically and whilst not having fully 

satisfactory validity were included in analysis of the full scale. Factor analysis of the 

full 25 items of the ethos scale did identify five core factors that broadly mapped onto 

the five dimensions of your scale.

Thus it was confirmed that the reliability of the scales used in this study exceeded 

acceptable levels and their validity was assessed as broadly acceptable in measuring 

aspects of school ethos and spiritual well-being.

6.4 To explore how school ethos relates to the spiritual development of pupils at 
primary school level

Multi-level analysis of the standardised sample data has shown that the proportion of 

variance of scores for pupil spiritual well-being attributable to schools is approximately 

8.8% but this reduces to 4.0% when controlling for pupil differences. Most of this 4.0% 

variance has been shown to be attributable to school type (Catholic Maintained, 

Controlled or Integrated) and that these differences between schools due to management 

type were, themselves, shown to be accounted for by the variable ‘meanschoolethos’ 

(mean pupil ethos score for each school). Two pupil-level variables were shown to be 

associated with spiritual well-being: gender and church attendance.

Thus it is possible to conclude that after controlling for gender and church attendance 

there are differences in pupil spiritual development scores for Controlled, Catholic 

Maintained and Integrated schools and that these school-level differences can be 

accounted for by a variable ‘meanschoolethos’.

When the variable ‘mean school ethos’ was replaced by variables representing mean 

school scores on each of its underlying five subscales, only two subscales - C
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(manifestations of spirituality in life) and D (distinctive responses to aspects of the 

natural and human world ) - had coefficients that were statistically significant or close 

to statistically significant. When referred back to the matrix of spiritual well-being 

themes with school culture dimensions (Table 5.5), it was found that these intersect with 

school culture Dimension 1 - vision, values, beliefs, norms and assumptions. This area 

of intersection was, therefore, found to be making the most significant contribution to 

variations in pupil spiritual development across schools.

By considering the items in the questionnaire for subscales C and D it is possible to 

posit why they may have such significance. Items in subscale C touch on the more 

tangible aspects of spirituality and faith. Pupils may be responding here to more 

concrete concepts of spirituality affecting their inner feelings and manner of life rather 

than the more abstract concepts such as meaning and purpose in life examined by 

subscale A (a search for meaning). Items in subscale D build upon what pupils can 

easily see and commonly experience, for example: family life, nature, and the world 

around them. These items encourage reflection on what is encountered in life as 

beautiful or awe inspiring. Schools may be finding these themes more straightforward 

when developing appropriate learning experiences for pupils.

It is also noteworthy that spiritual development Themes B (the cultivation of‘inner 

space’) and E (the collective or communal dimension) are found not to have statistical 

significance. There are several possible explanations for this. Perhaps the cultivation of 

inner space (B) through prayer, meditation and ritual is an area underdeveloped by 

schools at primary level. Alternatively, it may be that schools are developing spirituality 

in these areas yet the subscale is not able to distinguish between schools. It is also 

surprising that Theme E, the communal or collective aspect of spirituality, does not 

score in a significant way especially given the emphasis placed upon this aspect by 

Catholic authorities.

It is also significant that the intersections of spiritual development themes with school 

culture Dimensions 2, 3 and 4 have not been found to be significant (see Table 5.5). 

Whilst there were fewer items on the questionnaire probing these intersections, it is still 

somewhat surprising that they have not been found significant. This is of interest given 

the importance placed upon ritual and tradition (school culture Dimension 2) or artefacts
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and symbols (culture Dimension 4) particularly within Catholic schools. Other types of 

schools place importance upon assembly worship including prayers and bible lessons 

and these, too, have not scored significantly in spirituality Theme B.

A ‘caterpillar plot’ at Figure 5.2 of mean spiritual well-being scores for schools placed 

in rank order for the final model when controlling for gender, church attendance and 

school ethos, reveals that all schools have mean scores for spiritual development which 

overlap the mean for the sample. This shows that there is no significant difference 

remaining between schools because the final model has explained the difference 

through pupil characteristics and school ethos (which is associated with school type).

6.5 To examine how the relationship is mediated by other contributory 

variables.

It was possible using aggregate school level data to investigate variables associated with 

the variable ‘meanschoolethos’. A reduced data set of 46 cases representing all schools 

in the sample was created and subjected to linear regression analysis using SPSS. 

Analysis showed that differences in mean school ethos scores between schools are 

partly explained by a pupil factor (church attendance) and also by Catholic schools 

having higher levels of ethos.

A caterpillar plot at Figure 5.3 of mean school ethos scores for schools placed in rank 

order for the final model when controlling for church attendance and Catholic 

Maintained schools, revealed that there is still some variation between schools in 

relation to ethos that remains unexplained. What is also very interesting here is that 

three of the top five scores are achieved by Controlled schools and that two of the 

lowest scoring schools are Catholic Maintained. The model actually confirms that 

Catholic schools, as a whole, do have stronger ethos than other management types, 

however, the caterpillar plot is a warning against committing the ecological fallacy of 

assuming that all Catholic schools will have high ethos scores.

The expectations for ethos may be high in the official background documents of such 

schools however the lived experience of the pupils measured by the ethos scale does not 

necessarily yield high scores. It would be of interest to investigate perhaps by case study

118



what is happening in schools with scores above the sample-mean in order to identify 

features of school ethos which enhance spiritual development of pupils.

It is acknowledged that there are limitations to these research findings within the 

methods used. The ethos scale itself is quite unrefined comprising only 25 items and 

thus limiting its precision of measurement. It was noted at Section 6.3 above and in 

Chapter Three during the testing of the main scale, that whilst its internal validity 

clearly showed one underlying component, the validity of several of the underlying 

subscales was less clear. Overall however the scale demonstrated acceptable reliability 

and validity and certainly showed sufficient promise for further exploration and 

development.

It was also noted that this last aspect of the research was based on aggregated data and 

the number of cases reduces to 46 schools; hence there is much reduced confidence in 

these particular findings. This means that great caution should be exercised in making 

any deductions regarding factors influencing school ethos.

6.6 Original contribution to the literature

The findings summarised above can be seen to make original contributions to the 

existing literature in four key respects. Firstly, the study has shown that although there 

is considerable ambiguity around understandings of the term ‘ethos’ in the literature, it 

has been possible to use a conceptualisation of school ethos as the ‘experience of the 

school culture’ to explore how experiences of school culture have mediated spiritual 

development. The literature review of empirical studies reflected an overlapping range 

of conceptions of ethos and interchangeability of terms such as atmosphere, climate, and 

culture, (Glover and Coleman, 2005; Prosser, 1999 and Solvason, 2005). The approach 

in this study applied the widely accepted understanding of school culture to bring the 

ability of structured analysis to the vague but very popular concept of school ethos.

Using this conceptualisation, a method has been found which allows school ethos to be 

examined and measured on a scale as it relates to mediating spiritual development. The 

approach applied theoretical models of spirituality (Alexander and McLaughlin, 2003) 

and school culture (Deal and Peterson, 1999) and mapped them together to devise a 

scale of school ethos as it contributes to pupils’ spiritual development. To the best of
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this researcher’s knowledge of present empirical studies, this is the first example of 

such a scale.

This particular approach to school ethos as the experience of the culture has other 

applications. It was shown in Table 2.2 that school ethos is also often expected to enable 

other experiences in schools, for example of: a positive learning environment and a high 

quality pastoral care system. A similar approach could be used to devise a scale of 

school ethos (or experience of culture) as it contributes to either of these desired school 

outcomes. This would require mapping the school cultural dimensions to an appropriate 

theoretical model of indicators of academic achievement or pastoral care, and then 

devising an appropriate pupil questionnaire.

