CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

7.0

Introduction
This chapter discusses the key conclusions to the study and makes recommendations about how the findings can inform future development of live-in retreats in Catholic secondary schools.   It will consider the implications for the conduct of retreats from the perspective of Catholic education, and to a lesser degree, from the perspective of the Catholic Church in Australia.   The proposed recommendations are pertinent to:

· those involved in the conduct of retreats in Catholic secondary schools.

· decision-makers in Catholic education at school and system levels.

· diocesan leaders within the Catholic Church.

· retreat leaders who work in the area of local church youth ministry.
This research project has developed a picture of the purposes, processes and underlying spirituality to the contemporary communitarian live-in retreats from a study of the literature and from data collected from a sample of secondary school teachers in one metropolitan Catholic school system.   In addition, it has identified a range of issues that affect both the planning and conduct of retreats, as well as their future place in Catholic schools.

Because Catholic secondary schools across the country conduct live-in retreats, and because attention was given to the historical origins of this type of retreat in Australia from its beginnings in 1964, it is anticipated that many, if not all of the issues identified here will be relevant to the conduct of similar retreats in other Catholic dioceses.   In other words, it is expected that the thinking about retreats evident in the sample of teachers interviewed in this one diocese would be similar to that of their counterparts in other dioceses.   However, there may well be idiosyncratic differences between dioceses.   Further research would be needed to determine the extent to which the profile of purposes, practices and issues established in this study applies elsewhere in Australia – and in Catholic secondary school retreats in other countries.

Another key question that was not examined in any detail in this study, but which needs further investigation, is the difference between live-in retreats and non live-in, single day retreats conducted either on the school premises or in some suitable location away from the school.   Also, this study did not survey the views of the young people who have experienced live-in retreats in Catholic secondary schools – a crucially important area yet to be explored.

A number of the judgments and evaluations made in this chapter are controversial;   not all Catholic educators would interpret the results in this same way.   Nevertheless, the chapter does identify important issues and questions about the place and conduct of retreats in Catholic schools.   Further study and research are needed to determine the extent to which this same agenda is evident elsewhere in Australian Catholic education.   In turn, systematic research on retreats, particularly from the perspective of young people, could inform the maintenance and further development of retreats as a valuable component of Catholic secondary schooling.

The discussion of issues is arranged in four groups:-

7.1

Major theoretical and educational issues

7.2

Psychological and spiritual issues related to the conduct of retreats

7.3

Contextual factors that have a bearing on the implementation of retreats

7.4

The resourcing of retreats and the professional development of retreat leaders

Then follows sections on recommendations for Catholic education and further research.

7.1

Major theoretical and educational issues

7.1.1
The ‘new style’ communitarian live-in school retreat:   Evidence of both continuity and change in Catholic spirituality

This study has shown how the notion of going away on a retreat had its origins in early Christian spirituality, particularly in what has become known as ‘desert spirituality’ (Chapter 1).   Desert spirituality presumed that one could get closer to God by retiring, even temporarily, from the concerns of everyday life to commune with God in silence and solitude.   While silence is not always a prominent feature of contemporary school retreats (or in Catholic retreats generally), there are a number of aspects of early retreat spirituality that are still evident in the purposes and activities of live-in school retreats today.

The life of monks in the monastic orders was like a continuous retreat;  but the ‘active’ religious orders (such as the Jesuits, and the teaching orders founded since the 17th century) developed the structurally lasting characteristic of the retreat as a time out for physical and spiritual rejuvenation.   This more ‘portable’ retreat came to have a significant influence in Catholic Christianity.   It could be argued that the longevity of the retreat movement within the history of Catholicism showed that it had endured by adapting successfully to different circumstances.

Up until the mid to late 1960s, Catholic secondary school retreats in Australia were modelled on the ‘silent’ religious order or clerical retreat.   Then, the introduction of the Christian Living Camps in Adelaide in 1964 represented a dramatic transformation in the purposes and mode of conduct of school retreats.   For the first time in the history of Catholic spirituality (at least in Australia), the notion of retreat became associated with fun, friendship, celebration, discussion and community.   Now in this more personal / communitarian context, the idea of taking time out and going away to reflect on one’s relationship with God was being presented in a different light.   The spiritual dimension of retreats was usually always a positive experience in the Catholic spiritual tradition.   The communitarian retreat would add the elements of enjoyment, fun and exhilaration.

While to some extent, this new form of school retreat was influenced by the experience that some of the original retreat leaders had in the adult Catholic Cursillo movement, in the main, it represented an innovation in Catholic spiritual practice that had its origins in Australian Catholic schools.   From there, the acceptability and the desirability of communitarian retreats spread to religious orders and the wider Catholic community in Australia.   This is an interesting incidence of the Catholic school system coming to have a nation wide spiritual influence on the Catholic Church in this country (as explained further in 7.1.2 below).

While there are many aspects of the communitarian retreat that were new and innovative in the 1960s, there is still evidence of a continuity with the spiritual principles associated with the historical development of the retreat within the Catholic spiritual tradition since the times of the early Church fathers and desert spirituality.   This is illustrated in Table 7.1.

As considered in more detail below, the new communitarian retreat was to become a key signpost in the development of Catholic spirituality after the Second Vatican Council.   It represented the quest for a ‘personally relevant’ spirituality in modern times.

Table 7.1
A summary of retreat practices and emphases in spirituality from the early Christian communities through to contemporary live-in school retreats.  It shows areas of continuity and change.

	Retreat practices and emphases in spirituality
	Early Christian monastic communities
	Religious orders, especially the teaching orders (following the innovation of the Jesuits)
	Catholic secondary school retreats in the 1950s
	Contemporary communitarian Catholic secondary school retreats

	Withdrawal from society
	X life was like a continuous retreat
	X
	X limited withdrawal when conducted on school premises
	X

	Going away to live at a relatively isolated place
	X
	X
	Usually stayed at school
	X

	Spiritual practices/prayer 
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Liturgy and sacrament of reconciliation
	X
	X
	X
	X special attempt to highlight the community experience of Eucharist as a keynote of the whole retreat community experience

	Silence


	X
	X
	X
	

	Personal reflection
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Being in a community


	X the taken for granted living structure of the group
	X
	X
	X special emphasis on community building as a principal retreat dynamic

	Fun activities and recreation
	
	
	
	X

	The joy of going away with friends
	
	
	
	X

	The joy of meeting new people and making new friendships;  enhancing existing friendships.
	
	
	
	X this applied to the early ‘inter-school’ and ‘stranger’ camps and retreats and not to retreats for one school’s pupils only.

	Extensive discussion in groups
	
	
	
	X

	A special emphasis on ‘personal development’ alongside the ‘spiritual’ dimension.
	
	
	In these times it was presumed that the spiritual dimension to retreats would be important for overall personal development – but this link was not stressed
	X


7.1.2
The new communitarian retreat:   An innovation in Catholic spirituality from the time of the Second Vatican Council

The transition from traditional, ‘silent’, ‘religious order modelled’ school retreats to the new, celebratory, community-modelled, discussion-oriented retreats was iconic of the transition from a ‘traditional 1950s’ Catholic spirituality to what could be termed a ‘Vatican II’ spirituality.   During and just after the Second Vatican Council, Catholics in Australia were making significant adjustments to their practice of spirituality – changes which were more extensive than had occurred for centuries since the Reformation (Groome, 1991, 1998;  Tacey, 2003;  Schillebeeckx, 1985;  Sullivan, 2002;  Alberigo, 2006).
The adults who conducted the first new style communitarian school retreats in the 1960s (all of whom were members of religious orders) were concerned with trying to enhance the lives of young people in Catholic schools with a ‘relevant’ spirituality;   this was an additional stimulus for them to work out what was a ‘relevant Catholic spirituality’ for adults.   They acknowledged that working together, and with young people on these retreats provided an influential forum that affected their own personal spirituality, as well as their approach to resourcing the spirituality of youth.
In a sense, for a number of these retreat leaders, the conduct of retreats served to ‘fast track’ both their personal and spiritual development.   A key factor in this movement was their growing belief that relationships (friendship and being ‘close’ to people) were central to personal development and spirituality (c/f the section on spirituality in Chapter 3).   Being in a responsible position to model and teach spirituality on retreats put them in the role of ‘bridge building’ from the traditional to a new style of Catholic spirituality.
Another factor was their flexibility in trying out new and innovative community building activities that addressed youth spirituality;   this enabled them to change the activities and the retreat focus, often at short notice, if the group was not responsive, or if they felt a new direction was needed at that time.   However, there were some concerns, even in the early stages of development of these retreats, about the important explicit, spiritual dimension of retreats.   This still remains an issue today.

A key to understanding the changing spirituality background to the emergence of the communitarian retreat and its psychological dynamics lay in the new Vatican II spirituality.   Crawford and Rossiter (2006, pp. 173-177), as noted in chapter 3, gave a succinct account of the development of what they called a Vatican II “psychological Christian spirituality” in the 1960s and 1970s.   They claimed that this represented a quantum transformation in Catholic spirituality, and that it set lasting precedents such that it eventually became the ‘mainline’ spirituality in Australian Catholicism since that time.   However, there remains considerable diversity in Australian Catholic spirituality and a number of Catholics would not identify with this so-called mainline spirituality whose authenticity they would question.

Crawford and Rossiter (2006) proposed that the key characteristics of this new spirituality were:-
· The continuation of the revelation of God through human experience (Moran, 1966, 2002, 2009; Second Vatican Council Dei Verbum, 1965).

· Personal relationships were central to both human development and spirituality.

· The development of community was central to the development of personal relationships.

· The psychological dimensions of spirituality needed articulation – religion (theology, scripture and spirituality) needed to be perceived as relevant to people’s lives which led to a psychological Christian spirituality.

· Authentic liturgy involved: -   community, participation, communication and celebration (contrasting with the earlier emphasis on: - individual, attendance, silence and awe).  While liturgy was still regarded as the ‘human interfacing with the divine’ the emphasis shifted more towards the human experience side of the equation.

While one of a number of arenas where the new Vatican II spirituality was being forged, the senior school live-in retreat was important for three reasons:-

· Those religious personnel involved in the new communitarian school retreats became influential spirituality leaders in the Australian Catholic community.

· The Vatican II spirituality of the new retreats became embedded in Catholic schools where this culture of Catholic spirituality affected generations of Catholic educators;  in the schools, it probably had a more significant influence on teachers (especially religion teachers) than on the students.

· The school students, who became the successive generations of Catholic laity, absorbed this new spirituality from the schools, and in particular from its special expression within the communitarian retreat.

From this perspective, the school communitarian live-in retreat made an important contribution to the development of Australian Catholic spirituality after the Second Vatican Council.

7.1.3
Application of humanistic psychology and group dynamics theories to religion/spirituality and education
The work of Carl Rogers (and others like Rollo May, Gordon Allport, Abraham Maslow) in humanistic psychology in the 1960s impacted on popular culture in Western countries by underscoring the importance of the development of relationships within the overall developmental task of ‘becoming a person’.   On becoming a person (1961) was the title to one of Rogers’ most influential books.   As suggested in 7.1.2 above, the relationship dimension to spirituality became prominent in the 1960s and humanistic psychology was a significant influence on this development.   The human and psychological dimension to spirituality focused on the human side of the quest for God and the spiritual.   Hence the word ‘relevant’ became prominent in spirituality – that is, the application of spirituality to everyday life;   it needed to make sense by being applicable to ordinary life.

As well as having applications to clinical practice in therapy and counselling (Kennedy, 1977), the use of encounter groups, personalist psychology and group dynamics also spread to the business world where they informed organisational development and were used for staff professional development programs (Schein and Bennis, 1965).

Rogers (1969) also applied his psychology to education with the popular publication Freedom to learn.   He claimed that “There is no resemblance between the traditional function of teaching and the function of the facilitation of learning.” (Rogers, 1983, p. 135), and in so doing, contributed to the development of contemporary thinking that emphasises ‘learning’ while underplaying ‘teaching’ – the latter tends to be replaced by the idea of ‘facilitating’ (a development critiqued by Moran, 2008).

While not the only forum where humanistic psychology was impacting on religion/spirituality and education, the early communitarian school retreats were important opportunities for their retreat leaders at the time to explore (both for themselves and their students) the interfaces between religion/spirituality, humanistic psychology (and the social sciences in general) and educative processes.   For them, this highlighted a psychological perspective on religion and it fostered the development of a psychological spirituality (c/f Crawford and Rossiter, 2006, p. 173).   It emphasised the quality of personal relationships as a key to personal development – and hence to spirituality.   The persistence of the Catholic Institute of Counselling in Strathfield (Sydney) which continues to offer personal development programs for adults (since the 1960s) remains one prominent organisational testament to this movement.

