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Pastoral Concern 

For years educators have been drawing attention to the 

malaise in education. Students spend hours in forced rote 

learning, often retaining little of what they were to learn. 

Educational analysis and tests have proved that this sort of 

learning does not prepare students for the challenges that await 

them in the adult world. In answer to this problem educators have 

taken a stance that learning is to be seen as an ongoing growth 

process rather than an amassing of facts. 

As modern Christians we need to question our religious 

educational programs in this respect: What do we expect of our 

youth in their growth toward mature participation in religious 

life? To what extent do we tell our younger members of the church 

what to think or believe or what attitudes to have? To what 

extent do we offer assistance for the young to explore for 

themselves the nature of their beliefs and attitudes? Religious 

education must help adolescents and young adults move from pre- 

adolescent stage of belonging to the church to the more mature 

stage of becoming the church. Thomas Groome defines religious 

education succinctly: 

Christian religious education is a political activity 
with pilgrims in time that deliberately and intentionally 
attends with them to the activity of God in our present, to 
the Story of Christian faith community, and to the Vision 
of God's Kingdom, the seeds of which are already among us. 

(Groome, 25) 

In this project I intend to write a curriculum for a course 

that will attend with students to the activity of God, the story  



of the Christian faith community, and the vision of God's 

kingdom. The course is a study of death, dying, and morality 

taught to juniors. The curriculum will reflect concepts from 

outcomes-based education (OBE). Among the many ideas featured in 

OBE are the importance of active learning, cooperative learning, 

exploratory learning, alternative assessments, and educating for 

skills, knowledge, and attitudes. It is hoped through this 

approach that students can move from the superficial memorization 

of what they are supposed to know to true human development. 

In this paper I will establish the cultural background in 

which the course is being taught and examine the issue of 

relevance in religious education. After this I will list the 

goals and schedule of this pastoral project. Then I will explain 

the outcomes developed for the religion department as well as for 

the Death and Dying/Morality class. The actual curriculum and 

evaluation of each unit, including course revisions, will follow 

these background components. Finally, I have included a 

reflection on the project, not only evaluating the development of 

the course, but of my own growth as well. 

Cultural Background and Outcomes-Based Education 

In viewing religious education as a political activity, as 

noted in Groome, it is important to understand the various 

cultural dimensions that influence my approach to religious 

education. Marquette is probably not a typical Catholic high 

school. In a town of 2,500, Marquette is lucky to be supported by 

neighboring parishes as well as St. Joseph's parish immediately  



across the street. St. Joseph's grade school serves as a feeder 

school, providing a complete K-12 Catholic school system. With 

the low population of this rural area, it is surprising that 

Bellevue can support two complete school systems. This is even 

more surprising in light of the economic conditions of the area. 

Although there are very few visible poor in Bellevue, Jackson 

County is among the poorest in Iowa due to depressed agricultural 

economies, particularly in the western half of the county. Closer 

to home there have been farm closings, lay-offs from agriculture- 

based businesses such as John Deere, and a farm market that 

requires owner operators to maintain jobs off the farm. 

These facts stand to underscore the importance of Catholic 

education to the people of Bellevue. Many towns of larger size, 

with less financial distress, have lost their parochial schools. 

The existence of a parochial school in a community speaks not 

only of the school but of the values of the community. In the 

spring of 1988 the Archdiocese of Dubuque studied its Catholic 

schools; particular among this study of over 10,000 was the study 

of the Catholic dimension within the school. It was strongly 

acknowledged that Marquette parents, students, faculty, and board 

members felt "the philosophy and practices of our Catholic school 

make it truly different from the public school." The Marquette 

CRRARILY particularly the families that invest in Marquette 

demonstrate firmness of intent in maintaining a separate school, 

when a school of similar academic and extra-curricular calibre 

already exists. However, the ideas of Catholic education have  



probably changed a great deal since the parents who send their 

children to Marquette and St. Joseph's attended school here. Gone 

are the nuns in habits, uniforms, daily Mass, and the Baltimore 

Catechism. In the religion room one is much more likely to find 

analysis of social problems, sex education, and psychology 

alongside the Bible, sacraments, and morality. In this evolving 

world of religious education, it is becoming more important to 

have a curriculum worth teaching and the ability to account for 

its various facets to parents who have considered religious 

education as a series of memorized facts. 