Secondly, it had been noted from a review of empirical studies of spiritual development 

in Chapter One, that few have examined the relationship between spiritual development 

of pupils and school ethos, particularly at primary school level. Most studies had used 

qualitative rather than quantitative techniques and few had been conducted in schools in 

Northern Ireland. This study is one of the first to have used quantitative methods to 

examine how the spiritual development of pupils has been mediated by school ethos in a 

range of primary schools in Northern Ireland.

It was noted in Chapters One and Two that most of the research in the areas of spiritual 

development and school ethos has been undertaken using ethnographic techniques. Such 

researchers, for example Donnelly (2000), point to the ability of qualitative approaches 

to study the richness of the social interactions within schools at close quarters. On the 

other hand, quantitative methods allow the study of pupil experiences of ethos over a 

wide range of schools of different types and in a variety of settings.

The quantitative approach used in this study could however be described as superficial 

and the ethos scale viewed as a fairly blunt measuring instrument. In defence of this 

approach, it can be argued that its strength is that it enables comparisons to be made 

across a large sample of schools in various sectors. While it is accepted that the scale is 

imprecise it has also been shown to have an acceptable reliability and internal validity.

Thirdly, after applying multilevel analysis to the data obtained in the research it has 

been shown that there is a relationship between spiritual well-being (used as a measure
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of spiritual development) and school ethos. However, the analysis shows that the role of 

the school is fairly small; with only 8.8% of the variation of response is attributable to 

school-level variance and when pupil intake factors (gender and level of church 

attendance) are controlled for this reduces to 4% with differences between schools due 

to management type. The differences between schools due to management type are 

shown to be accounted for by the variable mean school ethos. Thus school ethos is 

making a small contribution to the spiritual development of pupils.

This finding is perhaps surprising given the strong aspirations of the various official 

bodies associated with the school sectors of the intrinsic value of a spiritual component 

to ethos. Stock (2012, pi 3) defines a fundamental characteristic of a Catholic school as 

one which ‘attend(s) to the spiritual needs of children and young people as a constant 

priority’. In developing the ethos scale, reference was made to official documents from 

the Controlled, Catholic Maintained and Integrated sectors (Table 3.1a, Appendix I) 

which outlined what each believed was the unique contribution of ethos. It was shown 

that each held expectations that the school’s ethos should make a strong contribution to 

the development of pupils in a range of aspects of a model of spirituality.

If the finding that school ethos makes only a small contribution to pupils’ spiritual 

development is replicated in other studies, then it could be concluded that schools and 

sectoral bodies have significantly over-estimated the role of the school. Alternatively 

schools may need to reflect on their practice and enhance the breadth and depth of 

various aspects of spiritual development they are providing (see below at Section 6.7).

Fourthly, another outcome from regression analysis of mean school ethos is that there is 

still some variation between schools in relation to ethos that remains unexplained by the 

model once account is taken of church attendance and Catholic school type. It was 

noted that case study research of schools with high ethos scores could help identify 

other factors which enhance spiritual development of pupils.

6.7 Implications for policy, practice and further research

The findings of this study have possible implications for policy, practice and further 

research in four key respects. Firstly, an important outcome from the multilevel analysis 

of data in this study is that taking into account pupil-level variables such as gender and
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church attendance, the level of mean spiritual development of pupils is found to be 

associated with the ethos of the school. The influence of various subscales of ethos as it 

relates to spiritual development has been evaluated and some have been found more 

significant than others. Multilevel analysis on the final model equation for mean 

spiritual well-being showed that only two subscales of mean school ethos were 

contributing to the variation between schools in a significant way - C (Manifestations of 

spirituality in life) and D (Distinctive responses to aspects of the natural and human 

world). The study has suggested that the themes of spiritual development associated 

with subscales C and D should be relatively easy for schools to promote through their 

ethos given that they touch on the more tangible aspects of spirituality and faith. The 

fact that some schools are able to achieve higher scores than others in these two 

dimensions suggests that other schools are not maximising the potential for spiritual 

development of their pupils. Schools then may need to evaluate the depth of their 

engagement with these two key themes and reflect upon their current approaches.

Secondly, there is a challenge for schools in enhancing their school ethos as it relates to 

spiritual development, to find ways of fostering the underdeveloped Themes: A- a 

search for meaning and significance in life; B - the cultivation of inner space (e.g. 

prayer) and E - collective or communal dimension. An alternative conclusion is that all 

schools contribute equally to these dimensions and so the scale is not able to discern 

differences between schools. This may be so and it must be conceded that the findings 

of this study may be unique to the sample of schools and would need to be replicated 

across many studies of different schools in different countries. However, the ethos scale 

devised is theoretically informed and has demonstrated acceptable reliability and 

validity and is therefore worthy of defending.

However, if the interpretation that three aspects of spirituality are under-developed is 

correct, then schools may need to revise their policies and practices. There are some 

research findings within the literature which could point to pedagogies and approaches 

which might be of assistance to schools in enhancing the experiences they provide 

relating to aspects A, B and E of spirituality.

Ng (2012) points to the effective use of silence, meaning, questioning, kinaesthetic 

awareness and the use of imagination as tools to spiritual development in the classroom.
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This could be applicable to enhancing spirituality aspect A. The positive effect of prayer 

(Mountain, 2006); music making (Wills, 2011); and the expressive arts (McMurtary, 

2007) have all been shown to be significant contributors to spiritual development and 

may be appropriate approaches to enhance spirituality aspect B.

The study also suggested that schools examine their approaches to religious symbols 

(culture Dimension 4) and the quality of rituals (culture Dimension 2) such as assembly 

worship, noting that these seemed under-developed aspects of many schools’ ethos. 

Stock (2012, p24) draws attention to the importance of well-crafted and maintained 

symbols and icons of the Catholic faith displayed in and throughout the school ‘to help 

the school community and visitors experience the uniqueness and sacredness of the 

learning environment’. While all Catholic schools in the sample had symbols on display 

it would appear from the analysis of results that they may not be an overly significant 

influence on pupils.

Thirdly, although the study has found that 8% of the variation between pupils’ spiritual 

well-being scores is due to school-level differences, half of this variation is due to pupil- 

level factors, represented by gender and church attendance. Clearly this presents a 

challenge for schools as they consider how to address the spiritual development of boys. 

The work of Eaude (2004) may be helpful to schools as they assess the different support 

or approaches boys and girls may need in areas associated with spiritual development. 

Some schools have a greater proportion of church attendees than other schools and this 

is what partly explains the differences between schools’ spiritual well-being scores.(the 

remaining difference is due to school ethos). This suggests that the impact of schools on 

the spiritual development of children who do not have contact with a church is limited.

Conversely, this finding also challenges a popular view among church leaders that 

spiritual development in schools is a means of having an influence on pupils who 

ordinarily would not attend church. This study shows tentatively (for reasons of the 

reduced sample size for this part of the analysis), that church attendance has an additive 

effect on the spiritual development of pupils in schools. Hence, schools seem not to 

enhance spiritual development in isolation but rather are working with factors over 

which they have little control.

123



Clearly this finding has a resonance for churches. If church attendance is indeed a 

significant contributory factor in pupils’ spiritual development, then the quality of a 

church’s engagement with children who attend will be important. Some research 

findings in the literature may be of assistance to churches as they evaluate their 

children’s ministry practice. For example, Petersen (2003) points to creative approaches 

to children’s ministry' where there is openness to learning from the spirituality of the 

child; Ashley (2002) points to the challenge of the diverse spiritual development 

outcomes for boy choristers in cathedrals, and Nye (2011) offers principles and 

strategies in the nurture of children’s spirituality especially through the development of 

prayer, use of the imagination and play.