The personal interactions and community development on school retreats meant that a strong personal development emphasis became prominent in the school retreat movement – along with the more traditional spiritual dimension.   It became an area of work for educators where humanistic psychology was affecting their understanding of both personal development and spirituality.   The live-in retreat was probably the most appropriate school venue where humanistic psychology might be relevant to student learning.   The idea of facilitating personal learning makes more sense in the retreat situation because in effect it is structurally like an ‘intensive personal development seminar’.
While the literature (like the example of Schein and Bennis, 1965) considered the use of humanistic psychology in organisational development in the work place, and while there is much evidence of its use in counselling and therapy (Kennedy 1977), the Catholic secondary school live-in retreat was a situation where this psychology was applied in an educational fashion to the personal development of school pupils.
7.1.4
Psychological insights into youth spirituality

The special circumstances for enhancing teacher-student relationships in the live-in retreat helped Catholic educators (both in the first communitarian secondary school retreats, and on a continuing basis since the 1960s) develop more insight into, and greater professional interest in, youth spirituality.   This special interest in youth spirituality has influenced the thinking and professional practice of generations of teachers and educational leaders within Australian Catholic education.   In turn this has contributed positively to the spiritual/moral dimension of Australian Catholic schooling.

The retreat provided adults with a privileged situation for talking over questions about spirituality with young people.   The founders of the communitarian retreats in the 1960s believed that the retreat experiences were very important for them in coming to a better understanding of the personal and spiritual needs of young people, as well as of what they considered to be the ‘big’ spiritual/moral issues in their lives and the world at that time.   While this theme question was not raised specifically with the participants in the study, it was likely that the retreat still provides some stimulus to educators to think about contemporary youth spirituality and how they might best promote its development.   Further research could check whether the situation of retreats provided educators with more significant insights into youth spirituality than their corresponding classroom experience.

The leaders of the first communitarian retreats considered that the psychological dynamics of retreats were favourable for promoting attitudinal change.   While the teachers in this study did not specifically refer to this possibility in the same psychological terminology of attitudinal change, they indicated that the promotion of personal / attitudinal change and the development of spirituality were regarded as important aims for retreats.

The range of issues for contemporary youth spirituality identified in chapter 3 provides a profile of spirituality that could inform the work of school retreat leaders.   It is not that all young people could be adequately described by a single profile, but familiarity with the trends and issues could be helpful for retreat leaders in shaping retreat activities that would be more in tune with the spiritual starting points of their students.   Also, some of the issues themselves could well become useful content for inputs at retreats (E.g. the way that a consumerist ideology and practice can affect young people’s identity development.).

Given the overall interest of retreats in developing young people spiritually, it is suggested that a study of youth spirituality should be an essential component of any professional development program or book resource for retreat leaders.   Also of importance for retreat leaders, would be some appreciation of the nexus between spirituality and humanistic psychology that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s (as discussed above) because of its importance for understanding both the development of Australian Catholic spirituality as well as of the psychological and spiritual dynamics of live-in retreats.

7.1.5
The communitarian retreat:  A significant ‘grass roots’ education innovation and example of school-based curriculum development
In writings about the development and implementation of school curriculum, much attention was given to the progression from system policy to the operationalising of change and innovation at the school level.   Even school-based curriculum development (SBCD) was usually driven by central system-wide policy.   The literature often proposed approaches to make system-wide, government-mandated and ‘top down’ models of curriculum change work more effectively (Print, 1987;  Fullan, 1991;  Brady and Kennedy, 2003;  Slattery, 2006).   The origin and consolidation of the new style communitarian retreats in Australian Catholic secondary education was quite different.   It represented a significant ‘grass roots’ innovation in Catholic schools commenced by practitioners and maintained by schools that eventually became a mainline practice in Australian Catholic education.

The innovation was carried forward and supported by Religious Orders.   The original pioneers and the ‘early adopters’ of the new style retreats were members of Religious Orders and their work in school retreats was quickly endorsed by the authorities in the Orders.   In turn, the Religious Orders further supported the new retreat movement by instituting travelling retreat teams, setting up retreat centres and commencing programs for the professional development of teachers as retreat leaders.   While not as prominent in Catholic diocesan religious education guidelines as might be expected, retreats are still regarded as making a distinctive contribution to the Catholic schools’ overall religious education program.   Rossiter (1981. p. 110), in his review of religious education in Australian schools, considered that retreats were perhaps the most distinctive feature of Catholic school religious education in this country.

Apart from the contribution of the Religious Orders, the development of communitarian live-in retreats in Catholic secondary education was almost exclusively the initiative of the schools and not of systemic authorities.   Similarly, the resourcing and training of retreat leaders was primarily school-based.   This gave freedom to the schools but it also tended to leave retreats vulnerable in the long term because their future was too dependent on the situation in particular schools.   Change in school staffing could deplete the retreat team and also change the culture of acceptability of retreats within the school.   If retreats were generally regarded as an important part of the school’s religious education program, then it could be expected firstly, that this position would be reflected in diocesan curriculum documentation.   And secondly, there should be a commitment to the development and resourcing of retreats as well as to the leadership training of teachers.

7.1.6
The communitarian retreat:   Providing insight into the spiritual moral dimension to school curriculum
The links between educational practice and personal change in pupils (in beliefs, attitudes and values) have always been complex and tenuous, and are influenced by many non-school factors.   The retreat was like an intensive personal development seminar where its psychological dynamics were considered as contributing to attitudinal change (Neville, 2007; Rossiter, 1978).   The psychological dynamics of retreats suggested that personal change is more likely to be promoted in a personal environment where there is:-  

· freedom

· supportive community setting

· friendly and fun activities

· friendship and scope for friend-making

· small group discussions favourable for exchange of personal views

· a favourable psychological environment in which new thinking about potential personal change could occur, together with the ‘imagining’ and ‘rehearsal’ of what such personal change might be like

· opportunity for personal reflection

· informative stimulus material for discussion.

A favourable place for such opportunities is when students ‘go away’ from the formalities and routines of school and home life.   This view also suggests that the potential for promoting personal change in the classroom setting is different – where it is more concerned with an intellectual engagement with spiritual/moral issues in the format of a regular, open, inquiring, informative study;  in other words, a different channel towards personal change that is a natural part of the academic school subject.

Crawford and Rossiter’s (2006) conceptual scheme for interpreting the spiritual and moral dimension to the school curriculum set out to chart the limited potential of classroom teaching and learning for promoting the development of young people’s beliefs attitudes and values.   They described personal change and its relationship with personal learning;   they raised questions about so called ‘personal pedagogies’ that claimed to be effective ways of promoting personal change/personal learning in the same way is that ordinary classroom teaching might lead to changes in knowledge, understanding and cognitive skills.   They stressed the importance of freedom and psychological safety if any personal change in pupils in the classroom was to be authentic.

According to this scheme, the same principles and safeguards that applied to personal learning in the formal classroom context should apply to the live-in retreat, and in particular to its small group discussion.   However, the live-in retreat provided a naturally more personal and informal environment than the formal classroom, making it particularly suitable for personal reflection and discussion;   this situation could not easily be replicated in the classroom.   Hence, it could be expected that there would be more scope for personal discussion on the retreat.   It would then be reasonable to conclude that the retreat had greater natural potential for prompting students towards a review of life and consideration of possibilities for personal change then could be expected in the regular classroom.

The contribution of regular classroom discussion towards personal change is more indirect through the channel of informed inquiry (Crawford and Rossiter, 2006, p. 282).   By contrast, the distinctive channel towards personal change in the retreat is more psychological and emotional.   It is not that one channel is better than, or should be preferred to the other.   Both can be used to provide personal development opportunities for young people at school.   Understanding the distinctive possibilities for promoting personal change in the retreat goes hand in hand with appreciation of the complementary possibilities in the regular classroom.

According to Crawford and Rossiter (2006, p. 414 ), acknowledgment of the distinctive potential of retreats for prompting personal and spiritual change in pupils was evident in some commentaries on religious education.   These commentaries tended to regard the retreat as a more of a ‘catechesis’ like experience (that is, a faith-sharing and faith-developing experience) than was the case in the classroom teaching of religion;   in turn, they tended to equate ‘emotionality’ with ‘faith development’, identifying the retreat (and ‘personal sharing discussions’) as more effective in promoting faith development than classroom religious education.   Crawford and Rossiter considered that this terminology reflected a problematic interpretation of the nature of faith.   Their view would acknowledge the distinctive potential of the retreat for personal reflection and interactions, but it stopped short of labelling this somewhat unconditionally as ‘faith development’.   Their approach was concerned with identifying educational strategies that could point young people in the direction of personal change (and faith development) while not presuming that any pedagogy could make this happen on cue;   this emphasised the students themselves as the authentic authors of their own personal change.

While there is some debate about whether the retreat should be regarded as more of a co-curricular or extra-curricular activity, this study takes the view that it is a key and intentional part of the overall curriculum.   

Crawford and Rossiter (2006, p. 305 ff.) have provided a systematic account of issues related to the spiritual and moral dimension to the school curriculum.   They differentiated between the following main strategies:-

1. Explicit approach (in a special spiritual/moral subject or in particular units within regular subjects)

2. Implicit approach:  dealing with spiritual/moral issues where these arise naturally across the curriculum.

3. General skills and consciousness raising

The live-in retreat fits into the first strategy where it takes up a special position in the form of an intensive personal development live-in seminar.

7.1.7
The psychological, community and spiritual dynamics of retreats:   How some of these same dynamics are evident in other community activities
7.1.7.1
Different meanings associated with the word ‘retreat’

The word ‘retreat’ has extensive common usage in referring to some degree of withdrawal from the demands of the ordinary life and/or work situations.   It includes the notions of escape, relaxation, refreshment, renewal and rejuvenation.   This opportunity for ‘recharging’ the individual’s physical and mental ‘batteries’ may be focused on preparing for a more healthy, purposeful return to ordinary life.   In addition, the retreat may be used as an opportunity for reflection as a part of important personal decision-making;   and for ‘finding the self’ – a phrase referring to a review of personal identity and the appraisal of behaviour that has identity consequences;   this could include reflection on the possibility of new thinking and new behaviours.   Thus the retreat in its most generic sense has an important natural place in personal and social life and it is not surprising that the term came into religious usage with the added connotation of renewing spiritual health.

Hence the word retreat has been applied to a special room or place in one’s house or place of work, to a holiday house, to a rehabilitation centre and even to the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum – as well as to the psychological encounter group.

While at an ordinary human level, and in the religious situation, there was always a ready understanding of the purposes of a retreat, the development of humanistic psychology, and in particular, the sensitivity or encounter group by Carl Rogers and other psychologists, led to more formal reflection about the psychological dynamics of personal change through group methods.   This was encapsulated in the title of Schein and Bennis’ (1965) seminal book:  Personal and organisational change through group methods.   This psychology identified the potential for personal change within a complex of the following aspects or qualities of the live-in retreat.

· removal to a new situation;

· the relative isolation put individuals temporarily out of contact with the home situation and their usual reference groups of family, friends (and perhaps work);

· the new situation was a stimulus to personal change with community support;

· making new acquaintances and developing new friendships, and / or the enhancement of old friendships were exhilarating;

· community building occurred, often resulting in good feelings about group identity;

· the isolated retreat situation, as well as the group interactions, could prompt individuals to reflect and review their personal lives and perhaps talk about this in the group;

· group discussions and one-to-one interactions provided scope for imaginative rehearsal of new thinking, new values and new behaviour (personal renewal);

· the group could provide an understanding and supportive reference point for experimenting with new thinking and new behaviour;

· there was scope for preparation to return to ordinary life with a new outlook.

This study has provided an opportunity to show how the psychological and spiritual dynamics at work in the secondary school retreat were also identifiable in a number of other situations.   This section will note how some of these same dynamics were evident in the Catholic World Youth Day program in Sydney in 2008;   and it will note, for the sake of identifying examples, some institutions, public events and television programs that show evidence of some of these principles in operation.

7.1.7.2
Similarity with the community and spiritual dynamics of World Youth Day

The community, psychological and spiritual dynamics that could be identified at work in young people during the Catholic World Youth Day in Sydney in July 2008 paralleled a number of the dynamics in the live-in communitarian retreat.   These included:-
· the going away – even to another country;

· an association of religious activities with community development and friendship;

· the generation of positive emotions and euphoria through the acquaintance process and community activities;

· negotiating the problems in saying goodbye to new friends and in ‘re-entry’ to ordinary life after a significant emotional experience.

Hence, the claims made for World Youth Day as a significant experience of evangelisation (WYD Syd, 2006;  AYCS and AYCW, 2007A, 2007B) could be equally applied (and perhaps even more so) to the school retreat because of the potential for ongoing follow-up after the event back at school, together with the ongoing religious education through the school’s formal classroom religion curriculum.   While at World Youth Day, the religious activities were of a more traditional type (Latin Mass, Benediction, traditional Stations of the Cross, the Angelus in Latin etc.) at the communitarian retreat, there was greater scope for making the prayer and liturgy more relevant to contemporary youth spirituality;   and there was more scope for student involvement and engagement in the liturgy as growing out of, and as a celebratory climax to, the development of community during the retreat.   Like at the World Youth Day Mass, the tangible sense of community at the retreat contributed to both the prayerful and the emotional dimensions of the celebration.
The public documentation used in preparation for World Youth Day showed the intention of making the event a significant religious experience for youth that would be accepted as a type of ‘New Evangelisation’ (Pope John Paul II, 1988, 1990;  WYD Syd, 2006).   This could help renew their sense of Catholic religious identity;   and there was also the hope that it might lead youth to more engagement with the local Catholic parishes, and their religious life.   Arrangements for follow up activities to facilitate new relationships with parishes were organised.   Similarly, the idea of New Evangelisation could be applied to the school retreat.

