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Search for Meaning 

Don't talk to me about life's seasons. Don't 
ask me for answers, don't ask me for reasons. 
I don't want to hear; Don't want to hear it at 
all. 
From the moment we're born we start to die· 
And a man can go crazy if he keeps aski;, 
why. 
That's just how it is. Don't look for a reason at 
all. 

[But] There must be a reason. There must be 
a way, to make some sense of it· 
To try to find a reason for it all.' 

We're not born just so we can die. There must 
be an answer, and we've got to try; 
To make some sense of it. To try to find a 
reason for it all. 
(Eric Bogle) 

In a song called A Reason for It All, written in the 
late 1980s, Scottish/Australian musician Eric Bogle 
expressed some of the anxiety people can feel 
about meaning and purpose in life. They sense 
they are caught between feelings of despair that 
there may be no meaning to life, and a desire to 
find explanations and answers to bewildering 
events and experiences. They need some 
interpretation of what is going on in their lives and 
in the world that helps them cope and plan a 
hopeful future. 

For many people, especially youth, religion -- a 
traditional source of meaning, values and purpose -
does not have the same cogency or credibility it 
seemed to have in the past. In contemporary 
Western societies, the pluralism and pace of life 
have affected the ways in which communities (even 
families) used to serve as frames of reference for 
beliefs and values. Along with the ever increasing 
emphasis on individualism, people feel more on 
their own in their search for a view of life that will 
sustain them. They do not seem to be getting 
enough help from outside when constructing a 
personal meaning system. 

We acknowledge that people can live without 
giving much attention to ultimate meaning. They 
can appear to be self-centred, preoccupied with 
their own lifestyle, comfort and needs, and not 
concerned about any contribution to the 
community. De facto, this articulates the implied 
meaning in their lives -- a very individualistic one. 
We take a stance about the role of meaning in 
human life. We believe that a need for meaning 

and purpose is a defining characteristic of the 
hu1:11�n being. Communities of meaning -- family, 
rehg10n, other groups and the state -- have some 
role in handing on a basic set of meanings to the 
next generation, in ways that respect the emerging 
personal autonomy and individuality of young 
people. We propose the idea of a 'healthy' 
meaning in life as an important one for 
communities to develop to guide their care for the 
young and to inform the goals of education. This 
requires working out what sorts of basic meanings 
young individuals would need to feel an accepted 
and secure part of their community; this would give 
them a 'starting' interpretation of life and reference 
points for cultural identity -- a working theory, that 
co�ld sustain their needs for values and purpose, 
which would be confirmed or modified later as 
individuals grew to maturity and took on more 
personal responsibility for their own meaning and 
purpose. Communities and families see their 
fundamental shared meanings as a cultural 
inheritance that needs to be available to the young 
to help them start their life journeys. If a search for 
meaning and values is a life long task, then 
individuals need some initial nourishment in 
meaning and identity to get them started when they 
are c�ldren. In opening up this concept of healthy 
meanmg for further consideration, we suggest that 
it needs to include the following (among other 
things). This is like a basic set of goals for 
personal development: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

a sense of purpose and goals in life; 

awareness of individuals' rights and freedoms, 
complemented by a sense of responsibility; 

acknowledgement of and respect for the rights 
and freedoms of others, within the limits of 
tolerance set by the law of the land; 

constructive values and ethics that inform 
action; 

a commitment to the common good and a 
sense of justice; 

a view that healthy, satisfying personal 
relationships are a key to happiness and well 
being; 

an understanding of the human value of work 
and leisure; 

access to the basic shared understandings of 
one's family and primary community of 
meaning; for many this means the beliefs of 
the religious group to which the child's 
parents/guardians belong (whether or not they 
are practising members); at a more general 
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• 

• 

level this can extend to some knowledge of 
the beliefs of other religious groups in the 
community (usually the most common ones) 
and a tolerance of religious diversity within the 
limits set by the law of the land; 

some understanding of the interconnectedness 
of humankind with the natural world, and a 
sense of environmental responsibility; 

some understanding of the ways in which 
people construct meaning and identity that 
would help individuals evaluate different 
cultural options; this implies that individuals' 
meaning and identity are open to some revision 
and development. 