Fourthly, the study has shown (Caterpillar plot at Figure 5.3) that after controlling for 

church attendance and Catholic Maintained schools, some schools achieve higher scores 

than others for mean school ethos as it relates to spiritual development. Clearly there are 

factors at work in these schools to enable them to yield higher mean ethos scores which 

are not currently considered in the model. It may be that these schools could be using 

distinctive programmes or approaches to spiritual development that are producing 

positive pupil experiences. It is suggested that further study of these schools should 
prove valuable in identifying good practice in developing the spirituality of pupils 

which might be shared as exemplars to other schools.

6.8 Concluding reflections

This study has shown that although the concepts of spiritual development and school 

ethos seem nebulous there is in fact a measurable relationship between them. Pupils’ 

experiences of the ethos in certain schools have been shown to be positive and have 

helped enhance their spiritual development. In other schools that experience seems to 

have left many pupils unmoved. However, all schools could benefit from reflecting on 

the multi-faceted nature of spirituality and examining the experience of school culture at 

every level to evaluate its effects and to consider new practices. The ethos scale 

developed in this study could be an important tool in this exercise.

In some ways schools are working with variables over which they have no control; 

spiritual development has been shown to have correlation with factors wholly external
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to the school such as gender and church attendance. In spite of this, some schools do 

nonetheless manage to make their school ethos distinctive and have an impact on 

spiritual development. The reasons for this remain unclear but are worthy of closer 

study.

The goal of spiritual development of children is a noble one; because of its holistic 

aspect it has significance not only for individuals but also for the societies this 

generation are creating for the next. In a landmark report for the Children’s Society 

entitled ‘A Good Childhood - Searching for values in a competitive age, Layard and 

Dunn (2009, p86) underline the importance of spiritual development in the life of a 

child:

Children should be helped to develop the spiritual qualities of wonder and inner peace 
- and the sense of something greater than themselves. For different children, religious 
practice, music, drama, art, literature, science and the love of nature can all contribute 
to this experience - as can the understanding of any profound truth. No child is 
complete without some passionate spiritual engagement of this kind.

This study has shown that schools are having an influence on pupils’ spiritual 

development but that the effect is small. The continuing challenge for schools is to 

optimise their influence and strive to foster that ‘passionate spiritual engagement’.
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Appendix I- Mapping of the five themes of spirituality with the four dimensions of 
school culture.

Table 1.1 summarised five themes of spirituality modelled by Alexander and 

McLaughlin (2003) which might be developed with pupils through their experience of 

education in schools. Table 2.1 summarised four dimensions of school culture as 

understood by Deal and Peterson (1999). Table A3.1 (below) maps these two concepts 

to enable identification of experiences of spiritual development which could be 

associated with the various dimensions of school culture. Table A3.1 was built up in 

this way:

Step 1: In column 1 the five themes of spirituality and their associated features after 

Alexander and McLaughlin (2003) were listed.

Step 2: In column 2 various aspects of the four dimensions of school culture after Deal 

and Peterson (1999) from Table 2.1 were tentatively associated with some of the aspects 

of spiritual development from Table 1.1.

Step 3: Each theme of spirituality was then reflected upon by considering how pupils 

might have an associated learning experience contributing to spiritual development 

mediated through an associated dimension of the culture of school. In order to do this a 

survey was made of the various official sectoral documents to find the main outcomes 

of spiritual development expected in the various schools. The outcomes of this survey 

are displayed in Table A3.la.

From these types of spiritual development outcomes various learning experiences could 

be identified and indicators suggested in column three of Table A3.1 (below).

136



Table A3.1 Five aspects of spirituality - after Alexander and McLaughlin (2003), mapped with 
four dimensions of School Culture - after Deal and Peterson (1999), to yield possible indicators 
of spiritual development of pupils contributed by experience of the school culture

Domains of spirituality - Dimensions 
Alexander and of school
McLaughlin (2003) culture (Deal

and
Peterson,

________________________ 1999)*
(1)A search for meaning 1 (a) and (b)
Personal quest for value 
and significance in life.
Related to personal 
identity.
Religious framework of 
belief practice and value 
aimed at the search for 
purpose and truth.

Q33 School has helped us grow stronger in our faith.

Q55 School has helped us learn about our beliefs.

Q7 School has taught us to enjoy life to the full.

Q49 School has not helped us to be happy in life.

Q44 School has encouraged us to use our God - 
given talents.

Q13 School has not helped us to see why having 
faith is important.

Q26 In school we have learnt that God cares for us.

Q19 In school we are not encouraged to trust in 
God.

Q12 School has helped us to understand that there is 
a life to come after we die.

Q35 In school we are encouraged to have respect for 
people of other faiths and those with no faith.

Possible indicators of spiritual development 
contributed by experience of school culture

(2)The cultivation of inner 2 (a) and (b) Q29 In school assembly we ask for God’s help in
space our prayers.
Awareness, centeredness,
stillness prominent. Q28 In school assembly we say prayers for people
In a religious context the in need.
cultivation in forms of
prayer meditation or ritual Q14 In school assembly we have times when we are

asked to think quietly to ourselves.
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Domains of spirituality 
Alexander and 
McLaughlin (2003)

Q42 In school assembly we are encouraged to sing 
songs to God.

Q38 In school assembly we do not learn important 
lessons from the Bible.

Dimensions Possible indicators of spiritual development 
of school contributed by experience of school culture 
culture (Deal 
and
Peterson,
1999)*

Q25 In school assembly we are taught to thank God 
for his blessings.

Q57 In school assembly we learn important things 
about our faith.
Q53 School does not encourage us to express our 
faith openly.

Q48 In school assembly teachers help us to think 
about needy people in the world.

Q6 In school assembly we have learnt stories of 
people of faith who have done wonderful things for 
God.

(3 Manifestations of 
spirituality in life 
Basic orientations, 
motivations, dispositions.
Personal qualities include 
self possession, self 
control, self knowledge, 
humility, calmness, 
serenity, openness, trust, 
hope, gratitude, love 
generosity, wisdom.
In religious contexts: 
related to a vision of the 
person, the good life.

1 (b) and (d) Q20 School has helped us find a sense of inner calm

Q31 School has shown us that faith helps us live a 
good life.

Q15 In school we have learnt to treat others as we 
would wish to be treated.

Q10 In school we are not taught the importance of 
friendship.

Q41 School has taught us to love our families.

Q37 School has taught us to live peacefully with 
others

Q34 School has not taught us the importance of 
good behaviour.
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Domains of spirituality - 
Alexander and 
McLaughlin (2003)

Dimensions Possible indicators of spiritual development 
of school contributed by experience of school culture 
culture (Deal 
and
Peterson,
1999)*

Q56 In school we have learnt to respect other 
people.

Q8 School encourages us to care for others

Q51 Teachers are especially caring towards pupils 
in times of sadness or difficulty.

Q4 In school the teachers are always fair in the way 
they treat pupils

Q21 School has not encouraged us to marvel at the 
beauty of the world around us.

Q58 School has taught us that this world and all 
people belong to God.

Q16 In school we have learnt that all life is precious.

Q27 School encourages us to look our world and 
think about God.

Q23 School has not taught us to have a deep respect 
for God’s creation.

Q40 School has not taught us to be gentle with 
nature.

Q11 School has taught us to question things which 
happen that we do not understand.

Q54 School has not taught us that people should 
look after the earth.

1(b) Q50 School has taught us to thank God for our
families

Q46 School has taught us that people matter more

(4)Distinctive responses to 1 (c) 
aspects of the natural and 
human world 
Including awe, wonder, 
and reverence.
In religious contexts - faith
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Domains of spirituality - 
Alexander and 
McLaughlin (2003)

Dimensions
of school 
culture (Deal 
and
Peterson,
1999)*

Possible indicators of spiritual development 
contributed by experience of school culture

than things.