One significant difference between the retreat and WYD, apart from the size and international scope of the latter, was the public pageantry of WYD.   Both young people (and adults), who were participants or observers, were impressed by the pageantry of the World Youth Day Stations of the Cross and the Papal mass – as they have become accustomed to expecting pageantry in public events and celebrations.   The religious content of WYD was associated with the pageantry, colour, music, good feelings and community energy that have come to be expected of large scale public events.   In addition, another difference was the way that large numbers of youth involved in the WYD helped generate a tangible sense of Catholic religious identity.   The overt prominence of Catholics at the event translated into a feeling that the Catholic Church was both large and multi-national in its membership.   For those who may have felt that being Catholic was the experience of a religious minority in a secular society, WYD made them feel, often with pride, part of a substantial religious group.

When it comes to appraising the success of WYD and the retreat, there are difficulties in deciding on what criteria this should be judged.   There was an initial natural tendency to judge the experiences as a success if the participants enjoyed them;  on this count, participants at both experiences reported positively.   Another approach to appraising the events was to ask participants to comment on whether they felt that the experience enhanced their spirituality.   Again, on this score, both events were regarded as positive religious experiences (Flynn, 1985, 1993;  Flynn & Mok, 2002;  Maroney, 2008A, 2008B).   Whether or not the experiences would lead to more participation in Catholic parishes was more difficult to determine.   As far as retreats were concerned, there has been no data collected on this question;   also, as yet, there is no substantial data as to whether WYD has affected youth parish participation.

It is considered unrealistic to expect that either of these experiences should make a significant difference to youth participation in parishes.   The option for young Catholics to be an active part of a parish depends on a number of factors, the principal one being whether or not their parents are regular church goers – but this is not always a guarantee that youth will follow the example of their parents.   Other factors would include:-  the perceived spiritual relevance of the Church;  the relationship between the spirituality experienced at WYD or the retreat and the perceived spiritual practices of the parish;  the religious dispositions of individuals’ principal group of friends.

It is evidently important for Catholic authorities to know that events like WYD and school retreats are effective and relevant spiritual/religious experiences;  if not, then it would be difficult to justify their costs and resourcing, as well as for retreats the disruption of the school timetable for year 12 students and teachers.   These spiritual/religious experiences are holistic in the sense that enjoyment, good feelings and community identification have infused the religious practices, and to that extent become somewhat inseparable from them.   It is therefore problematic to try to differentiate the ‘human’ gains from the ‘religious’ ones – and the human enjoyment from the potential religious development.   Also, it is considered problematic to try to measure spiritual/religious effectiveness and relevance in a way that puts too much emphasis on changes in parish participation.

It is considered that retreats provide a positive and healthy spiritual/religious influence on young people, but this does not necessarily dispose them towards becoming regular Sunday mass attenders.   It is unlikely that the cultural decline in formal church participation in Australian Catholicism over the last 60 years can be reversed in a significant way by any program or religious experience – WYD, school retreat etc.   Hence, it is concluded that the potential enhancement to personal spirituality in these experiences should be offered to youth unconditionally.   Criteria for addressing youth’s spiritual needs are required for appraising the value of experiences like retreats.   While hopefully such experiences might favourably dispose some youth towards voluntary participation in parish life, this result should not be taken as an absolute criterion for measuring their success.

7.1.7.3
Examples of contemporary institutions, events and practices that show up the operation of some of the psychological and community dynamics identified in secondary school retreats

As noted at the start of this section, this concluding sub-section will identify, by way of illustration of examples, some events and organisational structures that show evidence of employing some of the same sorts of psychological and community dynamics considered to operate in school retreats.   While it is beyond the scope of this study to describe these similarities in detail, Appendix ZZ will describe the following examples which can be used to illustrate the parallels in the use of some similar psychological dynamics to those of retreats.,   The appendix considers the following examples:-  the following is an example list of events that illustrate the parallels.
Public events
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Retreat.

Corporate structures

Corporate Retreats;   as conducted by Sheila Campbell;  USA.

Community health structures

Hospital rehabilitation / physical therapy.

Mental/psychiatric institutions

Rehabilitation Centres for substance abuse.

Programs and clinics for withdrawal from alcoholism.

Adolescent youth structures

Operation Flinders: a South Australian-based program.  

School structures

School Camps and/or alternative campus experiential programs.

Television programs

Brat Camp;  Reality television: USA and United Kingdom.

Ladette to Lady:  Reality television program.   UK and Australia.

The Abbey:  Women experience life in a monastic institution.

Big Brother:   Competition program.

7.2
Psychological and spiritual issues related to the nature, purposes and conduct of retreats

This section discusses a range of significant areas for the purposes and conduct of retreats.   These issues need to be addressed as part of the ongoing enhancement of retreats.   In addition, they raise questions that need to be taken into account if the future of retreats in Catholic secondary schools is to be preserved and developed.

7.2.1
The place of personalism in the retreat process
The idea of personalism, as used in this study, is the intentional interest in promoting the personal dimension of retreats – including emotion, good feelings, sense of community and a personal level in discussions and interactions.   It values the practice of personal sharing and personal disclosures.

In his (1978) book on retreats, Rossiter considered that developing the personal and community dimension to retreats was one of the key purposes of retreats leaders who first conducted communitarian retreats since the mid-1960s.   He pointed out that while having personal interactions was an important aspect of retreats, it was also in need of caution because of the potential for manipulation.   Later, when reviewing the history of Australian Catholic religious education in 1999, Rossiter considered that “the quest for personalism and relevance” was one of the key thematics to have a distinctive influence on developments, structures and pedagogies;   and in his opinion, it still remained an important issue to resolve and to get into healthy perspective in contemporary religious education.

This researcher concludes that an understanding of the subtle, complex place of personalism in retreats is a key to interpreting their psychological dynamics and their potential for promoting spiritual and moral development.   In turn, this understanding needs to be contextualised within the broader framework of the place of personalism within the whole educative process of schooling.   It is considered that the work of Crawford and Rossiter (2006) provides a conceptual scheme that serves these purposes well.

The following sub-sections will examine some of the principal problems and potentialities for personalism on retreats, and will propose what is considered to be a healthy way of interpreting and utilising the psychological dynamics of retreats.   In turn, this will be a prelude to consideration of the spiritual/religious dimension of retreats.   All of the questions and issues discussed here are regarded as important both for understanding the place of retreats within Catholic schooling, as well as pertinent content for the professional training of retreat leaders.
Just as for the pioneers of the communitarian live-in retreats, the quest for personalism still remains both a prominent interest and a significant problem area for the conduct of contemporary secondary school retreats.
7.2.1.1

Emotion and euphoria

Emotion, good feelings and euphoria have long been known to be prominent in live-in retreats (Rossiter, 1975, 1978).   ‘Re-entry’ to ordinary life and making some adjustments following the emotional high of a retreat have been taken into account by retreat leaders.   But there is evidence that while retreat leaders valued young people’s enjoyment of live-in retreats, they did not show that they had a good functional theory for understanding and interpreting the natural place and the educational significance of emotion and euphoria within retreat dynamics.

The scheme of Crawford and Rossiter (2006, pp. 283-286) proposed a theory as to how emotion can be regarded as a useful and healthy part of personal learning.   Just having emotional experiences in themselves was not necessarily educational.   They considered that appropriate expressions of emotion by young people in the educational context were healthy when they grew naturally out of educative experiences – as natural by-products – and not out of situations that were intentionally devised to stimulate their emotions.   The presence of emotion often made a learning experience more holistic.   One of the useful contributions that school education might make to the development of young people's emotional maturity would be to help them learn how to identify emotion and to be able to put it into some sort of perspective.   In other words, there needed to be the promotion of some understanding of emotion and of when and where different expressions of emotion would be acceptable in a community.   Also needed would be some understanding of the positive contribution that emotions make to human expression, communication, behaviour and personal maturity.

Rossiter (1978) considered that when emotion and euphoria flowed naturally from fun educative activities on retreats and youth camps, this contributed significantly to the development of a sense of community and to the experience by individuals of the joy and exhilaration in developing new friendships and in affirming old friendships;  and this included some friendship with the responsible adults.   Sometimes there could be valuable personal learnings, first experienced within the favourable and euphoric situation of a retreat, which could then gradually become more of a conviction and commitment after the initial euphoric feelings faded.

There is a need to acknowledge that there is value in students having healthy fun and enjoyment for their own sake.   However, this in itself would hardly be a good justification for having a live-in retreat.   Hence there is a need to adopt a scheme similar to that devised by Crawford and Rossiter (2006) to show how emotion and euphoria will be interpreted as a contributing part of the retreat process which can in turn affect the personal and spiritual development of the student participants.   Such a scheme also needs to include an ethical code to guide retreat leaders in the use of activities that will stimulate emotions.   Some consideration needs to be given to the emotional potential of an activity before it is implemented.   If it triggers an excessive expression of emotion that cannot adequately be dealt with within the normal complement of staff resources at the retreat, then such an activity should be judged inappropriate.   Inexperienced teachers may have lacked the skills to deal with students’ emotions in an appropriate fashion.   Healthy emotional responses could be accepted as natural consequences of retreat activities;   but it would be questionable to make specific emotional responses the intentional outcomes to be pursued in the retreat.

It is educationally valuable to affirm that good feelings and euphoria can contribute to young people’s sense of well-being and sense of community at the retreat.   This can be evident in laughter, smiles and camaraderie with others.   And in turn this euphoric feeling can flow into the celebration of liturgy, making it a more tangible expression of a caring, believing community.

As noted above, there is a need for retreat leaders, in both the retreat and post-retreat processes, to address potential ‘re-entry’ problems where some students found it difficult to reconcile their extremely happy retreat feelings with the reality of less than happy feelings in their life at home and school on their return.   If the retreat euphoria was not identified, named and explained to some extent, the students may have felt puzzled by it, and perhaps emotionally manipulated by the retreat leaders.

This study has shown that retreat leaders have often associated emotions and euphoria with personal disclosure in group discussions.   This question will now be considered in more detail.

7.2.1.2

Personal sharing and personal disclosure in small group discussions

The sample of retreat leaders who were interviewed considered that the notion of ‘telling your personal story’ was a central theme in the dynamics of their retreats.   Often, it was expected of the adult retreat leaders that they disclose something of their own personal ‘story’ (presumably including their own beliefs and values) either in short whole group inputs or in small group discussions as a principal stimulus for getting the students to talk about their own personal lives.   The idea of personal sharing was espoused, and the success of small group discussions tended to be measured in terms of whether or not they resulted in personal disclosures from students.   In turn, such disclosures could develop an ‘ electric’ like atmosphere of emotion in the groups which could lead to strong feelings of group bonding and sense of group identity;  sometimes this led to crying or even a level of hysteria.   Underlying this practice was the presumption that this sort of personal disclosure and personal sharing in the groups was an important mechanism for the personal and spiritual development of young people during the retreat.

While affirming the importance of the personal/emotional dimension to live-in retreats, including the value of good feelings and personal sharing, this researcher questions the validity and the appropriateness of giving excessive attention to the ideas of personal disclosure and telling your personal story.   The following paragraphs argue the case.   They will identify a number of the problem areas before proposing a more generally educational view of the retreat’s small group discussion, where there is a need for more substantial content that is relevant to young people’s lives, which enables them to reflect and even talk about personal issues with a sense of freedom that is otherwise inhibited if there was too much emphasis on initiating personal disclosures.

7.2.1.3

The purposes in promoting personal sharing and personal disclosure

In a favourable and friendly environment, away from school, personal discussions and disclosures were considered useful for creating empathy and bonding.   This was not unlike the dynamics used in counselling ‘sensitivity’ or ‘encounter’ groups, even though the retreat was basically an educational activity and not a therapy group.   It was thought that personal sharing would help create a sense of community.   But what was problematic was determining ‘how personal’ the discussion needed to be – in other words, what was the appropriate depth for personal revelations by both teachers and students.

Perhaps some retreat leaders thought that by revealing personal issues, problems might be eased or relationships could be enhanced.   This thinking is judged to be too therapeutic for the retreat’s discussion groups which should be more generally educational in tone.   Where some sharing of personal insights could develop naturally (that is, without any feeling of compulsion or expectation) in a group discussion of a more general topic, such personal sharing could be regarded as healthy.   But in this instance, there was no pressure of expectation to contribute at such a personal level.   Personal disclosure was not the direct or formal purpose of the discussion, but if it did occur, it could be acknowledged and valued for the contribution that it made.

7.2.2
The thematic and process emphasis on ‘personal story’:  Potentialities and problems

An excessive emphasis on telling one’s personal story, both by retreat leaders and students, as the core process of the retreat, could be experienced as emotional manipulation or the ‘engineering’ of emotions which failed to respect adequately both the privacy and freedom of individuals.   Some retreat leaders gave the impression that they could readily predict what student emotions would be triggered by particular retreat activities.   This also suggested that they tended to see their role as discussion group leaders in terms of creating a climate for intimate discussion and personal disclosure.   It is understandable that this situation could create anxiety both for students and retreat leaders;  within this confined ‘emotionally claustrophobic’ environment, there were few avenues for escape from the psychological pressure of having to contribute at a personal level.