In the process of developing a curriculum that is orthodox 

while significant to youth and appropriate for transferal from 

the classroom to the real world, the Archdiocese of Dubuque has 

promoted Outcomes-Based Education (OBE) for the archdiocesan 

schools. The process of curriculum writing from the top down in 

order to fulfill the goals set for the student's abilities and 

attitudes at the time of graduation. Thus the first step is to 

articulate graduation outcomes; these outcomes are then further 

broken down into subject area outcomes; one works toward 

achieving these goals through various course level outcomes. 

After this point it is up to the individual teacher to design 

course units consistent with the outcomes listed above and to 

implement the unit plans. Besides using this top-down method of 

planning curriculum, the instructors are also encouraged to teach 

differently. Teachers use outcomes to focus on what is important 

rather than trying "to get through the textbook." Grades are  



given to indicate satisfactory mastery of skills, knowledge and 

attitudes. They no longer serve to categorize students. A variety 

of assessments replace pen and paper tests to determine mastery 

of outcomes, and when a student does not meet the rubrics of the 

assessment, she is taught again and re-assessed until mastery has 

been achieved. 

The Question of Relevance in Religious Education 

In dealing with outcomes, I find it very important to add 

one extra element: relevance. Regardless of how an element may 

fit into the demands of a curriculum, no learning can be achieved 

unless it is relevant to the learner. In the traditional school, 

relevance is often found in earning a grade. Everyone in 

education is familiar with the student who seems so bright and 

witty, ready with a wise crack at the drop of a hat, or the 

student who sits silently, sullenly lost in thought. Neither get 

good grades, but those instructors who work with them can attest 

to their potential. They do not get good grades because for them 

the teaching lacks relevance. In an effort to discover where 

relevance might lie, I interviewed a group of students to 

determine what would make theology classes more meaningful. 

After a brief introduction to OBE I started the discussion by 

asking them what they should have as exit outcomes for religion; 

what should they be able to do after four years of high school 

religion courses. The discussion follows below.  



BC: (1) So what abilities should you have when you graduate? 

NK: (1) A good set of values. 

BC: (2) How can we measure whether you have good values or not. 

What can we measure? How can we say "Yes, you can do this" or 
"No" 2 

CK: (1) I think you should know . . .I think you should know 

about the Church and stuff like that, you should be able to 

explain why we do what we do. You should know how major changes 
happened, how we got like we are. 

BC: (3)And so in objective form you might say 

CK: (2) Be able to explain things in church history, how things 

developed, major things. 

BC: (4) That's pretty important, to know your heritage. 

CS: (1) We should be able to make up our minds to make right 

decisions, to know what to do and to be able to tell others why 
we do the things we do without being afraid of what they might 

think. 

CK: (3) I think things should be more clear . .. we should be 

able to explain the Church's stand on sexuality and know why they 

say what they do. 

BS: (1)We should know something about the Bible too, know the 

main stories. 

BC: (5) Know the main stories. 

BS:(2) We should be able to interpret them too. 

BC: (6) Okay. 

BS: (3) We should be able to look things up, know where to find 

things in the Bible. 

AM: (1) We should know the Mass parts, why we do what we do, how 

it came to be. 

BC: (7) Okay, the transformation of the Mass. 

AM: (2) We should also know the prayers, how to participate in 

the Mass.  



BC: (8) Is there anything you wish you knew? Like you think —- 

why didn't they teach us this? I wish I knew this. 

BS: (4) We should explore different religions . . . see what 

others think and what they believe. They could tell you about it. 

BC: (9) We used to do that. 

CK: (4) I think we should; there should be a way of doing it. 

(Tape malfunction) 

BS: (5) Like Ms. Olsem, she just teaches facts. 

BC: (10) Well, learning, how do you do it in theology? 

AM: (3) I hear what you're saying, but, like science, I don't 

think about science all the time, but you have to know why you're 

doing something. I like science and physics, but general science, 

I never knew what I was doing. Art is like that and so is 

religion. You've got to know what you're doing. Art is like 

religion, it tells us about ourselves, but it's hard to figure 

out. 

BC: (12) Yeah, there's that aspect of it. 

(Tape malfunction) 

BC(12)Let's go over some of the things you've done already, 

starting with freshman year. Think of anything you've done that 

stands out . . .what you learned or an activity that you did. 

CK: (5) Who did we have then? 

BS (6) Father Doyle. 

(4) We had sex education. 

(7) We learned about the sacraments. 

(6) Yeah, but what . . .how they grew. 

(7) Pretty much we just talked about them. 

(13) Let's look at sophomore year. 

(1) Some kind of sex ed 

{7) Church history 

(2) --same thing.  