Q22 School has taught us that being happy and 
healthy is more important than being wealthy.

(5)Collective or communal 1 (d) and (e) Q17 In school assembly school we should behave
dimension well towards one another.
The significance of shared
memory and meaning. Q43 In school assembly we are encouraged to
Sense of belonging, behave in ways which obey God’s laws.
commitment to common
behaviours Q24 In school assembly we are not encouraged us to 

have a pride in belonging to this school.

2 (a) and (b) Q36 Assembly is not an important part of the school 
day.

Q5 School assembly encourages us to feel part of 
one big school family.

Q9 We have learnt that this school has its own 
special traditions at different times of the year.

Q59 Saying prayers together is an important part of 
school life.

3(a) Q39 We have had special assemblies when 
something terrible has happened in school or the 
world.

Q30 In school we have collected money to bring 
help after natural disasters.

4(b) Q45 Around the school are wall displays which 
show something about faith.

Q52 This school has symbols on display which 
show what we believe.
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Domains of spirituality - 
Alexander and 
McLaughlin (2003)

Dimensions
of school 
culture (Deal 
and
Peterson,
1999)*

Possible indicators of spiritual development 
contributed by experience of school culture

Q47 This school has a motto which has helped my 
faith.

4(a) Q32 Learning in this school building is something 
we will remember fondly

4 (a) and (b) Q18 A visitor to school could not tell from looking 
around what the school truly believes.

*The four dimensions of School Culture - after Deal and Peterson (1999)

(2) Vision, values, beliefs, norms and assumptions
(a) A shared understanding of a mission and purpose of education
(b) An understanding of what is valuable or excellent
(c) An understanding about the world around us
(d) Behavioural norms for staff and students
(e) Assumptions about students

(2) Rituals, traditions and ceremonies
(a) Meaningful processes and daily routines
(b) Daily assembly /Final assembly

(3) History and stories
(a) Critical incidents / emotional events
(b) Stories of events and people of the past

(4) Architecture, artefacts and symbols
(a) The quality of the learning environment
(b) School mottos and badges / Pupil wall displays
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Appendix II- Matrix of pilot questionnaire items

Table A3.2: Pilot questions identified in spiritual development - school culture matrix. 

Questions in underline illustrate a potential overlap of themes.

Dimensions of
school culture

Spiritual development themes

A.
A search
for
meaning
and
significance 
in life

B.
The
cultivation
of inner
space

C.
Manifestations 
of spirituality 
in life

D.
Distinctive
responses
to aspects 
of the
natural and
human
world

E.
Collective
or
communal
dimension

1 Vision, values, Q26, 19, 029. 28. Q20, 31, 15, Q21, 58, Q17, 43,24
beliefs, norms 12, 35,33, 14. 42.38. 10,41,37, 34, 16,27, 23,
and assumptions 55, 7, 49, 25. 57. 53. 56, 8, 51,4 40, 11,54,

44, 13 48,6, 50, 46, 22,
016.27. 58 028

2 Rituals, Q29, 28, 017. 43.24 039 Q36, 5
traditions and 14, 42, 38, 9,59
ceremonies 25, 57, 53,

48, 6, 59
3 History and Q6 030 Q39, 30
stories

4 Architecture, 052. 47. 45 047. 45 052. 47. 45 Q52, 47,
artefacts and 45,32, 18
symbols

It can be seen that the largest group of questions posed is found within Dimension 1 of 

school culture - vision, values, beliefs, norms and assumptions. This dimension provides 

natural points of intersection with many of the aspects of spiritual development. The 

second largest group of questions is within culture Dimension 2 where the theme of 

ritual, tradition and ceremonies has strong resonance for school assemblies and other 

aspects of faith expression. School culture Dimension 4 (architecture, artefacts and 

symbols) was found to link well with corporate or communal aspects of spiritual 

development.
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School culture Dimension 3 - history and stories of an organisation, proved to be a 

difficult one to find questions which explored an intersection with spiritual 

development. Deal and Peterson (2002, p50) suggest that ‘core features of a culture are 

moulded over time through critical incidents, emotional events and profound 

accomplishments’. This has particular application to staff who may have lived through 

such events or know of their historic impact in school. To explore pupil experiences of 

‘critical incidents’ it was decided to focus on the response to stand-out world or school 

events. Two questions were devised which referred to special assemblies after a terrible 

incident in school or the world (Q39) and special collections after a natural disaster e.g. 

earthquake or flood (Q30).

It can be observed that some questions have a secondary overlap of theme with other 

aspects of spiritual development or cultural dimension and are shown underlined. 

However these are shown for illustrative purposes and were not included in the analysis 

which follows.
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Appendix IV -Pilot questionnaire

School number 

P

A) INTRODUCTION
Pupil survey

Hello, my name is Ian, thank you for helping me with my survey. I am interested to know how 

school has helped you learn important things about God, yourself, and the world around you. 
Please fill in as much of this form as possible giving honest answers - remember there are no 
wrong answers. You will not be asked for your name and I will not tell anyone else about the 

answers you give. It should only take about 15 minutes to complete.

You do not need to fill in this questionnaire if you don't want to. If you don't want to fill it in, 

please just tick "No" below and give it back to your teacher.

Are you happy to take part in this survey?
Yes □ Please go to question 1
No □ Please speak to your teacher

B) ABOUT YOU

1. Are you a boy or a girl?

Boy □ 1
Girl □ 2

2. Would you describe the place where you live as...
A big city □ 1
Near a big city □ 2
A small city or town DB

A country village CM
A farm or home in the country 0 5

Don't know □ 6

3. Do you go to church or a place of worship? 

Often □ 1

Sometimes □ 2
Never □ 3

C) YOUR VIEWS

For the next couple of pages, I would like to know your views on a number of different things. 

For each statement, please show how much you agree with each of the following by drawing a 
circle around your best answer for each question.
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There are five answers to choose from:

YES if you STRONGLY AGREE
yes if you AGREE
? if you are unsure whether you AGREE or DISAGREE
no if you DISAGREE
NO ifyou STRONGLY DISAGREE

4. In school the teachers are always fair in the way they treat pupils.
YES yes ? no NO

5. School assembly encourages us to feel part of one big school family.
YES yes ? no NO

6. In school assembly we have learnt stories of people of faith who have done wonderful 
things for God.

YES yes ? no NO

7. School has taught us to enjoy life to the full.
YES yes ? no NO

8. School encourages us to care for others.
YES yes ? no NO

9. We have learnt that our school has its own special traditions at different times of the year.
YES yes ? no NO

10. In school we are not taught the importance of friendship.
YES yes ? no NO

11. School has taught us to question things that happen which we do not understand.
YES yes ? no NO

12. School has helped us understand that there is a life to come after we die.
YES yes ? no NO

13. School has not helped us to see why having faith is important.
YES yes ? no NO

14. In school assembly we have times when we are asked to think quietly to ourselves.
YES yes ? no NO
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15. In school we have learnt to treat others as we would wish to be treated.
YES yes ? no NO

16. In school we have learnt that all life is precious.
YES yes ? no NO

17. In school assembly we are told that we should behave well towards one another.
YES yes ? no NO

18. A visitor to school could not tell from looking around what the school truly believes.
YES yes ? no NO

19. In school we are encouraged to trust in God.
YES yes ? no NO

20. School has helped us find a sense of inner calm.
YES yes ? no NO

21. School has not encouraged us to marvel at the beauty of the world around us.
YES yes ? no NO

22. School has taught us that being happy and healthy is more important than being wealthy.
YES yes ? no NO

23. School has not taught us to have a deep respect for God's creation.
YES yes ? no NO

24. In school assembly we are not encouraged to have a pride in belonging to this school.
YES yes ? no NO

25. In school assembly we are taught to thank God for his blessings.
YES yes ? no NO

26. In school we have learnt that God cares for us.
YES yes ? no NO

27. School encourages us to look at our world and think about God.
YES yes ? no NO

28. In school assembly we say prayers for people in need.
YES yes ? no NO
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29. In school assembly we ask for God's help in our prayers.
YES yes ? no NO