With these criticisms and cautions stated, it is important to note that the sharing of personal insights and personal story has been, and will continue to be, a valuable dynamic within live-in retreats – as also in regular classroom discussions.   It is not that there is any inherent problem with healthy personal sharing in an educational setting.   It is a question of balance and a matter of respecting freedom and privacy.   In other words, a healthy personal sharing on retreats makes a potentially valuable contribution to young people’s spiritual and moral development.

Retreat leaders, in their attempts to create an atmosphere of trust and friendship, may end up regretting that they told students too many details of their personal lives.   While personal disclosures may well have created sentiments of empathy, it was not possible to predict how personal information might be used by students either at the retreat or in other settings.   The use of technologies in the transmission of personal information such as mobile phones, emails, Face Book, My Space, You Tube etc. could potentially cause anxiety and regret for retreat leaders.   They would have little control over the extent to which their personal disclosures might be circulated to others beyond the retreat discussion group – and the consequent potential anguish and embarrassment.   It would not be enough for retreat leaders simply to propose a group confidentiality about any personal disclosures made in that situation.   The spread of personal information about teachers could possibly affect their professional standing.   This same problem of confidentiality would apply to personal disclosures made by students.   Breaches of confidentiality could affect them, as well as their families and friends – and the school community.

Teachers new to the retreat work have sometimes felt that they were left to flounder in the small group because, while personalism figured prominently in the retreat aims, there were no clear guidelines on what personal sharing should mean in the retreat context.   To be told to “only share what you are comfortable with” was vague.   There would be a disparate range of comfort levels in doing this:  what one teacher felt comfortable with in sharing would be different for others.   Another problem was the possibility that the values implied in some personal stories might conflict with Church teachings.

Some other potential problems stemming from a strong focus on personal stories and disclosure included the following.

· Some personal stories, from teachers and students, may have been somewhat artificial, or constructed into a stereotype that might prompt personal empathy from others.   Personal disclosures could be perceived as either ‘real’ or ‘manufactured for effect’.

· Students (and teachers) might have felt pressure to ‘compete’ with the stories from others as a way of contributing to group intimacy and identity.

· The very contribution of elements of personal story in a group may have been made because participants were under the impression (and the psychological pressure) that this was a ‘requirement’ of group discussions.

· The success of retreat discussion groups might be judged by retreat leaders and students in terms of how much was revealed of their inner personal lives and of how much emotion was generated as a consequence.

The complexity of these issues suggests that this is where further research needs to explore what the students have experienced, and what they felt about group discussions and the place for personal disclosure and emotions.

Clear policy and guidelines are needed to help retreat leaders in relation to the question of personal disclosures and confidentiality.   This would need to apply in all group discussions.   Students and parents also needed to know what the ground rules were.   These would be precautionary rules needed to govern group discussions even where, as recommended, they were not intended to be principally concerned with personal disclosure.   Within such a framework, when personal disclosures did occur naturally without any compulsion, they were more likely to be healthy and appreciated by group members;   and any resultant emotion would also feel healthy and not the result of manipulation, and this could be accommodated within the group without problems.

The retreat leaders, as well as the students, have both a duty and a right to privacy.   Some things they ought keep to themselves;  and they should feel free from any compulsion to reveal personal views.   These regulatory principles engender a sense of personal freedom and protection within group discussions and other interactions;   and they tend to promote and enhance healthy personal sharing rather than inhibit it.

As far as disclosing personal information is concerned, retreat leaders need to keep to the same standard of professional ethics that would govern their behaviour at school.   Thus it is inappropriate for retreat leaders to disclose personal information that goes beyond the expectations of professional conduct within a teacher-student relationship.

7.2.3

Proposed guidelines for group discussion

It was usually the intention for retreats to include discussions that were at a more personal level than might be the case in school religion lessons.   This was in keeping with the idea that reflection on life and some healthy sharing of personal insights would be valuable for personal development.   This can be affirmed as appropriate and valuable, as long as the cautions noted above were in place.   The implications in those cautions were that the problem was not so much in having personal discussions as such, but in the ways they might be prompted and introduced.   A healthy personal discussion required a sense of freedom and comfort on the part of the participants where there was no psychological pressure on them to reveal personal views.

It is proposed that the best way of fostering an authentic, healthy level of personal sharing in groups was to avoid focusing directly on personal disclosure, and rather to operate with a more general educational focus on questions and issues that were judged to be relevant to young people’s lives.   Whether or not this included significant personal disclosures was then not relevant.   The participants themselves had the power to contribute at whatever level they felt comfortable with.

This approach is consistent with the guidelines for the place of personalism in student religious education discussions proposed by Crawford and Rossiter (1985, pp. 18-19; 1988, pp. 58-59; 2006, pp. 286-291).   This same scheme devised for the classroom could be applied in the retreat, together with recognition of the natural differences in context.   Classroom discussion was expected to be more ‘academic’ or formally oriented in the format of ‘informed debate’, because it was associated with the exploration and study of content and engagement with resource materials.   Whereas on the retreat, the discussion was less formally oriented and more geared towards thoughtful personal interactions and was associated with personal reflection.   But the same ethical guidelines and protection of individual freedom and privacy should apply in both contexts.   As noted earlier, having such an ethical scheme in place to provide a safe discussion environment would not inhibit personal sharing, but would ensure that if and when it did occur, it would be authentic, and unaffected by any feeling of manipulation.

This approach, with more content (but not the same as ‘content’ for classroom study), is considered healthier than placing too great a reliance on ‘telling your personal story’ as the dominant theme for discussions.   The latter is too narrow, being prone to problems with narcissism, stereotypic self-revelations and potential emotional manipulation.   It is recommended that retreat leaders introduce more variety to the strategies that can be used as stimulus activities/materials for group discussions, as appeared to be the case with the earliest communitarian retreats.   Appendix WW has been included in this thesis to illustrate one example of what a retreat program with more ‘content’ looks like, by contrast with what might be expected from programs where the emphasis was on ‘sharing personal stories’.
In conjunction with the suggestions made about retreat leaders’ understanding of youth spirituality (sections 7.1.4 and 7.2.5.2) a number of key issues in youth spirituality need to figure more prominently as content on retreats for promoting reflection and discussion.

7.2.4
Addressing teachers by their first name:   A useful community-building strategy or an artificial attempt to build community while compromising student-teacher relationships?

This research reported the retreat practice where students were invited to address their teacher retreat leaders by their first names.   This was done to help promote a relaxed, friendly, community environment and it would help give the retreat an ambience of freedom different from what the students would normally experience at school;  and it was consistent with the general purpose of promoting personalism on the retreat, and in particular, good student-teacher communication.   This move tended to surprise the students and sometimes it resulted in an unsettling start to the retreat.   Some students interpreted it with suspicion (teachers wanting to become the ‘students’ friends’);   and it made some wonder about what other ‘surprises’ were in store for them.

This researcher concluded that asking students to call retreat leader teachers by their first name was an unwise strategy because it created many ongoing problems with teacher-student relationships both at the retreat and back at school, while at the same time there was little or no evidence that it made any significant contribution to the informality and community building atmosphere on the retreat, or to the enhancement of student-teacher relationships.   The following paragraphs argue this case.

The use of a first-name address for teachers conducting communitarian retreats may have resulted from what happened on the early inter-school communitarian retreats.   For Marist and De La Salle Brothers, and for practically all of the orders of religious sisters, individuals were addressed by their Religious or Christian name prefixed with the term “Brother” or “Sister”.   Hence for example: “Brother William” or even “Brother Bill” and “Sister Mary” rather than “Brother Smith” and “Sister Jones”.   Because of the informality of these Christian Living Camps, these appellations took on the feeling of less formality and more staff-student friendly communication than was the case at school where the adults were still referred to as Brother William and Sister Mary.   Use of the prefixes Brother and Sister meant that the ordinary level of formality in address was retained;   this did not amount to inviting the students to call the staff by first names.   Often this matter was not mentioned at these early communitarian retreats in any case;   but the student participants simply took cues from the way that the adult staff would use such terms when publicly referring to their colleagues.   Similarly, where religious personnel were normally named at school by their surname (For example, in the Christian Brothers: Brother Brown) there was a progression on the retreats for them to be called publicly by a phrase such as “Brother Tom” rather than use their surname;  this usage was also applied to the priests on the retreat.   This did lead to some change where students might then refer to this individual as “Brother Tom”.   But again, this was not an invitation to the students to use such terminology;   and for many students it made no difference to their calling the individual Brother Brown on the retreat.   This pattern for referring to retreat staff was clearly different from the situation where students were specifically invited to call retreat leaders by their first name

Where students were asked to call teachers by their first name, this apparent ‘handing over’ of the usual professional title used at school was not necessarily perceived by students as a realistic gesture of friendship between teachers and students.   Hence, its potential for enhancing retreat informality was questionable.   Students did not automatically respect more or like more a teacher because they could call them by their first name.   The teachers spending time with students in a relaxed environment, working in discussion groups and other retreat activities, and having meals with them would no doubt help create friendly teacher-student communication and relationships;   but this could ensue whether or not there was any suggested change to a more informal first name appellation.

The shift from professional title to first-name-basis appears to be an exaggerated and artificial attempt to build friendship and community on a retreat.   The following points highlight potential problems and questions created by such a move:-

· It exposes the teacher unnecessarily to vulnerability from a professional stance.

· Even if the ‘friendship rationale’ for using first names was understood and accepted by the retreat teachers, there was no guarantee that the student participants would accept it in the same way;   they could see it as artificial and perhaps even manipulative.

· Would the first-name basis be extended to the principal when he/she attended the retreat?   If not, as tends to occur in practice, this creates perceived inconsistency and double standards.

· It can give students the perception that teachers want to be ‘one of them’ and this can compromise the normally accepted professional boundaries between students and teachers.

· Students usually do not want teachers to be ‘one of them’ but they want their teachers to be open and someone they may be able to relate to – as well as expecting them to be good teachers.

· Teachers being friendly with students and having good communication with them does not depend on the use of their first name, and relationships can develop without changing the accepted way in which students address their teachers in the ordinary school situation.

· Usually before a retreat students would not have expected that they would be asked to call their teachers by their first name on the retreat.   Some students would not feel comfortable with the removal of the formal mode of address.

· What would happen when the students returned to school after the retreat?   Would they still be able to call retreat teachers by their first name or would they need to revert to the more formal language used prior to the retreat?   How would students address teachers who were not part of the retreat teams?

· How would be students who did attend the retreat address their teachers?

· How would the teachers not on the retreat teams accept the use of first name appellations for some of their colleagues?   What conclusions might this lead them to draw about the conduct of retreats?

· How would parents judge this practice?

· Would this strategy discourage some teachers from joining retreat teams?

This list of potential problems far outweighs the dubious potential gains from student use of teachers’ first names on a retreat.   The need for teachers on school retreats to be relaxed and approachable as part of the overall community-building strategy of the retreat does not need to include this practice.

7.2.5

The spiritual / religious dimension to the retreat

Given that the basic idea of a retreat in Catholic tradition considers it to be primarily a religious experience that enhances the individual’s relationship with God, it is likely that both Catholic Church and Catholic education authorities would see the spiritual/religious dimension to retreats as fundamental and hence very important.   Similarly, from this religious perspective, the justification for the time, costs and investment of staff resources in live-in retreats would need to include a convincing account of how the retreat makes a distinctive contribution to the spiritual/religious aspects of young people’s lives.   But, articulating the links between retreat processes and young people’s specifically religious and moral development is more difficult today in a secularised, individualistic, consumer-oriented wider culture than would have been the case in the relatively religious culture of Australian Catholicism say in the 1950s.

One of the central issues is the combination of religious experience with fun/community and enjoyment.   It is difficult to try to differentiate the relative importance and contribution of each dimension to what is an holistic experience.   However, there will usually be concerns by authorities if the latter appears to be disproportionate to the former, or if the latter seems to eclipse the former;  if it is mainly a fun experience, is it justified?   Also, there may be the additional question:  does the activity promote increased engagement with the Church (including, increased attendance at Sunday Mass).   Addressing this problem requires understanding the interrelationships between religious and community experience, and between the religious and the spiritual.

Hence, it is proposed that an understanding of the spiritual and religious dynamics of retreats requires a prior understanding of the complexities in the current relationships between the spiritual and the religious, as noted briefly in the material on spirituality in chapter 3.   There is a need to be careful that measures of religiosity more appropriate to an earlier time not be used to gauge the success of contemporary senior school retreats.   As noted in 7.1.7.2, the gradual cultural slide from regular Sunday Mass attendance by Catholics in the 1950s to its current low level is not likely to be reversed by any activities or programs like retreats or Catholic schooling or World Youth Days.   These structures and activities may well be making a valuable contribution to the spiritual and moral development of young people, but it is not possible to measure the results of this contribution in the short term, and neither is it possible to find simple measures of religiosity that will give an adequate account of the complexity to this growth and development.   Nevertheless, the longitudinal studies of Catholic year 12 students in New South Wales by Marcellin Flynn (Flynn, 1975, 1979, 1985, 1993; Flynn and Mok 2002) reported students as always valuing highly their school retreats.   More recently, the survey of three Catholic secondary schools in Sydney indicated that 30% of the sample of boys considered that the retreat was “a deeply spiritual experience” while for girls the percentage was 52% (Maroney, 2008A; 2008B, p. 5).