(General laughter) 

BC: (1l4)Were there any standout things you learned, experiences-- 

NK: (3) We didn't have to many sex ed experiences. 

(General laughter) 

CS: (2) We did learn a lot with all of those stories, when people 

just told us about things they did and what happened to them. Fr. 

Doyle did that a lot. 

BC: (16) and how did you know you were ? Any tests on that or 
what? (No response) Okay Junior year-- 

BS: (8) Death and Dying. 

CS: (4) I like going to the funeral home . . . you should do more 

things like that when you really do things. 

AM: (5)I wish we could have gone in the preparation room, I mean, 

to see . . .you know-- 

CK: 8) I think you should go into more theories on death, you 

know-- : 

BC: (17) You mean the afterlife? 

CK: (9)Yeah, because nobody knows, but there's all kind of ideas. 

BC: (18) Yeah, it's a big question. 

NK: (3) Do you ever think that there might be nothing? 

BC: (19) Yeah, but 

CK: (10) Hebrew scripture was good. 

BS: (9) We actually read the Bible; I mean I never actually sat 
down and read the Bible before. 

BC: (20) What would you think if freshman year you came to 

Marquette and bought a Bible ad used it in theology each year; so 
you'd have some books you'd read freshman year, and then for 

morality, let's say, you'd focus on other books, so the Bible 

would really be your basic text. 

JK: (3) I think we should have started right away; I didn't learn 

anything the first year.  



NK: (4) We did some good stuff this year in Ms. Olsem's class. We 

had to write a homily, and I had to listen in church a lot more 

carefully to see how to do it. 

BC: (21) How many of you recall what your homily was about? 

(General agreement) 

NK: (5) We watched this movie on exorcism too. 

CK: (11) That tape? 

NK: (6) Yeah, it was a tape from "20/20" or something on 

exorcism, and they showed-- 

BC: (22) And what class was that in? 

NK: (7) New Testament. 

CS: (4) I think you should show more movies; we saw "The Ten 

Commandments" and "Ben Hur" and I can remember a lot of that a 
lot better after seeing the movie. 

JK (4) And "Jesus of Nazareth." 

BC: (23) And what are you doing now? 

CK: (12) Relationships. 

C8: {B) It's pretty good. 

AM: (6) We just talk about things. 

CS: (6) Like Ms. Olsem, she just tells you stuff. 

BC: (24) To wrap it up—-~ 

BS: (10) I think we could do more things; we could do a lot of 

things . . . go to different churches in the area. 

CK: (13) Go to Dubuque or something. 

BS: (11) We could have a group that could go to Mill Valley. 

BC: (25) That's what we're trying to work on. 

The point of this reflection is to find out what we should 

teach and how. A few elements stand out: students are interested  



in traditional religious topics, students want to explain what 

they do, and students are willing to learn in depth. 

Perhaps the most surprising of these conclusions is the 

first. I think we have a tendency to think that students have no 

interest in religion. Yet the indications in this reflection seem 

to suggest that students are more interested in the religious 

aspects of theology than the more mundane aspects. It is nearly 

humorous how students related to the sex education components 

(Iowa law requires human sexual development to be taught once a 

year at all grade levels; as a Catholic school we teach this in 

the theology rather than in health or physical education classes 

where it is handled in a more traditional manner.) In the 

discussion, references to sex education are rarely developed (CK 

12), (AM 4), (JK 1). In fact they are phrased in the most bland, 

disinterested manner of any of the content components listed. It 

is the traditional areas of theology that the students find worth 

developing. 

Bobby Squiers, for example, demonstrates a strong interest 

in the Bible (BS 1, 2, 3). My experience verifies that students 

enjoy being privy to the contents of the Bible. Other areas of 

traditional concern that were developed rather than just glossed 

over were information about the Mass (AM 1), church history (CK 

1), morality (CS 1) and the meaning of life ( as viewed through 

death) (CK 9). Although these students are heavily influenced by 

the classes they have taken, they are also aware of options, such 

as comparative religions (BS 4), not offered at Marquette.  



Students also displayed an interest in the ability to 

explain their own faith. It seems as though many of the students 

are going beyond the need to simply know about their faith; they 

want to be able to tell others about it. This is noted in the 

desire to learn why we are the way we are as a church (CK 1) and 

why we do what we do, in the sense of personal morality (CS 1). 

The ability to explain is reflected in the student 

willingness to go into depth in religion, making theology an 

important field for OBE. Two incidents demonstrate the search for 

depth in meaning. The first is when April Michels struggles with 

how one should deal with understanding theology (AM 3). After 

fumbling for a bit, she eventually makes a rough comparison 

between science and theology, stating that "Art is like theology; 

it tells us about ourselves, but it's hard to figure out." Most 

likely she is touching on the transcendent aspects of theology. 