30. In school we have collected money to bring help after natural disasters.
YES yes ? no NO

31. School has shown us that faith helps us live a good life.
YES yes ? no NO

32. Learning in this school building is something we will remember fondly.
YES yes ? no NO

33. School has not helped us grow stronger in our faith.
YES yes ? no NO

34. School has not taught us the importance of good behaviour.
YES yes ? no NO

35. In school we are encouraged to have respect for people of other faiths.
YES yes ? no NO

36. Assembly is not an important part of the school day.
YES yes ? no NO

37. School has taught us to live peacefully with others.
YES yes ? no NO

38. In school assembly we do not learn important lessons from the Bible.
YES yes ? no NO

39. We have had special assemblies when something terrible has happened in school or in the 
world.

YES yes ? no NO

40. School has not taught us to be gentle with nature.
YES yes ? no NO

41. School has taught us to love our families.
YES yes ? no NO

42. In school assembly we are encouraged to sing songs to God.
YES yes ? no NO
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43. In school assembly we are encouraged to behave in ways which obey God's laws.
YES yes ? no NO

44. School has encouraged us to use our God-given talents.
YES yes ? no NO

45. Around the school are wall displays which show something about faith.
YES yes ? no NO

46. School has not taught us that people matter more than things.
YES yes ? no NO

47. This school has a motto which has helped my faith.
YES yes ? no NO

48. In school assembly teachers help us to think about needy people in the world.
YES yes ? no NO

49. School has not helped us to be happy in life.
YES yes ? no NO

50. School has taught us to thank God for our families.
YES yes ? no NO

51. Teachers are especially caring towards pupils in times of sadness or difficulty.
YES yes ? no NO

52. This school has symbols on display which show what we believe.
YES yes ? no NO

53. School does not encourage us to express our faith openly.
YES yes ? no NO

54. School has not taught us that people should look after the earth.
YES yes ? no NO

55. School has helped us learn about our beliefs.
YES yes ? no NO

56. In school we have learnt to respect other people.
YES yes ? no NO

57. In school assembly we learn important things about our faith.
YES yes ? no NO
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58. School has taught us that this world and all people belong to God.
YES yes ? no NO

59. Saying prayers together is an important part of school life.
YES yes ? no NO

5) SOME FINAL QUESTIONS

Please answer each of the following by drawing a circle around your best answer for each 
question.

There are five answers to choose from:

YES ALL of the time or very often
yes fairly often
S sometimes
no hardly ever
NO NEVER

60. Do you know God is a friend? YES yes S no NO
61. Do you look at the stars and the moon? YES yes S no NO
62. Do you go for a walk in the park or countryside? YES yes S no NO
63. Do you know your family love you? YES yes S no NO

64, Do you feel happy? YES yes S no NO
65. Do you hear people say you are good? YES yes S no NO
66. Do you love your family? YES yes S no NO
67. Do you know you belong to a family? YES yes S no NO

68. Do you think life is fun? YES yes S no NO
69. Do you spend time with your family? YES yes S no NO
70. Do you talk to God? YES yes S no NO
71. Do you know God cares for you? YES yes S no NO

72. Do you spend time in the garden? YES yes S no NO
73. Do you watch a sunset or sunrise? YES yes S no NO
74. Do you know people like you? YES yes S no NO
75. Do you think about God? YES yes S no NO

This is the end of the survey, thank you so much for filling this in. Your answers are very 
important to me.

153



Appendix V - Letters of consent and ethical approval

v Queen's University
Belfast

School of Education 
Queen's University Belfast 

69/71 University Street
Belfast 

BT7 1HL
QUB RESEARCH STUDY

SCHOOL ETHOS AND THE SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT OF PRIMARY SCHOOL PUPILS

15th May 2012 

Dear Principal,

I am writing to you regarding a research project I am undertaking for the dissertation 
requirements of an EdD from the Queen's University of Belfast (QUB) and to ask if I might be 
permitted to invite your primary seven pupils to participate.

The study is entitled 'School ethos and spiritual development'. The purpose of the research is 
to investigate how the ethos of a school contributes to the spiritual development of pupils. I 
am inviting a sample of schools from the various sectors to take part. I hope that you might 
agree to your school being part of this study.

I am proposing to ask P7 pupils, whose parents/guardians have given consent, to complete a 
short questionnaire during school hours at a time convenient to their teacher. The 
questionnaire is completed anonymously and I can assure you that neither the child's name 
nor the name of the school will be referred to in any report written following the research. The 
questionnaire should only take about 15 minutes to complete. I would be very pleased, 
following this research, to share with you the overall results of the study that were obtained 
for your school.

I am proposing to conduct this research during the month of June 2012. I will follow up this 
letter with a phone call in the next few days to ascertain whether you would be willing for your 
school to take part in the study and to answer any questions you may have and also make the 
necessary arrangements. My work is being supervised by Professor Paul Connolly, Head of the 
School of Education at QUB. If you wish to discuss any aspect of this study in advance of my 
phone call please contact me at  or my supervisor at 
paul.connolly(S)qub.ac.uk.

I enclose for your information a copy of the pupil questionnaire and my letter to parents 
seeking consent for their child's participation in the survey.

Thank you in anticipation of your assistance.

Yours sincerely,

Ian W Ellis
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Queen's University
Belfast

School of Education
Queen's University Belfast 

69/71 University Street
Belfast 

BT7 1HL

Date as 
postmarked

Dear Parent / Guardian,

Re: Permission for your child to complete a questionnaire as part of a survey looking at the 
contribution that schools make to children's spiritual development

Your child's school principal has permitted me to write to you to seek consent for your child to 
complete a questionnaire as part of a research study I am conducting. The aim of the research 
is to examine the contribution that schools make to the spiritual development of pupils.

Your child's participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw 
your consent and discontinue participation at any time. The questionnaire will be completed 
anonymously and at no stage will it be possible to identify your child or his/her school in 
anything written about the research. Additionally your child will be given the opportunity to 
agree to take part at the beginning of the questionnaire.

I am conducting this research to fulfil the requirements of a dissertation for the EdD course of 
study at the School of Education, Queen’s University Belfast. Data from the questionnaires will 
be stored in a locked cupboard until inputted into a computer software programme for 
statistical analysis. Once inputted and checked all questionnaires will be destroyed.

My supervisor for this research is Professor Paul Connolly at Queen's University Belfast. Your 
child's participation in this study would be very much appreciated, and if you have any 
questions regarding this study I can be contacted at the above postal address or at 

Please complete the consent slip below and return to your child's class teacher as soon as 
possible.

Thank you in anticipation of your assistance.

Yours faithfully.

Ian W Ellis
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PARENT / GUARDIAN CONSENT SLIP:

I consent / do not consent to my child taking part in the QUB research study 'School Ethos 

and Spiritual Development'.

NAME OF CHILD:

SCHOOL:

PARENT / GUARDIAN'S SIGNATURE: DATE:
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Queen's University
Belfast

School of Education 
Research Office 

Queen's University 
Belfast 

69/71 University 
Street 

Belfast 
BT7 1HL 

Tel +44 (0) 28 
90975961 

Fax +44 (0) 28 
90975066 

www.qub.ac.uk

Memorandum

To Ian Ellis

From Ulrike Niens, Chair, Ethics Committee

Date 28 February 2012

Distribution Supervisor
School of Education Office
File

Subject Ethics Approval

The School of Education Ethics Committee has approved your proposed research.