It is considered that both Catholic schooling generally, and live-in retreats specifically, need to have religious purposes that take into account the contemporary situation where the ‘locus of the spiritual’ (that is, where the spiritual dimension is most readily encountered in life) seems to have shifted from a more formally religious position within a clearly identifiable religious culture to a more personal and individualistic place within people’s daily life structure.   This would imply that the retreat should aim to promote the spiritual and moral development of young people in the way that is judged most appropriate to the live-in setting;  this will mean focusing on activities that are more evidently identifiable as personal development oriented than activities that are formally religious.   This was exactly the same situation of the first communitarian retreats conducted during the mid-1960s.   They were primarily personal development oriented, but they were conducted within an overarching religious structure, and they included a prominent place for key religious activities like the Eucharist, reconciliation and prayer.   They also operated within a framework where spirituality was considered to be more than just the religious – that is, a spirituality that was relevant to the students’ everyday lives and to the spiritual and moral issues that they were encountering.

In the main, this study of contemporary live-in retreats in Catholic secondary schools showed that the core spiritual/religious purposes of communitarian retreats had not changed since their origins, even though there may be different estimates of the relative contributions of various retreat strategies and activities.   Nevertheless, the difficulty that schools now have in arranging for priests to be present for the celebration of mass, let alone the possibility of being key retreat leaders during the course of the whole program, means that adjustments have been required to address this change in the availability of ordained ministers.

It can then be concluded that the live-in retreat for Catholic secondary schools should be regarded as a special personal development opportunity based on community building, discussion and personal reflection, that includes a distinctive place for spiritual and religious activities like the celebration of Eucharist, reconciliation and various prayer activities.

The following paragraphs consider further some of the questions and issues related to the spiritual/religious dimension to the retreat.

7.2.5.1

Human/personal dimension to spirituality

Retreats were often considered ‘spiritual’ experiences by those involved in their conduct because they were perceived as enhancing the personal life of students through reflection on life experiences and their interactions with others.   In this sense, spirituality was embedded in a community experience that explored family relationships, friendships and the wider community – as well as relationships with God.   The live-in retreat provided a particularly favourable personal and social environment where the community building experiences provided an experiential base for this sort of reflection.   In this sense, the retreat was something very different from an extension of school religion lessons.   On the retreat, there was much more scope and freedom to explore and discuss the complexities of relationships – relationships with self, others and God.

The retreat thus sought to enhance young people’s self-awareness and self-understanding;   this was considered a ‘spiritual quest’ as it helped in the search for personal meaning and identity.   Educators who saw these considerations as a core part of spirituality would have no difficulty in seeing the retreat as engaging with, and fostering the development of, young people’s spirituality;   for them, the personal and the spiritual were closely interlinked.   However, for those who had a more formally religious understanding of spirituality, this could look like a ‘watering down’ of the religious dimension of the retreat.   How the spirituality dimension of the retreat was to be interpreted would then be important when it came to judging the value and appropriateness of retreats.

It is considered that the planning and conduct of retreats require an insightful understanding of contemporary youth spirituality – hence the importance of the issues raised in the material on both spirituality generally and youth spirituality in particular in chapter 3.   This includes understanding the distinctions that have emerged between the spiritual and the religious, as well as the relationships between spiritual and personal development.   This is consistent with the claim that Westernised cultures are showing a shift in the focus of the spiritual dimension from more formally religious activities to contemporary life issues.

7.2.5.2

Spirituality:  The core to retreat purposes and processes

In the conduct of the first communitarian retreats in the 1960s, one of the driving forces of the movement was the exploration of an emerging, new type of Christian spirituality that was in tune with the Second Vatican Council’s call for a “reading of the signs of the times”.   This same quest for a relevant spirituality remains central to contemporary Catholic school retreats.

How Catholic spirituality is to be interpreted underlies the retreat purposes and processes.   It is considered that their success ultimately depends on the quality and the perceived relevance of the spirituality that is brought into play during the retreats.   Inevitably, questions about the value and the success of the retreats will be conditioned by different estimates of what an authentic modern Catholic spirituality looks like.   Hence it is to be expected that there will remain divisions and ongoing debate about how the retreats should operate and about what they should be expected to achieve.

A sufficiently broad-based view of spiritualty needs to inform this debate.   The retreats will function best for young people if they are not used as vehicles for promoting either a conservative or a progressive spirituality.   To some extent, these divisions need to be transcended.   The spiritual profiles of young people and of retreat staff will cut across these categories.   A broad spectrum spirituality is required in the retreat so that it can be taken up differentially by participants according to their situation and needs.   But it is considered that special attention needs to be given to the secular/individualistic trends in contemporary youth spirituality because the majority of participants will fall into that category of being tentative and unsure about the spiritual.

7.2.5.3

Decreased focus on God in retreats?
The prominence given to ideas such as spirituality, search for meaning, identity, self-understanding and relationships etc. could be interpreted by some educators as going hand-in-hand with a decline in the specific reference to God.   In other words, they regarded retreats as problematic when there was a lack of ‘God’ content;   or if the overtly religious content seemed to be replaced with an emphasis on personal development, moving attention away from the religious domain, and resulting in a more secular, psychological focus to the retreat program.   This was an issue in the early development of communitarian retreat programs in the 1960s.   According to Mason (2008) it was a particular concern of the Stranger Camp movement in the late 1970s in Melbourne.   He considered that this movement set out to inject a more specifically religious element into the retreat content and process.   Nevertheless, the content and process Mason referred to were similar to those in the Adelaide and Sydney Christian Living Camps from the 1960 and 1970s.

It is concluded that there will always remain some ambiguity and concern about what constitutes an appropriate religious dimension to the communitarian retreat.   This is compounded by the reality that it is not possible to know or understand what is happening within the spiritual depths of those participating in the retreat;   their thinking about God and their personal relationship with God are private, even though they participate in public prayer and liturgy.

What the retreat can do is provide for young people, in an unconditional fashion, the special community experience that includes content and activities intended to engage them in thinking about their relationship with God and to dispose them towards prayer.   But their overt response to these opportunities cannot be predicted or anticipated.   To look for positive overt responses as a measure of the religious success of a retreat would be to compromise the freedom that is essential to any authentic faith response and spirituality.

7.2.5.4

Promoting the spirituality of youth who were uncertain about belief in God

When the first communitarian retreats were conducted in Adelaide in 1964, the retreat leaders could have presumed that practically all of the students who attended believed in God and had a reasonably strong identification with Catholicism even if not all of them were regular Sunday Mass goers.   There has been a significant change in both the religiosity (measure of religious observance) and spirituality of young Catholics since then.   For example, in Maroney’s (2008B, p.7) research study of Year 12 students, 40% of the sample of boys and 12% of the girls indicated that they did not believe in God, while 31% of boys and 48% of girls indicated that they “hoped that God exists, but were not sure”.

As explained in the spirituality section in chapter 3, one of the prominent characteristics ascribed to the present cultural post-modernity that affects many people (both adults and youth) is that there is now a much more widely accepted view of a natural uncertainty to personal knowledge of God.   This was epitomised in one of the cartoons used as stimulus material in Maroney’s research where the young person when praying says:  “God, I am not sure if you are there or if you can hear me.   But I hope you are in charge of the universe and that you care for me.” (Maroney, 2008A, p. 127).   Given that a significant proportion of the young people attending Catholic secondary School retreats think this way, retreat leaders would need to show, both in their language and in the retreat activities, a consciousness of this tentativeness about belief in God.   It is not that they would be affirming this tentativeness, and they would not need to conceal their own belief in God, but they would need to avoid working out of an assumption that all of the young people in the group were firm believers with no doubts or uncertainties.   In other words, they would be attempting to help the retreat participants to think through issues and questions about the spiritual that would help keep them open to possible engagement with religious belief.

Hence, a discussion session directly concerned with debating the existence of God could be perceived as an apologetic exercise rather than one geared to help students explore the spiritual and transcendent dimension to life.   On the retreat, it was a question of how religious adults, representing the Catholic tradition, could provide personal/spiritual experience that might enhance young people’s spirituality;   and this was likely to be more relevant and effective if it concentrated on the points where the spiritual and moral dimension impinged on their lives.   It would be counter-productive to have sessions which set out primarily to convince them about the existence of God or to try to make the Church appear more relevant for them.

On the other hand, when liturgy was celebrated on the retreat, it made presumptions about the common shared belief of a community of faith (of some sort), even if there were elements of uncertainty in the personal faith of a number of the young people present.   On the whole, the students understood that celebration of the mass was an important part of the retreat and they participated appropriately.   This same situation applied when mass was celebrated at school.   However, at the retreat there was the advantage of being able to carry the level of community development achieved during the retreat into the liturgy making it a more meaningful and tangible expression of the celebration of a believing community.

7.2.5.5

Attempts to make religious rituals more relevant to young people’s spirituality

As noted in the above sub-section, the community dimension to the retreat had the capacity to enhance the celebratory dimension of the mass.   This helped those students who may have lacked understanding and experience of Catholic liturgy because of their relative disengagement from the Church.   This may also have been a problem for some of the teaching staff.   The retreat was a well placed situation for helping participants see more meaning and relevance in traditional religious rituals.   To some extent, this could compensate for their not being part of a regular worshipping community and their lack of familiarity with religious rituals, symbols, readings and responses.

Efforts to engage students in meaningful Catholic liturgies on retreat have tried to link them with the complex spiritual/moral issues of their world.   For example, naming their ‘brokenness’, and the conduct of ‘healing-like rituals’ and ‘personal affirmations’ have been used.   Such activities tried to signal a renewed, more spiritual, hope-filled approach to life for students who felt they were at a vulnerable stage of their lives.   The tangible sense of a community environment was a favourable place for proposing this idea of personal renewal.

However, care and wisdom are needed when trying to help make rituals more meaningful.   Sometimes there is a danger that the emotional slant put on a ‘healing’ ritual is more the idiosyncratic interest of a retreat leader than something that is relevant to youth spirituality.   Striving to achieve emotional significance in rituals can sometimes come across to the students as ‘staged’ or ‘contrived’.   Where this happens, the effort to make the ritual more relevant becomes counterproductive.

7.2.6
Potential in retreats for promoting the development of personal faith in participants

It is evident that retreat leaders gave considerable thought to the ways in which retreats might enhance the spirituality of young people and make bridging connections with the religious spirituality of the Church.   The questions they worked with when planning retreats included the following:-

· How to make the retreat experience as relevant as possible to the spirituality of the young people attending;

· How to maintain or even increase a religious focus in the retreat program that took into account the relatively secular spirituality of the participants;  this included a proportion of students who either did not believe in God or who remained uncertain of what they believed;   

· How to balance and integrate a religious dimension with the personal development and community building elements in retreats;   in other words, to plan a personal development / community experience that provided favourable opportunities for spiritual reflection and the celebration of Catholic liturgy and prayer;

· How does the spiritual/religious content address the needs of students from a non-Catholic background.

Given the favourable community climate of the live-in retreat, where young people were more receptive to considering and discussing spiritual/moral questions and reflecting on their own lives, and because of the prominent place for prayer and liturgy, the retreat presented perhaps the best structure for evangelisation within Catholic schooling.   They could be regarded as prime opportunities for the evangelisation of young people.   But their evangelising potential could be compromised if too much was expected of them in the way of overt religious activities;  hence, it would be problematic to consider them as catechesis groups.   For example, there is a significant difference in spiritual starting points between these retreats and live-in retreats for adults;   in the latter, attendance is based on adults freely choosing to attend precisely to share and enhance their personal faith.

For the young people in Catholic secondary schools, many are at a position of uncertainty about what their faith means and hence they are not yet ready for the engagement in sharing their faith insights freely with committed believers – the situation that needs to apply in an authentic catechesis group.   While neither are they un-believers, they are often at a naturally uncertain stage in believing.   A well conducted youth retreat could provide them with an excellent opportunity for the further exploration of the spiritual/moral dimension to life.   Hence, retreats have great significance for the potential development of religious faith in the young.

Research on the views and attitudes of senior school students in Catholic schools since the 1970s continues to affirm that they liked retreats very much and they saw them as significant spiritual experiences, as well as special opportunities to think about life and discuss these questions in a more thoughtful and personal way that was possible in classroom religious education.

The high regard in which retreats were held by young people in Catholic schools suggests that more needs to be done to develop retreat programs for young people in the parish-based situation.   While retreats are well established in Catholic secondary schools in Australia, they are not common as parts of parish youth ministry – certainly not as prominent as they are within youth ministry in Catholic parishes in the United States.

7.2.7

Different models or types of retreat in Catholic secondary schools

While this study has concentrated on one particular type of retreat, the communitarian live-in retreat conducted at a venue away from the school, it provides an opportunity to comment on the value of having a range of retreat types available within Catholic secondary schools.