However, she also points out that one can be educated to 

understand both art and theology. It is not a simple matter of 

likes, dislikes, or personal feelings. 

A second incident of depth is found in the development of 

Nick Kilburg's statements. His first statement (NK 1) is typical 

of what he has heard over and over again in statements on 

Catholic education; it gives one "good values." Nick is smart 

enough to realize that this is a rather pat answer, and I believe 

he felt embarrassed, manifested in his reticence during the 

exchange ( he is usually more talkative). However, after 

rejoining the discussion with a bit of humor (NK 2), he soon  



continues with one of the deepest questions of humanity, the 

question of angst (NK 3). 

Looking at the methods used to educate, the most noticeable 

message is left unsaid. Textbooks are not mentioned once, 

although we use a textbook in all theology classes. There was a 

positive reaction to the concept of using the Bible as the main 

text. While I can see the importance of reading to supplement 

class work, the lack of mention suggests that the books had 

little impact on the students. The second noticeable omission is 

that of lectures. Besides the mention of merely "teaching facts" 

(BS 5) no one even referred to lecture type classes. 

Two approaches reached the students: stories and activities. 

Whether they bre Shared personal stories (CS 2) or stories from 

the Bible (BS 1, 2) or movies (CS 4) the effect of stories seemed 

more entertaining to the students, providing a more receptive 

class. The students also remembered the stories better. The other 

point the students made on methodology was that they preferred 

active participation, a primary concept of OBE. Although they 

recalled their one theological field trip, a visit to the funeral 

home and suggested activities such as visiting the local nursing 

home (BS 11), activity can take place within the classroom. 

Writing and delivering a homily was mentioned as being valuable 

in several ways. When asked whether each student remembered his 

or her scriptural text for the homily, most students started 

either quoting from their own text or making points concerning 

their own or others' readings. Despite the complaints students  
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issue against the homily assignment every year, the homilies make 

an impression that last. 

Overall, the student comments underscored the importance and 

propriety for OBE in religious education.Now the task lies ahead 

of us to design a curriculum carefully enough so we do not have a 

bedlam of students "actively engaged" but not learning. 

Project Goals and Plan of Action 

In light of the above reflection, I would like to suggest 

the following goals and objectives for this project to help 

provide the best possible religious education for Marquette 

students. 

I.To assist students attain clearly identified outcomes pertinent 

to their Christian development. 

A.Clearly define outcomes for each class. 

B.Plan units and class instructions based on objectives. 

C. Base class outcomes on exit outcomes. 

II.To use alternative assessments to determine outcome 

achievement. 

A.Assure that assessments are appropriate for outcomes. 

B.Include informal diagnostic activities to determine 
students' growth toward achieving outcome goals. 

C.Use diagnostics to provide meaningful learning activities 

in appropriate areas. 

III.To base instructional activities on student needs, interests 

and abilities. 

A.Base activities on students' religious backgrounds. 

B.Plan activities based on faith development rather than: 

fact memorization.  



C.Involve students in a variety of experiences to meet 

various learning styles. 

D.Pace for depth rather than content. 

Implementation and Schedule 

The following steps will be used in implementing the plan 

for OBE in the religion department at Marquette High School. 

Items that have been completed will be dated. 

1.Develop a satisfactory school philosophy (5/88). 

2. Articulate graduation outcomes (3/93). 

3. Articulate subject-area outcomes aligned with graduation 

outcomes (5/94). 

4. Articulate course-level outcomes for the Death and 

Dying/Morality course, aligned with subject-area outcomes (8/94). 

5. Design units in accordance with course outcomes (9/94-12/94). 

6. Monitor, Coach and Revise. 

Evaluation will take place at several levels. Obviously, if 

the unit outcomes correspond to the graduation outcomes, and if 

they are successfully met by all students who attempt to reach 

them, I can claim success. Further assessment will take place 

through self evaluations and departmental evaluations provided by 

the archdiocese. Curriculum guides will also be annotated in 

their initial years of use including notes on which units and 

activities proved beneficial and which call for reassessment. All 

units will be rewritten on a cyclical basis with one course 

rewritten per year. For the purposes of this project the 

evaluation will be based on student success in the class, 

parental evaluation and anecdotal notes on the course. The 

project will include one rewrite of the course.  