Note that this approval applies only to the procedures outlined in your submission.

Any departure from these must be discussed with your supervisor, and may require additional ethical 
approval.

Note for the supervisor it is the responsibility of the supervisor to add any research projects involving 
human participants, material or data, to the University's Human Subjects Database for insurance 
purposes. (The Human Subjects Database is accessible through QOL under 'IVfy Research ).

The Committee wishes you every success with your research.
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Appendix VI - Pilot Survey: Factor analysis of each sub-scale A - E after 
reduction to five most reliable items

Factor analysis: sub-scale A
Table A3.3.1: Total variance explained for sub-scale A

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 2.856 57.111 57.111
2 .779 15.588 72.699
3 .546 10.915 83.613
4 .476 9.521 93.134
5 .343 6.866 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Figure A3.3.1: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale A

Scree Plot

c 15-

Component Number

Table A3.3.2: Component matrix for sub-scale A

Sub-scale A ______ Component_____
1

Q13 School has not helped us to see why having faith is important .798
Q26 In school we have learnt that God cares for us .763
Q33 School has not helped us grow stronger in our faith .831
Q49 School has not helped us to be happy in life .737
Q55 School has helped us learn about our beliefs__________________________________ .635
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis, a. 1 components extracted.

158



Factor analysis: sub-scale B

Table A3.3.3: Total variance explained for sub-scale B
Component Initial Eigenvalues

Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 2.779 55.574 55.574
2 .819 16.387 71.961
3 .598 11.967 83.928
4 .424 8.478 92.406
5 .380 7.594 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Figure A3.3.2: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale B

Scree Plot

Component Number

Table A3.3.4: Component matrix for sub-scale B

Sub-scale B ______ Component_____
1

Q25 In school assembly we are taught to thank God for his blessings .736
B19
Q28 In school assembly we say prayers for people in need B15 .762
Q29 In school assembly we ask for God's help in our prayers B14 .754
Q48 In school assembly teachers help us to think about needy people .711
in the world B22
Q57 In school assembly we learn important things about our faith .764
B20

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis, a. 1 components extracted.
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Factor analysis: sub-scale C

Table A3.3.5: Total variance explained for sub-scale C
Component Initial Eigenvalues

Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 2.310 46.194 46.194
2 .886 17.712 63.906
3 .783 15.655 79.561
4 .544 10.883 90.444
5 .478 9.556 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Figure A3.3.3: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale C

Scree Plot

S 1.5-

Component Number

Table A3.3.6: Component matrix for sub-scale C

Sub-scale C ______ Component_____
1

Q15 In school we have learnt to treat others as we would wish to be .634
treated C26
Q20 School has helped us find a sense of inner calm C24 .639
Q31 School has shown us that faith helps us life a good life C25 .726
Q37 School has taught us to live peacefully with others C29 .747
Q51 Teachers are especially caring towards pupils in times of .644
sadness or difficulty C33
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis, a. 1 components extracted.
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Factor analysis: sub-scale D

Table A3.3.7: Total variance explained for sub-scale D

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 2.460 49.192 49.192
2 .792 15.848 65.040
3 .675 13.495 78.535
4 .630 12.592 91.127
5 .444 8.873 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Figure A3.3.4: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale D

Scree Plot

3 15-

ilj i o-

Component Number

Table A3.3.8: Component matrix for sub-scale D

Sub-scale D ______ Component_____
1

Q16 In school we have learnt that all life is precious D37 .735
Q21 School has not encouraged us to marvel at the beauty of the .744
world around us D35
Q27 School encourages us to look at the world and think about God .697
D38
Q50 School has taught us to thank God for our families D44 .705
Q58 School has taught us that this world and all people belong to .620
God D36
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis, a. 1 components extracted.
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Factor analysis: sub-scale E

Table A3.3.9: Total variance explained for sub-scale E
Component Initial Eigenvalues

Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 2.444 48.879 48.879
2 .780 15.593 64.472
3 .760 15.210 79.681
4 .588 11.757 91.438
5 .428 8.562 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Figure A3.3.5: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for sub-scale E

Scree Plot

Component Number

Table A3.3.10: Component matrix for sub-scale E

Sub-scale E ______ Component_____
1

Q9 We have learnt that our school has its own special traditions at .661
different times of the year E54
Q17 In school we are told that we should behave well towards one .589
another E48
Q32 Learning in this school building is something we will remember .654
fondly E58
Q52 This school has symbols on display which show what we .760
believe E55
Q59 Saying prayers together is an important part of school life E60____________________.810
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis, a. 1 components extracted.
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Appendix VII - Histograms of the five sub-scales - MeanA, MeanB, MeanC, 
MeanD and MeanE

Figure A3.3.6: Histogram of sub-scale A

COMPUTE MeanA=MEAN(Q13FAITHIMPORTANT,Q26GODCARESFORUS, 
Q33STRONGERFAITH,Q49HAPPYINLIFE,Q55LEARNBELIEFS)

c 30-

n n nr
COMPUTE MeanA=MEAN(Q13FAITHIMPORTANT, 

Q26GODCARESFORUS,Q33STRONGERFAITH, 
Q49HAPPYINLIFE,Q55LEARNBELIEFS)

Figure A3.3.7: Histogram of sub-scale B

COMPUTE MeanB=MEAN(Q25THANKGOD,Q28PRAYERSFORPEOP, 
Q29ASKFORGODSHELP,Q6STORIESOFFAITH,Q57IMPORTTHINGSFAITH)

COMPUTE MeanB=MEAN(Q25THANKGOD, 
Q28PRAYERSFORPEOP,Q29ASKFORGODSHELP, 
Q6STORIESOFFAITH,Q57IMPORTTHINGSFAITH)
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Figure A3.3.8: Histogram of sub-scale C

COMPUTE MeanC=MEAN(Q15TREATOTHERS,Q20INNERCALM, 
Q31FAITHHELPSLIFE,Q37LIVEPEACEFULLY,Q51CAREINSADTIMES)

COMPUTE MeanC=MEAN(Q15TREATOTHERS, 
Q20INNERCALM,Q31FAITHHELPSLIFE, 

Q37LIVEPEACEFULLY,Q51CAREINSADTIMES)

Figure A3.3.9: Histogram of sub-scale D

COMPUTE MeanD=MEAN(Q16LIFEPRECIOUS,Q21 MARVELATBEAUTY, 
Q27LOOKATWORLDGOD,Q50THANKFORFAMILIES,Q58WORLDISGODS)

cr 20-

COMPUTE MeanD=MEAN(Q16LIFEPRECIOUS, 
Q21MARVELATBEAUTY,Q27LOOKATWORLDGOD, 

Q50THANKFORFAMILIES,Q58WORLDISGODS)
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Figure A3.3.10: Histogram of sub-scale E

COMPUTE MeanE=MEAN(Q9SPECIALTRADS,Q30HELPFORD IS ASTERS, 
Q32REMEMBERSCHOOL,Q52SYMBOLSDISPLAYED, 

Q59PRAYERIMPORTANT)

COMPUTE MeanE=MEAN(Q9SPECIALTRADS, 
Q30HELPFORDISASTERS,Q32REMEMBERSCHOOL, 
Q52SYMBOLSDISPLAYED,Q59PRAYERIMPORTANT)
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Appendix VIII - Correlations of sub-scale means (A-E) with one another (pilot)