Most people will agree that young people need help 
with meaning in life. But when it comes to spelling 
out what this means in detail, especially what 
specific meanings need to be communicated, there 
will inevitably be different estimates of what is 
required, each reflecting different value positions. 
At this point, our intention is not to start a debate 
about what should be included or omitted from the 
above list. Rather, we want to draw attention to 
this important task that communities need to 
undertake, particularly with respect to the potential 
role for education. 

At this point, we have referred to a place for 
religion and personal beliefs only in a general way 
as would be appropriate for a concept of healthy 
meaning pertinent to public education. To ignore 
the study of religion within public education would 
be to compromise the range of cultural meanings 
that should be accessed by young people in the 
educational context. Religion is primarily about 
ultimate and proximate meaning in life. 

When we address the question of healthy meaning 
from the standpoint of a community of faith, it 
would be appropriate to refer to a transcendent, 
spiritual dimension to life, to belief in God and to 
the realms of theology, scripture and so forth as 
part of the meanings of that faith tradition. But 
even in the context of a community of faith, 
religious belief cannot be 'injected' into the next 
generation. The young can be socialised into the 
basic meanings and practices of their religious 
tradition from an early age, both in the family and 
in a local community of faith, and to some extent in 
a school. But whether or not they will become 
actively involved in religion will eventually be a 
matter of their own choice. 

We are conscious that in highly secularised 
Western societies like Australia, many young 
people are only nominally connected with their 
religious tradition. Nevertheless, whether or not 
they become practising members, we believe that 
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educational access to their cultural religious 
heritage can make a valuable contribution to their 
personal development; the identification and 
understanding of religious meanings, as well as 
some critical thinking about spiritual and moral 
issues should be an integral part of young people's 
school education, in both public and private 
( church-related) schools. 

One final word here about the evaluation of 
meaning. While the contemporary search for 
meaning is often said to be difficult for young 
people, there is no shortage of meanings available 
in society. The world is awash with meanings, 
suggesting how people should live their lives. In 
W estem countries, this is amplified by the media, 
especially film and television, where consumerism 
is all pervasive -- this can even give an impression 
that meaning and satisfaction in life revolve around 
what one can buy. Some young people feel that 
they are wading through a virtual miasmal swamp 
of ideas about what it means to be alive, unique and 
independent and so forth. Identifying implied 
meanings that are being proposed, and judging 
their appropriateness and healthiness are therefore 
important skills that the young need to develop. 
The evaluation of meaning may ultimately be more 
pertinent than the concept 'search' for meaning. 
This is where education can be important. 

Spirituality 

As the title of this article suggests, we have 
bracketed the concepts 'spirituality' and 'identity' 
with meaning. We have done this because we 
consider it useful and important for contemporary 
education to address this trio of concepts together. 
All of the concepts are relevant to personal 
development. Hence, as might be expected, they 
also figure in the social sciences. They are 
becoming more important in education. But all of 
them are notoriously difficult to define. We do not 
want to devote space to debating the definitions in 
detail. But some clarification of these concepts is 
essential if they are to be used constructively in 
educational theory and practice. Our purpose is to 
use these concepts (and personal development 
themes) for heuristic purposes. As the dictionaries 
suggest about heuristic devices, we will use them: 

• to identify and draw attention to issues;

• to stimulate interest in furthering
investigations;

• to encourage learning; to discover,
understand and solve problems; and,

• to provide explanatory interpretations.

Traditionally, the word spirituality has had a 
religious connotation -- the style of prayer and 









even easier for the more pragmatic, economic and 
employment oriented goals of education to 
dominate education even more than they do now. 

The Role for School Education in Relation to 
Young People's Search for Meaning, 
Spirituality and Identity 
Educational efforts to enhance meaning, spirituality 
and identity in young people, do not have the same 
sorts of neat and credentialled outcomes as there 
are for regular subjects in the school curriculum. 
While there are knowledge and skills involved, and 
while the use of reason is crucial, the hopes are for 
some first steps in personal change. However, we 
acknowledge that no educational program can 
automatically change young people personally, let 
alone benchmark such change with specified 
personal outcomes. Wisdom and values cannot be 
communicated like knowledge of facts. 
Educational experience can point young people in 
the desired direction, but a free personal response is 
an essential part of any authentic personal change. 
Nevertheless, these hopes are important for guiding 
the work of teachers; they help give direction and 
focus to the ways teachers address issues related to 
meaning, spirituality and identity -- helping them 
see when and where they can make constructive 
contributions; they affect the language, concepts 
and questions used to do this. 