A healthy future for retreats in Catholic secondary schools would be fostered by further research to identify different types of, or approaches to, retreats and to explain their function and their considered educational potential for promoting young people’s personal and spiritual development.   This should also include an appraisal of the strengths and potential problems with different retreat formats.   This sort of information would better inform the selection of retreat types and could guide their implementation.   This research information should also become a part of retreat professional development programs so that retreat leaders would be more aware of the range of retreat approaches that could be adopted and of how different strategies can be used to achieve different purposes.
An initial listing of different types of retreat could include the following:-
· One day non live-in retreats held at school or at a nearby venue

· Silent live-in retreats

· Twilight or evening retreats for students on a voluntary basis 

· Wilderness retreats

· Street retreats (these have been described as involving visits with homeless youth on inner-city streets and also contact with adult homeless persons).
· Social justice retreats
Some concerns have been raised about whether the word retreat should be applied to ‘street retreats’ because the latter would be better termed a community engagement or social justice excursion.   Also, there have been questions about accountability problems with taking school students into inner city areas at night.

The question arises as to what criteria should be satisfied before the word retreat is applied to a particular program.   If the activity does not have an evidently strong religious/spiritual component, then it could possibly contribute to a spiritual dilution of the very notion of retreat.

Where primary or junior secondary classes have a camp or excursions that include a liturgy and some prayer activities, it would not be appropriate to label such an event as a retreat.   This does not deny the community building and spiritual development potential in such activities;  but it avoids creating expectations of retreats where the spiritual/religious expectations might be minimal.

7.2.8
Differences between the ‘live-in retreat’ and the ‘non live-in retreat’ conducted at the school or other venue

While this study was specifically concerned with live-in retreats, questions have arisen about the relative appropriateness and effectiveness of these retreats by contrast with those conducted for one day on the school premises or at some nearby more congenial site.   The obvious structural difference is in the going away and staying overnight.   The argument that needs to be addressed is whether this makes sufficient difference to justify the financial and logistical costs, the sacrificing of precious Year 12 class time, and other problems associated with mounting a live-in retreat for more than one day.   Similarly, if the day retreats employed the same procedures and appeared to achieve the same sorts of outcomes, even if at a reduced level of quality, as those from live-in retreats, then they may be judged a more appropriate and cost effective alternative.
While these questions were not addressed in the interviews, some anecdotal evidence and comments from key informants have led the researcher to the following conclusions.

The live-in experience makes a distinctive contribution to the community dynamics of the retreat – and this in turn affects the personal/social environment and the potential for personal/spiritual development.   With the travel in going away, an overnight stay (or two nights) and two days or more of retreat activities, the live-in retreat offers much more scope for community development as well as formal retreat activities than the school premises, one day retreat.

In addition, there are problems with the school on site day retreat related to the students’ expectations of religious education.   Students may tend to identify the on site retreat as like an extended religion lesson.   The live-in retreat creates a more unambiguous distinction between the formal classroom religion curriculum and the retreat.   The on site day retreat may also be perceived by students as similar to the classroom religious education seminars that have sometimes been used in Catholic secondary schools (and common in denominational religious education in government schools);  these were basically religion lessons extended over a longer period with a greater range and length of activities than was possible within the regular religion lesson.
There tends to be negative perceptions of classroom religious education on the part of senior school students for a number of complicated reasons as explained by Crawford and Rossiter (2006. pp. 307-309).   Even though students may have indicated that they like religious education, the personal development potential within this area of curriculum tends to be subverted by what Crawford and Rossiter have called the “psychology of the learning environment” (2006, p. 307).   Religious education does not have the perceived ‘mark status’ of the traditional subject areas like English, Maths and Science – even if it was perceived as both enjoyable and relevant to their lives.   Anecdotal evidence from teachers who have been involved in both the on site school day retreats and the live-in retreats suggests that the quality of student participation and engagement in the former is significantly inferior to what is experienced on the live-in retreat (Rossiter, 2008).

It can be argued that, because key criteria considered important for the dynamics of the live-in retreat (going away, community building activities, longer time on retreat, the euphoria in friendship development) are missing in the on site day retreat, it would be a mistake to think that the school on site retreat could replicate both the ideal conditions and the sorts of outcomes that have come to be expected of the live-in retreat.

Sometimes schools have changed their senior class retreat offerings from a live-in retreat to a one day school retreat not because the latter is regarded as superior in quality, but because of the logistical and timetabling difficulties in conducting live-in retreats.   Other factors like size of class, loss of class time, costs, suitable venues and transport difficulties also affected such decisions.   If it became too difficult and disruptive to continue with live-in retreats, then the school day retreat may be regarded as the next best option, and at least this was felt to be better than having no retreat at all.

The value of onsite school day retreats by contrast with the live-in retreats is a question that warrants more systematic research.

While acknowledging that in some situations the school on site day retreat is worth having rather than have no retreat at all, this researcher judges that the live-in retreat should be retained within Catholic education because of the distinctive possibilities that it creates for enhancing the personal and spiritual development of young people.   Hence, it is argued that there is need for schools to try to address and alleviate the various problems that militate against the inclusion of a live-in retreat within the senior school religious education program so that these events, which have become an important feature of Catholic school religious education, can not only be retained, but enhanced and further developed.

7.3

Contextual factors that have a bearing on the implementation of retreats

7.3.1
Potential conflict in the school related to the timetabling and conduct of live-in retreats

In the schools represented in this study, only a particular group of staff members worked on the senior retreat team.   Not all staff understood or agreed with the current view of the nature and purposes of retreats.   Some teachers did not feel comfortable about being involved in retreats and advised the administration and colleagues of this.   These and others indicated that they did not have an affinity with retreat work.   At times this was evident in criticisms of retreat team members because the retreat was perceived as akin to a holiday;  the retreat was considered to be a ‘low key’ fun and recreation activity that lacked any academic or assessment component.   In addition, there was concern about the loss of teaching time for the senior examination year students;   this added to concerns about the normal level of distractions during the school year that already led to loss of class time.   To make matters worse, the absence of the retreat staff could increase the workload of staff back in school who may have had to take substitution lessons for absent staff.   All of this led to a divided school culture about the legitimacy and value of live-in retreats for Year 12 students (and for other year levels as well).

Given the inevitable organisational difficulties, costs and use of staff resources that were required to timetable and conduct live-in retreats, the situation of a significantly divided staff over whether or not to have the retreats could tip the balance in a school towards discontinuing them, or replacing them with one day retreats.

While there is no easy solution to the logistical and cost problems with retreats, particularly in a period of economic difficulty, something can be done to address the problem of conflict in staff expectations of retreats.   Firstly, there is a need for a staff consensus in understanding the nature and purposes of retreats;  they need to be well informed.   This will not necessarily result in a similar consensus about the relative value of retreats and about whether they are justified in the school at this time.   But at least the lack of misunderstandings about retreats should engender more acceptance of their place in the overall curriculum.

If there was a reasonable understanding by all staff of the place of retreats in the school, this could serve as the starting point for achieving some whole school sense of cooperation in the responsibility for the effective and efficient conduct of a retreat program.   If the staff back at school could give moral support to the retreat, as well as see that their maintenance of the school’s efficient function in the absence of the retreat team staff was a pivotal part of the success of the cooperative venture, then there could be some reduction of the staff friction that at times is caused by the retreat.

This potential development could also help correct the misunderstanding that the retreat was a staff holiday;  and it could help retreat staff see that the work of colleagues at school supported and complemented their endeavours;  in addition, it could provide a more favourable environment for the recruitment of new staff to retreat work.   If there was a good staff understanding of the nature and purposes of retreats, this could be spread to parents and students.   Where there has been a somewhat secretive approach to retreat work on the part of retreat teams, it is considered that this is inevitably contrary to the development of a consensus and hence not likely to support the place of retreats in the school.

7.3.2

Workload and supervision issues

There is a need to address workload and supervision issues for the teachers on retreats to achieve a balance compared with what is expected of teachers not involved.   Being on a retreat often meant that the teacher’s workload increased because their temporary absence from the school required catching up on class work and the setting and correction of work for classes missed.   This also often impacted on the teachers remaining at school through added substitution lessons together with additional supervision duties.   It was not uncommon for both groups to feel some resentment.

Given that the same teachers usually conducted the annual retreat, this created a dependency on their skills and dispositions.   But this also put pressure on them through increased demands on their time prior to, during and after a retreat – often without much support or respite.

As part of their attempts to lessen the friction and frustration from disruptions caused by the absence of staff and senior students on retreats, schools need to consider how the apparent workload inequities might be addressed.   This in turn could affect the future viability of the retreats.   An activity as religiously significant as retreats needs to have a clear commitment of staff time and resources set aside to enable them to be conducted without unnecessary staff stress.   Without adequate planning time and without acknowledgment that the retreat calls for an investment of time and energy that goes beyond what is required on a normal school day, teachers may re-think their commitment to retreats as their level of dissatisfaction increases.   If this happens, it could be the critical factor that leads to the discontinuation of these highly regarded experiences in a school – and perhaps eventually this could contribute to their possible disappearance from Catholic schools.   It would be a mistake for Catholic education authorities, both in the school and at diocesan level, not to address industrial teacher workload issues related to teacher involvement in retreats.

As noted in section 7.2.8, some schools have discontinued the live-in retreat in favour of a scaled-down, seminar-day precisely because of workload or staff time commitment issues.   Such days have been called ‘day retreats’ but, as noted in that section they differ significantly from the live-in retreat.

Workload issues need to be addressed if retreats are to be well covered and supported by the teachers remaining at school as much as they are by those on retreat.   And as noted in the sections above, this includes achieving some staff consensus about the value of the retreat, as well as having readily available detailed information that clarifies their nature and purpose for teachers, parents and students.

7.3.3
Understanding of the nature and purposes of retreats by all school staff, including those who will not be involved in the conduct of retreats:   The need for documentation about retreats at both diocesan and school levels
If the conclusions reached in the previous sections are valid, then there is a need for formal documentation about the nature and purposes of live-in retreats, at both diocesan and school levels, to inform staff thinking and decision making about retreats.   Also, given that there are many problems associated with the retreat process, official documents affirming an important place for religious retreats in the senior secondary school need to show that they are aware of potential difficulties.

Such documentation would be a useful starting point for some whole school staff activity (perhaps a staff meeting every few years) that could further explain the rationale and purposes for retreats, stressing that the success of their implementation depended on a whole staff favourable endorsement.   Both the retreat activity itself and the teaching going on at the school need to work together harmoniously to enable the successful conduct of retreats in a time when the level of disruption to the school timetable can be a critical factor.

Without a clear mandate from diocesan authorities and clear rationale about their value, purposes and processes (together with complementary school documentation), retreats will continue to struggle for recognition;  or their potential value will be undermined within an over-crowded curriculum.   This situation needs consideration not only at school and diocesan level, but also by the leaders within the Australian Catholic Church.

7.3.4

Support for retreats from Catholic education authorities

In a number of the sections in this chapter, it has been noted that there is an important need for official diocesan documentation affirming the important place for retreats in Catholic secondary schools as well as for explaining their nature, purposes and practices – and including some account of the possibilities and problems in the conduct of retreats.   More readily accessible information is needed about the contemporary rationale for retreats and their contribution to the overall educational aims of Catholic schools.

There is an impression amongst Catholic educators generally that retreats are important for Catholic schooling and that this is supported by a long history of practice.   However, this view from within the culture of Catholic education is not strongly reflected in specific, substantial commentaries on retreats in official Catholic diocesan documentation.   Little if anything is said about their nature and purposes, or about how they present a special experiential event for promoting spirituality.   Rather, the value of retreats has to be surmised from general statements about religious education and commitments to promote young people’s spiritual and moral development.

This notable absence from official documentation may be explained in part by the historical development of communitarian retreats.   Initially they appeared as voluntary extra-curricular activities on an inter-school basis.   Then as they became popular with students and teachers, they assumed a place within each school’s own religious program.   These developments were examples of school based curriculum development (noted in section 7.1.5) which were independent of diocesan authorities.   The retreats became accepted important parts of the schools’ religious education without the need for much if any official endorsement by diocesan education authorities.   And this unarticulated relationship has tended to remain.   Their importance remains presumed rather than clearly articulated.   But if this relationship does not become more formalised and supportive of retreats, their lack of official endorsement could affect their future negatively.

While most Catholic educators would see retreats as an essential part of the Catholic school’s mission, evangelisation and religious education program, some would prefer to see them as extra-curricular or co-curricular activities to distinguish them from the formal classroom religious education.   It depends on how the terminology is interpreted.   This study presumes a broad definition of the school curriculum to include all intentional activity that promotes pupils’ learning, and their personal and spiritual development.   Retreats fit within this definition.   However, it remains important to distinguish the co-curricular, away from school activities that have different contexts and learning potentialities from the regular classroom.

The same problem of lack of endorsement of retreats is often also evident in particular schools’ own documentation about their mission and religious education.   Because retreats received little if any attention in diocesan literature about Catholic schools and religious education, the relationship between Catholic Education Offices, school retreats and support for retreats remains ambiguous.   It is problematic for retreats in schools to continue only on the basis that Catholic educators presume they are good to have.   Too much is thus dependent on the religious culture of the particular schools.

This researcher considers that the future of retreats in Catholic secondary schools cannot be presumed to be secure in the current educational and financial environment.   A number of factors militating against the continuation and further development of successful retreat programs have been identified in this study;   and these include contextual factors as well as problems with retreat expectations and processes.   Hence, the future of the retreat movement in Catholic education needs a strong and supportive endorsement by Catholic education authorities.   And this endorsement needs to be backed up with commitment to the resourcing and training of retreat leaders.   Also, within current university and diocesan professional development programs for teachers in Catholic schools (at pre-service, postgraduate and in-service levels), the place and role of retreats need to be explained to show that they are integral to Catholic school religious education.   In addition, as noted in section 7.6, the position of retreats in Catholic education can be strengthened by further systematic research.