Table A3.3.11: Correlations of sub-scales

Correlations

Mean A MeanB MeanC MeanD MeanE

Mean A Pearson Correlation 1 .439 .558 .581 .394

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000

N 163 163 163 163 163

MeanB Pearson Correlation .439 1 .532 .582 .622

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000

N 163 163 163 163 163

MeanC Pearson Correlation .558 .532 1 .533 .526

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000

N 163 163 163 163 163

MeanD Pearson Correlation .581 .582 .533 1 .460

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000

N 163 163 163 163 163

MeanE Pearson Correlation .394 .622 .526 .460 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000

N 163 163 163 163 163
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Appendix IX - Factor analysis of the combined ethos scale - variance, scree plot 
and eigenvalues

Table A3.3.12: Total variance explained for the mean ethos scale
Component Initial Eigenvalues

Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 8.297 33.188 33.188
2 2.013 8.051 41.239
3 1.701 6.803 48.042
4 1.605 6.418 54.460
5 1.360 5.440 59.900
6 1.036 4.144 64.044
7 1.018 4.073 68.117
8

...25
.905 3.619 71.737

Figure A3.3.11: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for mean ethos scale

Scree Plot

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25

Component Number
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Table A3.3.13: Rotated components matrix for the mean ethos scale.

Factor

1 2 3 4
Q13 School has not helped us to see why having faith is 
important A13

.527 .638 .033 .165

Q26 In school we have learnt that God cares for us A4 .616 .317 -.143 -.299

Q33 School has not helped us grow stronger in our faith A8 .480 .518 -.075 .059
Q49 School has not helped us to be happy in life A11 .546 .317 -.508 .014
Q55 School has helped us learn about our beliefs A9 .588 -.083 -.006 .417

Q25 In school assembly we are taught to thank God for his 
blessings B19

.672 -.152 .147 -.437

Q28 In school assembly we say prayers for people in need
B15

.483 -.181 .428 .143

Q29 In school assembly we ask for God's help in our prayers
B14

.625 .005 .162 -.320

Q48 In school assembly teachers help us to think about 
needy people in the world B22

.568 -.060 .090 .573

Q57 In school assembly we learn important things about our 
faith B20

.589 -.171 .273 .214

Q15 In school we have learnt to treat others as we would
wish to be treated C26

.634 .196 .070 -.179

Q20 School has helped us find a sense of inner calm C24 .633 -.375 -.144 .311

Q31 School has shown us that faith helps us life a good life
C25

.712 -.205 .165 .157

Q37 School has taught us to live peacefully with others C29 .609 -.185 -.431 -.322
Q51 Teachers are especially caring towards pupils in times 
of sadness or difficulty C33

.578 -.145 -.478 .201

Q16 In school we have learnt that all life is precious D37 .617 .145 .136 -.004

Q21 School has not encouraged us to marvel at the beauty of 
the world around us D35

.540 .342 .105 .363

Q27 School encourages us to look at the world and think
about God D38

.664 -.049 -.009 -.249

Q50 School has taught us to thank God for our families D44 .492 .382 .317 -.108
Q58 School has taught us that this world and all people 
belong to God D36

.476 -.099 .237 -.164

Q9 We have learnt that our school has its own special .290 -.212 .447 -.252
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Factor

1 2 3 4
traditions at different times of the year E54
Q17 In school we are told that we should behave well
towards one another E48

.563 .255 .006 -.131

Q32 Learning in this school building is something we will 
remember fondly E58

.558 -.236 -.498 -.091

Q52 This school has symbols on display which show what
we believe E55

.556 -.414 -.025 -.067

Q59 Saying prayers together is an important part of school
life E60

.638 -.362 -.012 .018

It can be observed that most of the components are loading on to Factor 1, hence the 
scale seems to be measuring one underlying factor.
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Appendix X - Frequency distributions of mean ethos score and mean spiritual 
well-being scores for pilot schools

Figure A3.3.12: Frequency distribution of mean scores on ethos scale (Pilot sample)

Histogram

Meanscore

Mean =4.29 
Std. Dev =0 472 

N =163

Figure A3.3.13: Frequency distribution of mean spiritual well-being scores (Pilot 
sample)

Histogram

MeanSWB

Mean =4.23 
Std. Dev. =0.454 

N =160
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Appendix XI - Factor analysis of the five sub-scales - MeanA, MeanB, MeanC, 
MeanD and MeanE
Table A3.3.14: Total variance explained for the five ethos sub-scales

Component Initial Eigenvalues
Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 3.093 61.870 61.870
2 .696 13.915 75.785
3 .491 9.812 85.597
4 .390 7.799 93.396
5 .330 6.604 100.000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Figure A3.3.14: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for the five ethos sub

scales - MeanA, MeanB, MeanC, MeanD and MeanE

Scree Plot

Component Number
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Table A3.3.15: Components matrix for the five ethos sub-scales - MeanA, MeanB, MeanC, 

MeanD and MeanE

Factor
1

MeanA=MEAN(Q13FAITHIMPORTANT,Q26GODC ARES
FORUS,Q33STRONGERFAITH,Q49HAPPYINLIFE,Q55L
EARNBELIEFS)

.751

MeanB=MEAN(Q25THANKGOD,Q28PRAYERSFORPEO
P,Q29ASKFORGODSHELP,Q6STORIESOFFAITH,Q57IM
PORTTHINGSFAITH)

.811

MeanC=MEAN(Q 15TREATOTHERS,Q20INNERCALM,Q
31 FAITHHELPSLIFE,Q37LIVEPEACEFULLY,Q51CAREI 
NSADTIMES)

.802

MeanD=MEAN(Q 16LIFEPRECIOUS,Q21MARVELATBE 
AUTY,Q2 7LOOKAT WORLDGOD,Q5 OTHANKFORF AMI 
LIES,Q58WORLDISGODS)

.805

MeanE=MEAN(Q9SPECIALTRADS,Q30HEEPFORDISAS 
TERS,Q32REMEMBERSCHOOL,Q52SYMBOLSDISPLA 
YED,Q5 9PRA YERIMPORTANT)

.761

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

a. 1 components extracted.

It can be observed that each of the components seems to be measuring one underlying 
factor.
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Appendix XII - Revised questionnaire item matrix and rationale for substitutions 
after the pilot.

Table A3.4: Pilot questionnaire items reduced after reliability tests tabulated in Spiritual 
development - school culture dimensions matrix.

Spiritual development themes

Dimensions of 
school culture A. A search 

for meaning 
and
significance 
in life

B. The 
cultivation 
of inner 
space

C.
Manifestations 
of spirituality 
in life

D.
Distinctive 
responses to 
aspects of 
the natural 
and human 
world

E.
Collective
or
communal
dimension

1 Vision, values, 
beliefs, norms 
and assumptions

Q26, 33,
55, 49, 13

Q6, Q20, 31, 15,
37, 51

Q21, 58, 16, 
Q27, 50,

Q+7

2 Rituals, 
traditions and 
ceremonies

Q29, 28, 25, 
Q48, 57,

Q9, 59

3 History and 
stories

Q30

4 Architecture, 
artefacts and 
symbols

Q52, 32

Table 3.4 above, displays questions remained after analysis using SPSS for maximum 

reliability of each dimension of spiritual development. However when the table was 

examined it was found that the School culture Dimension 3 (History and stories) had no 

questions across any dimension of spiritual development. Questions in Bold are 

replacement questions replaced to enhance the coverage of themes across the various 

dimensions of spiritual development and school culture.