There are some subjects whose content naturally 
allows for a study of meaning, spirituality and 
identity -- like religious education, religion studies 
and personal development education. However, 
while particularly interested in these areas, we will 
comment briefly here on what might be done 
across the whole school curriculum to enhance the 
personal development of young people. This is a 
more difficult problem to address. Our starting 
point has been to ask why a number of the efforts 
to promote spiritual and moral development 
through across-the-curriculum strategies have not 
achieved the level of success that their promotion 
would have implied -- even though they were 
proposed as 'core' or 'fundamental' to the 
curriculum. The main problem has been that, while 
the intentions were noble, and while it was 
comparatively easy to make a list of desirable 
values and attitudinal outcomes, there has been a 
significant gap between the educational intentions 
and the actual teaching practice. Programs with 
intentions like "values across the curriculum", 
"values education" and ''values infusion" have not 
often got to the stage of winning substantial teacher 
support, let alone achieving effective 
implementation (some would say that they did not 
even manage to get an adequate level of teacher 
understanding, but this was not because of any 
intellectual inability on the part of teachers, but 
because of naivety in their .conceptualisation). 

8 Journal of Religious Education 51 (4) 2003 

These programs came with a theory and framework 
that did not adequately fit the realities of the 
classroom learning environment as teachers 
experienced them, even though their protagonists 
believed that they should. They were perceived as 
an 'extra dimension' imposed on what teachers 
were already doing. Teachers felt that authorities 
were trying to 'inject' a spiritual/moral role into 
their teaching of a secular curriculum, and that this 
compromised the integrity of their subject matter 
and academic discipline. They naturally tended to 
resent being told that they must do this over and 
above what they were already doing. In any case, 
they were not trained for moral or spiritual 
education. We think that most teachers are not 
opposed to the idea of promoting student 
personal/spiritual development across the 
curriculum. But they considered that the official 
line for these programs gave them a status and a 
pre-eminence that were unrealistic; their proposed 
importance, and the extent of the values outcomes 
were out of proportion with what teachers knew 
was achievable in the classroom. In turn, teachers 
became sceptical of programs that had an almost 
'propaganda' like feel to them; there was an 
apparent 'values overkill'. 

The first step in approaching meaning, spirituality 
and identity across the curriculum is realism in 
acknowledging the limited role of the school in 
bringing about personal change in young people. 
This means accepting that the development of 
meaning, identity and spirituality are 
extraordinarily complex, influenced by many 
factors. Understanding the modest role of the 
school is the starting point for planning the 
valuable, realistic and effective contribution that 
the school curriculum can make to the personal and 
spiritual development of young people. For 
example, we know that we can successfully teach a 
young person quantum physics; but we cannot 
teach her/him not to take drugs! As long as 
educators and others use exactly the same language 
when they talk about "teaching values" as they do 
about "teaching mathematics and English", then 
they will continue to grossly overestimate the 
school's capacity to promote the personal/spiritual 
development of young people, and, regretfully, this 
will further inhibit the valuable but limited 
contribution that the school can make. 

We have recommended caution to avoid unrealistic 
expectations of what the school might achieve in 
enhancing young people's meaning, spirituality and 
identity. Adding yet another program with this as 
the new title would not be the answer. Education 
has long suffered from the way that schools have 
been expected to solve social problems through the 
introduction of specific programs (e.g., with 
program titles like: peace, citizenship, values, 





forth are acknowledged and benchmarked. 
Certificates are essential for entrance to further 
education and employment. The outcomes 
movement in education gives special attention to 
employment-oriented competencies. All of this 
influences what is called the 'mark status' of 
different subjects. Subjects that are more 
specifically concerned with personal development 
(Religion, or even Ethics) had no such 'tangible' or 
employment-related output. Teachers and parents 
may have vocally supported the ideals of a holistic 
education, and the importance of spiritual/moral 
studies, but this often 'cuts little ice' with the 
students. For example, despite the official high 
profile of religious education in church-related 
schools, many students have a poor regard for it. 
Even where students like the subject, they felt it 
has little relevance to their lives or future 
employment. The emergence of accredited state 
Religion Studies courses for senior classes in 
Australian schools has improved the academic 
status of religious education. But this has not 
solved the problem. Students can be expected to 
bring to the study of religion the same level of 
disinterest in religion that is common in 
contemporary society, usually the same level of 
disinterest shown by their parents. 