7.3.5
The need for a prominence for retreats in the school’s religious education documentation

Just as retreats need affirmation in diocesan documentation on Catholic schools and religious education, this requires follow up in the school’s own documentation about its mission and religious education.   This will support the continued use of retreats as a key component of the overall religious education curriculum by providing a rationale endorsing their role in promoting young people’s personal and spiritual development, and a historical context showing their long valued place in Catholic schools.

The retreat may appear to lack status because it does not qualify as an assessable academic experience;   nor does it have measurable outcomes along the same lines as academic subjects.   This researcher considers that there is a current crisis of understanding regarding the place of retreats in Catholic secondary schools;   and this affects not only school staff but also parents and students who are often a little confused about the nature and purposes of the retreat.   Clear documentation about the rationale and proposed outcomes for the school’s complete religious education program needs to give a prominent place to retreats so that all Catholic school stakeholders will have access to an informed understanding of the retreat’s distinctive contribution.

A well set-out school statement about retreats, grounded within the normative diocesan educational framework, would provide much more clarity about the place of retreats in the school’s educational activities.   In turn, this could help substantiate the place of retreats within Catholic religious educational culture.   If not, the absence of references to retreats could continue to reinforce the ambiguous and relatively precarious position of retreats in Catholic secondary schools.

While it is usually a standard procedure for schools to send letters home explaining the purpose of the retreat (and sometimes with comments about the retreat format), together with the need for parental permission for their children’s attendance, a clearer, more informative process is needed to lessen possible confusion about what will happen on retreats.   It is understandable that both parents and students feel reluctance about taking leave from studies at senior secondary level for any extra-curricular activity.   The impression that retreats are predominately fun activities that lack substance would reinforce this view.   Students and their families need to know something about how the retreat time will be spent, even if this does not cover practical details;   otherwise schools risk losing parental and student support for retreats.

7.3.6

The availability of suitable retreat venues

The successful conduct of live-in retreats, with minimal disruption to the school’s regular program, requires the ready availability of suitable venues that are not too distant, or too costly, that cater properly for retreats.   When venues are substandard, this affects the enjoyment of the retreat.   Some ‘camp’ venues may often lack a retreat ambience that enhances retreat activities;   that is, one that is conducive to reflection and prayer.   An absence of sacred spaces, reflective/prayer areas and visible religious symbols and icons can minimise the religious/spiritual overtones that might be fostered in a more appropriate venue; and this can impact on the mood of a retreat, giving students the impression that they are attending a ‘camp’ rather than feel that they are at a ‘retreat’.   

It will be important for Catholic diocesan education authorities, either by themselves or cooperatively, to consider what might be done to keep up the provision of suitable retreat facilities.   A number of religious order owned venues have been used to date, but this is changing as some are being sold.   Other Christian denominations have had a long history of providing campsites for youth work;   but not all of these are suitable for the live-in retreat.   As the pool of available, suitable retreat venues shrinks, this will impact on the organisation of secondary school retreats by restricting choices and affecting timetables.

Other questions associated with retreat venues include:

· occupational health and safety issues that require vigilance by teachers, especially if they are not familiar with the venue;

· the high cost of retreats that impacts on some families;

· dissatisfaction with the facilities, especially when it affects the quality or volume of food, bedding and heating/cooling;

· the availability of venues when required by schools rather than when the venue is ‘free’.

The issues noted in this section will affect the future viability of school live-in retreats.

7.3.7

Potential problems with duty of care and mandatory reporting
Extensive mandatory reporting laws and child protection policies directed by government authorities and school administrations present new challenges for retreats.   Past practices where teachers assured students they would not disclose sensitive, personal information shared in group discussions need to be reviewed and understood within the context of government legislation.   A standard understanding of teachers’ legal obligations to report student-risk situations that have been identified on a retreat is needed across the levels from Catholic Education Offices, schools and retreat teams – as well as for parents and students.   This would serve to clarify any existing ambiguity.

Mandatory reporting came into play when students on retreat made disclosures about an abusive situation they were in.   Where the small group discussion was proposed to students as a safe forum in which to speak frankly with others, to express their feelings and to build community though mutual sharing, there was the possibility that personal disclosures of problems might be made.   Where maintaining confidentiality was the principal and over-riding concern of the teacher, this could compromise their legal obligations as professionals with a duty of care to safeguard the wellbeing of their students if they did not report serious cases disclosed during the retreat.

According to the South Australian Youth Services (Hugo, 2008), mandatory reporting ceased once a school student was 18 years old.   Teachers were then not obliged to mandatory reporting procedures because of the student’s legal age; however, they could encourage the young person concerned to pursue the matter further by contacting the police.   This discrepancy complicates the expectations of teachers with respect to mandatory reporting.   Legal advice sought on this question (De Ruvo, 2008) proposed that, irrespective of the legal age of a student, the courts would be more interested in determining the ‘relationship between the school and the students’ and whether this gives rise to a duty of care and the nature and extent of that duty of care.   If this were ‘active’, then the onus was on teachers to report students at risk.

While the legal responsibilities of teachers for the care of their students on retreat were no different from what they were back at school, the problem here extends to the perception that the retreat small group discussion might be the setting where disclosures about child abuse were likely to occur.

Any practice by retreat leaders that strongly emphasised the value of personal disclosures in the small group, together with talk about the obligations on group members to keep confidential material exclusively within the group, may be questioned as creating unhealthy expectations of the role of small group discussion.   This sort of introduction to a small group could well convey to young people the expectation that there ought to be significant personal revelations, most probably about personal problems;   in turn, this could create a not too subtle psychological pressure on individuals to ‘bare their souls’.

As noted in section 7.2.1 on the place for personalism in the retreat, it was proposed that the expectation for a healthy small group discussion should be pitched at a general educational level, and not at significant personal disclosures.   No participant, either student or staff member, should be under any pressure to have to reveal their personal views, let alone talk about their personal problems.   These running rules do not actually stifle a personal discussion, but create the protective environment within which an authentic, free personal sharing is most likely to occur.   It is considered therefore, that retreat leaders need to be very careful in the introductions they give to the small group discussions.   Problems occur where the expectations for personal disclosure are inappropriate and unhealthy.   Personalism can be one of the most valuable aspects of a retreat;   and if distorted, then potentially it can be the most manipulative.

If this recommendation is followed, then student participants should be clear that the retreat small group discussion is not the place for making vulnerable disclosures of personal problems and certainly not for revealing mandatory child abuse situations.   However, if these safeguards were in place, and if there were a significant disclosure of a participant’s personal problems, then the staff member and students should acknowledge this revelation with respect, empathy and personal support;   this should not preclude mandatory reporting by the teacher if the situation warranted it;   and it would merit teacher comments about the need for group confidentiality to protect the individual’s personal contribution.   But, given a clearly stated purpose of group discussion, reinforced by the teacher/leader’s role in the group, this situation should be the rare exception to the normal rule.

7.4

The resourcing of retreats and the professional development of retreat leaders

7.4.1
Resources
The transition from the traditional silent school retreat to the communitarian live-in retreat in the 1960s was a stimulus to retreat leaders to find new resources that could be used.   Many of the resources initially put together were ad hoc stimulus materials and notes on activities which were sometimes shared with retreat leaders from other schools.   There were a number of retreat manuals for youth ministry published in the United States which included various experiential and prayer activities;  but these volumes did not attend comprehensively to informing the overall strategies and issues related to the conduct of retreats in Australian Catholic schools.   The style of retreat in the United States Catholic sector addressed a predominately voluntary, weekend youth ministry experience and differed somewhat from the retreat experience of Catholic secondary school students (these differences were not investigated in this study).

While retreat training programs, such as the Montagne Institute in Sydney, issued its own locally developed and printed resources, each school involved in the conduct of retreats usually had its own current resource materials that related to retreats for the current and preceding years;  these were usually updated periodically with minor changes.

Experienced retreat leaders often possessed an effective repertoire of activities and strategies they had accumulated over time.   This may well have included materials borrowed from other sources.   With the recycling and /or modification of resources each year, experienced teachers were familiar with the retreat format and knew what to expect in each of the program’s sessions;  on the whole, student responses were felt to be predictable when the annual retreat was presented with minimal changes to program and personnel.   Continuity in retreat personnel from year to year probably contributed significantly to the stability of retreat programs and to the longevity of resources;   when there were changes in personnel, this would be likely to affect the program.

Similar retreat themes that were considered relevant to students at the senior secondary level were followed in various schools.   Hence the overall bank of retreat resources was spread across schools on a relatively individualistic basis.   But it was likely that, because of similarity in retreat themes, there were some commonalities in activities and resources based on the acquisition and exchange of materials by retreat leaders.   It was not within the scope of this study to determine the extent of commonality or difference in resource materials across schools.

7.4.2
Staff professional development and the training of retreat leaders

While there were practical student resource materials that retreat leaders could refer to for program development, there was no significant recent literature readily available that could be widely used for the professional training of teachers for the conduct of retreats.   Much of the professional wisdom that had accrued in the conduct of retreats remained unwritten from both a religious order and lay perspective.   Religious orders were pioneers in developing communitarian style retreats and when lay teachers inherited this legacy, a new dimension in accumulated wisdom began to develop in schools through their extensive involvement in senior secondary school retreats.   However, as for the religious order supported developments, the lack of documentation of developments by lay teachers has remained a problem.

Similar to the early work on communitarian retreats, current teacher retreat leaders continued to learn through trial and error about what constituted a relevant and meaningful retreat experience for students.   They were influenced by the views and experience of the more senior retreat leaders in their schools in what was primarily a school-based training.   In some instances, experiencing a retreat first hand provided a basic introduction to the work and some support for teachers, but this was often a private initiative where teachers sought training to assist them in the conduct of retreats.

The training of retreat leaders in Catholic secondary schools has been inconsistent since the need for such training emerged in the 1960s.   This researcher was aware of only two recent diocesan programs on retreat training, including the Montagne Institute in Sydney sponsored by the Marist Brothers and the Lismore diocesan program which has been discontinued.   It was beyond the scope of the study to investigate the history of any such programs nation wide.

Thus, in the main, the professional preparation of teachers for the role of leading retreats was limited to what has been provided within their own school.   The usual induction into retreat work relied on the ‘watch, copy and do’ method at the actual school retreat with little pre-retreat planning or post-retreat debriefing.   This has tended to be a daunting experience for some teachers, especially for those who were new to retreats;   the retreat expectations and outcomes differed from the norm in the ordinary classroom religious education curriculum.

One key area where new retreat team members needed help was with understanding the personal dimension to the retreat.   This involved a range of questions from handling emotion and euphoria to the conduct of discussion groups that included personal sharing, and through to wisdom in addressing situations where students’ personal problems may have been disclosed, as well as to strategies for adequate follow up after the retreat when this was needed.   They needed to be informed by adequate guidelines that identified both the healthy possibilities as well as the potential problems.   

While it can be argued that repeated retreat programs without much change from year to year added stability to the experience, it can also be concluded that this tended to stifle creativity because teachers might not get to ‘own’ the retreat program as one they were involved in developing.   And the outcomes in terms of student responses may have become too familiar and too predictable.   Repeating the same retreat program with ‘cosmetic’ changes, might do little to stimulate teachers into developing new and innovative retreat experiences for students.   However, sameness and stability to a program may have been important for teachers who were pressured sufficiently by their school responsibilities to have little time and energy to commit to experimentation with new strategies, activities and resources.

The lack of a literature combined with limited scope for professional development beyond the on-the-job training provided by schools can make it difficult for teachers new to retreat work to develop a comprehensive grasp of their nature, purpose and conduct.   This lack of support programs for retreat leaders remains a significant problem that could affect negatively the future of live-in retreats in Catholic secondary schools.   If the work of retreats in Catholic secondary schools is to continue and develop, then opportunities for professional development for retreat leaders need to be provided at the least at regional level.   Understanding the purpose and content of this training needs to be consistent across the different levels in Catholic education from the diocesan office to the school.   Also valuable would be retreat professional development programs available at university level as parts of Masters and Graduate Certificate/Diploma courses.   Such opportunities could help overcome the problem of professional isolation that often applied to those who conducted retreats.   With on-the-job training, and schools totally responsible for their own retreat programs, the retreat leaders have operated relatively independently from the wider diocesan support structures.   This situation needs to be changed.

7.4.3
The recruitment of new school staff for the conduct of retreats

Those who conducted the first communitarian retreats in schools were members of religious orders.   Then the religious orders supported schools with travelling retreat teams, some of which still remain in operation.   However, the significant decline in numbers of religious personnel in schools, together with the decrease in the numbers of travelling retreat teams meant that the total staffing of retreat leaders often had to be met by the schools themselves.

Despite the relative stability in personnel and retreat programs that often seemed to apply (as noted above), the recruitment of appropriate new teachers as retreat leaders remains important for the future of retreats in any school, as well as for their maintenance as a valued part of the Catholic education system’s overall religious education program.   There could be a crisis for retreats if there was a rapid decline in the numbers of available experienced retreat leaders, resulting in a significant loss in the pool of experience and skills.   Diocesan support for retreats, as considered earlier, would be important for the continued recruitment and training of retreat personnel at school level.