Q30 replacing Q17

76. It was decided to reinstate Q30 (We have collected money to bring help after 

natural disasters like earthquakes or floods) which explored pupil experience of a 

critical incident / world event and the communal response of the school. Q17 (In 

school assembly we are told that we should behave well towards one another)
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was then removed from this dimension as it was felt that there was a sufficient number 

of questions exploring school culture Dimension 1. Q30 also has a potential overlap 

with spiritual development dimension 4 as it refers to a response to a critical natural and 

human world event. A reliability check on this revised sub-scale for spiritual dimension 

E yielded only a small reduction in Cronbach’s alpha (0.734 to 0.724)

Q6 replacing Q48

It was decided to remove Q48 {In school assembly teachers help us to think about needy 
people in the world) as it explored a very similar area to Q28 {In school assembly we 
say prayers for people in need). Q6 {In school assembly we have learnt stories of 
people of faith who have done wonderful things for God) was reinstated because it was 
felt it not only explored how stories of others can inspire faith but it could also refer to 
stories of persons from the history of the school eg founding saints or biblical characters 
- hence a potential overlap with school culture Dimension 3. A reliability check on this 
revised sub-scale for spiritual development Theme E yielded only a small reduction in 
Cronbach’s alpha (0.792 to 0.785).
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Appendix XIII - Factor analysis of the Fisher scale of spiritual well-being (Pilot 
sample)

Table A3.4.1: Total Variance explained for the Fisher scale of spiritual well-being
Component Initial Eigenvalues

Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 4.149 25.928 25.928
2 2.317 14.483 40.412
3 2.077 12.984 53.396
4 1.264 7.899 61.295
5 1.012 6.323 67.618
6

...16
.749 4.683 72.300

Figure A3.4.1: Scree plot of Eigenvalues against component numbers for the Fisher scale of 
spiritual well-being.

Scree Plot

Component Number
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Table A3.4.2: Rotated components matrix- for the Fisher scale of spiritual well-being

Factor

1 2 3 4

Q60 Do you know god is a friend? .424 .097 .599 -.265
Q61 Do you look at the stars and the moon? .502^1 -.316 .080 .174
Q62 Do you go for a walk in the park or countryside? .565J -.153 -.230 .274
Q63 Do you know your family love you? .549 .561 -.055 .197
Q64 Do you feel happy? .496 -.262 -.408 -.393
Q65 Do you hear people say you are good? .617 -.197 -.390 -.152
Q66 Do you love your family? .392 .sotrt -.059 .287
Q67 Do you know you belong to a family? .324 .803-J -.152 .171
Q68 Do you think life is fun? .594 -.135 -.243 .034
Q69 Do you spend time with your family? .565 .000 -.361 -.198
Q70 Do you talk to God? .661 -.102 ,414n -.042
Q71 Do you know God cares for you? .453 .104 615J -.297
Q72 Do you spend time in the garden? .233 -.435 -.036 .652
Q73 Do you watch a sunset or sunrise? .419 -.496 J .287 .368
Q74 Do you know people like you? .567-i -.037 -.442 -.261
Q75 Do you think about God? .587J .008 .541 -.035

Ex and C and T
En En

Key: Fisher model of spiritual well-being

Spiritual well-being 
theme___________
Transcendental (T) 
Communal (C) 
Existential (Ex) 
Environmental (En)

This confirms that the four items comprising each subscale are beginning to emerge as 
components of the underlying factors although they are not distinct. This is probably 
due to the small size of pilot sample (n= 163 pupils).
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Appendix XIV - Final research questionnaire

School numbe

A) INTRODUCTION
Pupil survey

Hello, my name is Ian, thank you for helping me with my survey. I am interested to know how 
school has helped you learn about God, yourself, and the world around you. Please fill in as 
much of this form as possible giving honest answers - remember there are no wrong answers. 
You will not be asked for your name and I will not tell anyone else about the answers you give. 
It should only take about 15 minutes to complete.

You do not need to fill in this questionnaire if you don't want to. If you don't want to fill it in, 
please just tick "No" below and give it back to your teacher.

Are you happy to take part in this survey? 
Yes □ Please go to question 1
No □ Please speak to your teacher

B) ABOUT YOU

1. Are you a boy or a girl?
Boy □ 1
Girl □ 2

2. Would you describe the place where you live as...
A big city □ 1
Near a big city □ 2
A small city or town DB
A country village D4
A farm or home in the country 0 5
Don't know □ 6

3. Do you go to church or a place of worship? 
Often □ 1
Sometimes □ 2
Never □ 3

C) YOUR VIEWS

For the next couple of pages, I would like to know your views on a number of different things. 
For each statement, please show how much you agree with each of the following by drawing a 
circle around your best answer for each question.
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There are five answers to choose from:

YES if you STRONGLY AGREE
yes if you AGREE
? if you are unsure whetheryou AGREE or DISAGREE
no if you DISAGREE
NO ifyou STRONGLY DISAGREE

4. School has taught us to live peacefully with others.
YES yes ? no NO

5. In school we have learnt to treat others as we would wish to be treated.
YES yes ? no NO

6. In school assembly we say prayers for people in need.
YES yes ? no NO

7. We have learnt that our school has its own special traditions at different times of the year.
YES yes ? no NO

8. This school has symbols on display which show what we believe.
YES yes ? no NO

9. School has not helped us to be happy in life.
YES yes ? no NO

10. In school assembly we learn important things about our faith.
YES yes ? no NO

11. School has shown us that faith helps us live a good life.
YES yes ? no NO

12. In school we have learnt that all life is precious.
YES yes ? no NO

13. School has not encouraged us to marvel at the beauty of the world around us.
YES yes ? no NO

14. School has helped us learn about our beliefs.
YES yes ? no NO
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15. In school assembly we are taught to thank God for his blessings.
YES yes ? no NO

16. School has taught us that this world and all people belong to God.
YES yes ? no NO

17. In school assembly we have learnt stories of people of faith who have done wonderful 
things for God.

YES yes ? no NO

18. Learning in this school building is something we will remember fondly.
YES yes ? no NO

19. School has helped us find a sense of inner calm.
YES yes ? no NO

20. School has taught us to thank God for our families.
YES yes ? no NO

21. School has not helped us grow stronger in our faith.
YES yes ? no NO

22. In school we have collected money to bring help after natural disasters like earthquakes or 
floods.

YES yes ? no NO

23. In school assembly we ask for God's help in our prayers.
YES yes ? no NO

24. Teachers are especially caring towards pupils in times of sadness or difficulty.
YES yes ? no NO

25. School has not helped us to see why having faith is important.
YES yes ? no NO

26. Saying prayers together is an important part of school life.
YES yes ? no NO

27. In school we have learnt that God cares for us.
YES yes ? no NO

28. School encourages us to look at our world and think about God.
YES yes ? no NO
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D) SOME FINAL QUESTIONS

Please answer each of the following by drawing a circle around your best answer for each 
question.

There are five answers to choose from:

YES ALL of the time or very often
yes fairly often
S sometimes
no hardly ever
NO NEVER

29. Do you know God is a friend? YES yes S no NO
30. Do you look at the stars and the moon? YES yes S no NO
31. Do you go for a walk in the park or countryside? YES yes S no NO
32. Do you know your family love you? YES yes S no NO

33. Do you feel happy? YES yes S no NO
34. Do you hear people say you are good? YES yes S no NO
35. Do you love your family? YES yes S no NO
36. Do you know you belong to a family? YES yes S no NO

37. Do you think life is fun? YES yes S no NO
38. Do you spend time with your family? YES yes S no NO
39. Do you talk to God? YES yes S no NO
40. Do you know God cares for you? YES yes S no NO

41. Do you spend time in the garden? YES yes S no NO
42. Do you watch a sunset or sunrise? YES yes s no NO
43. Do you know people like you? YES yes s no NO
44. Do you think about God? YES yes s no NO

This is the end of the survey, thank you so much for filling this in. Your answers are very 
important to me.
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