This sort of problem is not limited to religious 
education. Studies in personal development in 
government schools have similar difficulties. An 
example: Where they were programmed into 
seminars on the last few days of the school year, 
the low status and perceived irrelevance of the 
work were amplified by the hidden curriculum -
the school treated personal development studies as 
a nominal, even peripheral, requirement. 

Finally, there is another very influential element in 
students' negative perceptions of spiritual/moral 
studies that is difficult to counteract. They have an 
innate resistance to being told what to do in their 
own lives! Any school study to do with values, 
beliefs and behaviour can only too easily be 
perceived as an exhortation; and this is enough for 
them to keep the study at 'arms length'. This 
tendency militates against even the minimal level 
of intellectual engagement that is taken for granted 
in all secular subjects. It underlines the importance 
of making any spiritual/moral studies an open, 
inquiring, student-centred learning process; any 
approach that remotely resembles an exhortation 
from authority runs the risk of relegation to the 
'irrelevant basket'. This is a natural problem that 
religious education in a church-related school has 
to acknowledge and address. 

A Spiritual/Moral Dimension to Good Teaching 
Teachers need to be wise enough to be able to 
prompt students to attend to the greater meaning of 
what they are studying; in other \;VOrds, to take (and 
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not overlook) the opportunity to see that there is 
much personal meaning to be considered in the 
issues that arise in their studies. At this point it 
will help to illustrate with examples: In a senior 
English literature/poetry study, students look at the 
theme "changing self'. A teacher could ensure that 
all of the structural requirements in the unit were 
attended to; but a good teacher, who understands 
some of the complexities in developing a sense of 
self, could help students see how the feelings, 
thinking and behaviour of the characters in the 
texts were not all that dissimilar from those people 
encounter in day-to-day life. The teaching/learning 
process does not consciously probe for personal 
responses from the students; rather, it externalises 
the personal issues and complexities by teasing 
them out from the text. In the neutral and safe area 
of textual interpretation, the students identify and 
reflect on what has prompted change in the 
protagonists in the texts. If done well, this allows 
emotional resonance with the characters. Students 
can come face to face with matters and questions 
like: personal change is complex and people do not 
always understand until later (and perhaps not even 
then) that some decisions lead to irrevocable 
changes in personal relationships; to what extent do 
people have control over change in their lives? 
What sorts of external factors bring about personal 
change? What is involved in progress from 
childhood to maturity? 

It is not difficult for young people to reflect and 
think of comparisons with their own life 
experience. Teacher comments, questions and 
examples can help students with the textual 
interpretation. How the issues relate to them 
personally is usually better left to their own 
reflection, even though occasionally, students may 
want to say something about this. What teachers 
do find at a later stage, outside the classroom, is 
that some students will comment about how much 
they liked that study because it gave them 
something to think about at a personal level. 

While the English studies on "Changing self' tend 
to focus on identity from a psychological 
perspective, another study called "Power play" 
looks at the dynamics of personal power and 
politics. This sort of study leads to reflection on 
social and political issues. Yet another English 
study "In the wild" looks at writers' depictions of 
the conflict that has arisen from ways humankind 
has perceived its provenance over the natural 
world. This shows what can happen when humans 
do not take environmental responsibility seriously. 

Studies such as these (that can be paralleled in 
other subject areas in the curriculum) have the 
capacity to become windows on contemporary life, 
sensitising students to seeing things differently in 





informed and think critically. This educates them 
to learn better from their own experience. 
Hopefully, they can identify wise traditions from 
the past, as well as being able to make thoughtful 
appraisals of the social environment that has a 
shaping influence on people's thinking and 
behaviour. 

Our hopes for promoting personal change in 
students are precisely that: 'hopes' -- not outcomes 
or competencies that can be measured. The idea of 
an education that will help young people become 
more wise, alert to the spiritual and moral 
dimensions to life, emotionally mature and 
environmentally responsible is very noble, but it 
must be understood in terms of the real possibilities 
and limitations of appealing to reason as the basis 
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