Another issue related to recruitment of staff for retreats is the selection criteria for recruitment.   This will be considered in the next section.

7.4.4
Criteria used in schools for inviting teachers to joint a retreat team 
How to invite new members into a retreat team in a school posed a number of problems.   As noted in section 7.3.1, there was often a division between the retreat team members and the rest of the staff;   not all of the latter approved of retreats and the general appreciation of the nature and purposes of the retreat amongst staff was usually low.   Thus, there was sometimes little scope for increasing (and training) the number of teachers who might serve on a retreat team.   In practice, recruitment was more a matter of inviting rather than mandating new staff participation.

A personal criterion was often the key indicator used for judging teacher suitability for retreat involvement.   Desired people-skills or dispositions to interact comfortably with students at a personal level were regarded as the psychological characteristics in the adult personnel that would help create a favourable climate for group discussion and personal sharing;   these included:-

· good listening skills;

· the ability to direct small group discussions;

· the capacity to create a confidential environment for personal disclosures in groups.

These dispositions were not always easy to develop as part of the retreat teachers’ role because they required a significant shift from the set of expectations that went from the role of teacher-disciplinarian to that of teacher-confidante/friend.   The observed style of relationship that teachers had with students at school was thus used as a measure of suitability for work on the retreat team.

Such a personal selection criterion was heavily weighted according to the notion that personal sharing and telling one’s personal story were central dynamics to the retreat.   The subtle personal selection criterion could create ambiguity of expectations about the retreat on the part of both teachers and students regarding the perceived importance of personal sharing.   This could also create difficulties back at school after a retreat, because the usual naturally accepted boundaries between students and teachers had the potential to be blurred.

The expectations of teachers new to retreat work could understandably be unnerving, particularly where the extent of the personal challenges involved were not clear at the time.   Sometimes this pressure appeared to result in withdrawal from participation in retreat work.   This approach to teacher recruitment in turn pointed to the place for personalism in the retreat as a central theme that needed appraisal (see the separate section on personalism earlier).   A recruitment policy and guidelines need to be articulated in the light of such a review.

7.4.5
The role for volunteer assistant leaders and parents in the conduct of retreats

7.4.5.1
Volunteer assistant retreat leaders

Some schools have encouraged young adults, including recent past pupils, to assist school staff in the conduct of live-in retreats.   Where these young people have been in tune with the way the retreat is conducted, they have been able to contribute energy and enthusiasm to the retreat.   Not being much older than the students was also regarded as a plus in terms of having a retreat team with sensitivity to students’ needs and interests.   Where their outlook on the retreat aims and processes were different from those of the school staff, there was potential for conflict of purposes that would affect the retreat negatively.   While the youthfulness of the volunteers appeared to offer relevant connections with secondary students, this could also be perceived as a disadvantage because they lacked experience and life skills.   A lack of training also raised questions about accountability;   it was not enough for volunteers to have nothing more than a police clearance to accredit them to interact with students on a retreat.
The use of volunteer assistant staff was sometimes encouraged by school administrations because of the valuable contribution they could make, and also at times because this arrangement helped address problems such as shortage of staff to go on retreats and lack of financial resources.   Participation by past pupils could help build up the strength of the retreat culture in the school.

As for regular school staff, retreat training would be essential for volunteer assistant staff.   They would also need to participate in both the planning and debriefing processes, and have a clear understanding of the aims and processes of the retreat.
7.4.5.2
Parents as assistant retreat leaders

Although this has yet to be explored, there may well be a valued role for parents in the conduct of senior school retreats.   This would be one avenue for the school to encourage home-school cooperation in the school’s overall religious mission.   However, it may create peculiar problems for the sons and daughters of parents if they were on the same retreat as their parents.

Parental involvement would require the same sort of expectations for their participation as for school staff and volunteer assistant staff.   This implies the need for familiarity with retreat purposes and practices, and a need for systematic professional development in preparation.

7.5

Limitations to the study

Within its limited scope, this research set out to chart the development of the contemporary communitarian live-in retreats in Catholic secondary schools, even though there was not the opportunity to do this in detail Australia wide, or to check the various diocesan church and education archives for pertinent historical materials.   Similarly, there was not the scope to compare the Australian developments with those overseas, even though a general picture of some developments overseas was developed through contact with a number of overseas informants.   While pertinent information was provided by key informants who were involved in the retreat movement in Adelaide, Sydney and Melbourne in the 1960s and 1970s, more work would be needed to provide a comprehensive picture of how these retreats developed across Australia.

Limited in scope also was the review of Catholic spirituality that informed the development and conduct of retreats in the Church and its schools.   While not extensive, it did identify a number of key principles that have informed Catholic retreats, and that are still evident in senior school retreats.   The purpose here was to open up this area to further investigation rather than provide a comprehensive review.

The empirical part of this study was limited to interviews with a sample of teachers from one Catholic diocese.   While the issues identified are likely to be pertinent elsewhere in Australian Catholic secondary schools, more research is needed to see how extensive particular thinking about retreats might be and to see if there is regional variation.   Some of the ideas emphasised in the data in this study may be idiosyncratic to the teachers in this particular diocese.

Also, this study did not attempt to document in any detail the programming and use of various activities on retreats, together with reports of how they were interpreted as contributing to the overall retreat process.

In chapters 6 and 7, a particular value position was taken for interpreting the data and for making evaluative judgments about issues that were considered to be emerging from the teacher comments in the interviews.   The researcher has extrapolated from the issues raised by this sample of teachers;   the interpretations need wider empirical investigation.   Not all educators would take the same viewpoint as to what the issues were and about what might be done to address them.   But at least this material will serve as a substantial stimulus to more serious consideration of the nature, purposes and conduct of senior school retreats.   As an important part of the Catholic school’s overall religious education program, the retreat warrants such attention.
The sample size of teachers interviewed was small, and limited to one diocese.   More extensive information about teacher thinking is needed.   But this represents only one side of the story of retreats.   Perhaps what will be more important will be the views of the students who have experienced the retreats.   As noted previously, research has long identified that young people valued the retreats they experienced (E.g. the research of Flynn and Maroney).   But so far there has been no research that explored in detail their perceptions of retreats.   Their perspective on the nature, purpose and conduct of retreats, together with their understandings of how the experience may have contributed to their personal and spiritual development need to be investigated.

7.6

Recommendations for further research
The maintenance and future development of retreats in Catholic secondary schools in Australia needs to be informed by further research.   Taking into account the points made in the previous sections, the following areas can be proposed as important for ongoing research.

1.
Wider replication of the study of teachers’ views of the nature and purposes of retreats

The questions asked of the sample of retreat leaders from one diocese need to be posed to a wider sample across all Catholic dioceses in Australia. 

2.
Investigation of retreat programs and retreat operation

Programs used by different schools for senior school retreats need to be collected and compared, providing an analysis of the types of activities used together with explanations of the purposes of particular activities and strategies.   One aspect of this research could investigate the question of a balance in approach and focus – that means studying the relative emphasis given to contemporary spiritual/moral issues, to theological questions and spirituality, and to psychological/personal matters.

This research could also investigate how issues related to timetabling, organisation, workload, legalities and lack of support impacted on retreats.

3.
More extensive and detailed history of the development of Catholic secondary school retreats in Australia

Further investigation could show how Catholic school retreats developed in all Australian states and territories since the 1960s.

4.
Comparison with the historical development of live-in retreats in the Catholic sector in other countries.

The question here is to see if a similar pattern emerged in other countries.   Also, there may be different emphases in the conduct of live-in retreats elsewhere.

5.
Students’ views of their experience of secondary school retreats;  their perception of nature, purposes, practices and psychological dynamics.

This investigation is needed to show the student perspective on retreats.

6.
Investigation of the scope, purposes and practices in student volunteering and community engagement activities.

Catholic schools have provided opportunities for students to be engaged in community service activities.   The idea was to give them first hand experience of such involvement.   Complementing the study of retreats, research is needed to explore the scope of this sort of activity in schools and to highlight the thinking that is behind volunteering and community engagement as experiences that may help promote spiritual and moral development.

7.7
Recommendations for Catholic Education regarding the maintenance and further development of live-in retreats in secondary schools

This section will make recommendations for Catholic secondary education about the maintenance and enhancement of live-in retreats as important elements in the school’s overall religious education program.

Firstly there is a need for policy development from the Diocesan level to the school level that underlines the importance of the school retreats as a part of Catholic schooling.   This will necessarily include statements about purposes and practices.   In addition, this policy development may well require the endorsement of the Catholic bishops in their respective dioceses.   Without a clear diocesan policy that contextualises retreats within the mission and religious education of Catholic schools, there is the danger that these highly regarded religious experiences may increasingly struggle for sufficient authoritative support to retain a prominent place in Catholic secondary schools because of timetabling and resourcing difficulties, as well as problems relating to different estimates of their contribution to young people’s spiritual and moral development.

A Catholic schools’ retreat policy would not in itself mandate or guarantee the future of retreats, and neither would it guarantee the delivery of quality retreats, but it would be a good starting point for a new public and educational valuing of retreats within Australian Catholic education.   In turn, this valuing could contribute not only to their maintenance in schools, but to their further refinement and improvement and to more extensive resourcing and teacher training for retreats.   Staff members, volunteers and parents would be able to access information about retreats starting with such policy statements;   this would be a first step in helping eliminate some of the mystery and misunderstandings about retreats.   A strong rationale for retreats at diocesan level would help schools retain and enhance their current place in the school curriculum and timetable.
The need for professional development programs for the training of retreat leaders was an issue that came through strongly in the empirical data in this study.   It was concluded that an understanding of the nature, purposes and conduct of live-in retreats would be an essential part of such training.   Misunderstandings and ambiguities in purposes would be likely to cause problems with the conduct of retreats.   It might help avoid giving excessive attention to approaches judged to be too subjective/introspective/narcissistic or too emotional.   Attention could also be given to issues and dilemmas associated with duty of care and mandatory reporting.

Catholic Education Offices, either individually or cooperatively, are in an appropriate position to offer accredited training programs for retreats leaders.   At times this might be complemented by short sessions within regular professional development programs that serve to update school executives and teachers on the work of retreats.

The Catholic Education Offices might also endeavour to build up the practical literature informing the conduct of retreats (As noted in 7.6.2 above).   This could include a collection of programs used by schools over the years, together with retreat resources.   In addition, experienced retreat leaders could be encouraged to reflect on and write about their work to ensure that the accumulated wisdom in practice was not lost.   Material on programs could help illustrate the religious dimension of retreats;   it could inform program development at school level;   and it could show how research-identified trends in contemporary youth spirituality were being addressed.   In addition, this material might help maintain content balance in retreats so that attention could be focused on some spiritual/moral issues (such as social justice, environment, spirituality) and not exclusively on personal disclosures.

An understanding of the nature and purposes of retreats is not just needed by retreat leaders.   If retreats are to continue and develop within Catholic secondary schools, then they need an endorsement not only by school authorities but by the whole school staff.   This is needed to help address the problems faced in mounting a retreat program within a school timetable that is crowded and pressured by the desire for good academic results.   A better whole staff understanding of retreats would help address the conflict that arises over the value of retreats and whether or not their place in the curriculum is worth the cost in terms of resources and time lost from senior classes.   These understandings are also needed by parents and students.

((((((JUST CHECK THE THREE APPENDICES FROM THIS CHAPTER.   ONE THE COMPARISONS, THE ONE ON A CONTENT ORIENTED RETREAT (STILL TO COME) AND THIS ONE ON TOPICS FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS)))))))
Appendix QQ presents a summary of the areas that are considered to be key content for a professional development program on the conduct of retreats.   As well as serving as a possible checklist for the content of such programs, this could also be considered as the sort of content that all staff in the school need to know something about to ensure that they understand adequately the purposes of the retreat.

7.8

Conclusion
This project has researched the live-in secondary school retreats with attention to their background spirituality and historical origins, together with questions related to their nature, purposes and conduct.   The first documentary part of the study was complemented with qualitative data from interviews with a sample of retreat leaders from schools in one metropolitan Catholic diocese.

Although limited in its scope, the study has identified the development of the live-in communitarian retreat as a significant example of a school based curriculum development – initiated and implemented almost exclusively by school staff without much systemic support – that has become the mainline approach to retreats in Catholic schooling in Australia, even if this place is not yet adequately reflected in the normative documents of Catholic education in this country.

The study has identified and discussed a range of issues and problems related to understandings of the nature, purposes and conduct of live-in school retreats.   It was considered to be iconic as an educational innovation in the 1960s that was one significant expression of the major movement within Catholicism after the Second Vatican Council to develop a relevant, personal spirituality more in tune with the “signs of the times”.   How contemporary spirituality is to be interpreted and how it might be promoted remain the core issues over which any debates about the purposes and value of retreats will continue to revolve.

In valuing the place of retreats in schools in times when a number of contextual factors tend to militate against their continued place and prominence in school timetables, the study has drawn conclusions and made recommendations that could lend much needed support to the rationale for school retreats and to their resourcing, and the professional development of retreat leaders.
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