Theological Reflection on Outcomes 

After failing to turn up diocesan wide subject area outcomes 

for theology, department members gathered for a Tri-polar 

Theological Reflection to determine what outcomes should be 

required by the combined theology departments of St. Joseph's 

Grade School and Marquette High School. Think sheets were given 

to all participants including grade school teachers, high school 

teachers, and the spiritual director in early May. We gathered 

and discussed theological objectives from two points of view. 

First of all, using the Tri-Polar Model we discussed how 

religious traditions, life experiences, and cultural information 

should best be combined in setting goals for religious education. 

After a lively brainstorming session we organized our ideas along 

the OBE concepts of "do, know, and be like." In other words, what 

would the student emerging from Marquette or St. Joseph's be able 

to do? what would she know? what would she be like? The Religion 

Department Outcomes listed below were the product of this 

reflection. 

Religion Department Outcomes 

1. Students participate in celebrations, liturgies, retreats, and 

social justice activities. 

2. Students will relate prayers, rites, and stories of faith to 
meaning in life. 

3. Students will reflect Christian attitudes in communication. 

A. Encourage others 

B. Share faith with others 

C. Reflect an understanding of tolerance for others  
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4. Students will develop a sense of spirituality, exploring the 

nature of spirit in their lives. 

5. Students will use critical thinking skills to explore the 

relationship of God, Church, and society in their lives. 

A. Develop a sense of God's mercy and love (getting away 

from a controller, predestination image) 

B. Develop a greater sense of Jesus's humanity 

C. Develop a greater understanding of being human. 

D. Develop a greater understanding of being Christian. 

E. Explain reasoning behind beliefs and practices 

6. Students will make decisions based on Gospel values. 

7. Students will reflect a basic understanding of scripture, 

pastoral letters, social-justice issues, and the dogmatic 

content of Catholic faith. 

8. Students will analyze arts and popular culture for an 

understanding of truth. 

I will be meeting with other department heads and comparing 

programs on May 4. After this my colleagues and I will review our 

objectives with the other programs throughout the archdiocese and 

develop our objectives further. In the meantime I have taken the 

outcomes we have established and written course objectives for 

the Death and Dying/Morality class. 

Death and Dying/Morality: An Introduction to the Course 

Before looking at the objectives for Death and 

Dying/Morality it would be a good idea to give some background on 

the course itself. Originally the course was called Death and 

Dying. While it incorporated some elements of morality in the 

discussion of bioethics, euthanasia, abortion, and war, the main 

focus of the course dealt with problems of death itself. In 1991  
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the archdiocese mandated courses and content to be taught in all 

Catholic schools. While offering new courses would be unfeasible 

due to our small staff, we were told that the content was 

required. To satisfy this request as much as possible we broke 

down the elective courses and incorporated the content of each 

into the courses we normally offered. Thus the hybrid course 

Death and Dying/Morality is a mix of Death and Dying, Social 

Justice, and Morality. The morality element focuses on corporate 

morality as opposed to personal morality which is taught 

sophomore year as part of Personal Growth and Dating. Death and 

Dying is roughly divided into two quarters and is taught in the 

fall of the year. (In a late breaking curricular development, the 

school board has decided to merge junior and senior theology 

starting next year with both juniors and seniors taking what is 

now the senior course of studies. Therefore, Death and Dying/ 

Morality will not be offered again until the fall of 1996. 

Following is the curriculum for Death and Dying/Morality as 

taught in the fall of 1994. The class meets four times a week. 

Death and Dying/Morality Outcomes 

1. Analyze and evaluate attitudes toward dying in life situations 

and as presented by our own culture and other cultures. 

Use appropriate communication strategies in dealing 

sensitively with individuals moving through various stages 

of dying, grief, or crisis. 

Develop and use theological, spiritual, and rational contexts 

for dealing with human suffering.  
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Plan a funeral ritual which would assist mourners in dealing 

with the loss of a loved one while celebrating the hope of 

eternal life. 

Examine our own lives and life plans in light of the Church's 

moral precepts and Jesus's teaching and life. 

Apply gospel values and church teachings to medical ethics 

cases, social justice issues, and personal health decisions. 

Take practical steps to support Christian action on a specific 

social-justice issue. 

Unit 1: Looking at death 

Outcome: Students will examine concepts and questions of death in 

their own lives and experiences. 

In this introductory unit students are presented with a list 

of twenty questions which will be examined in more depth 

throughout the course. Students answer the close-ended question. 

Answers are then tabulated. Those questions which students are in 

agreement upon are touched briefly. Students are given an 

opportunity to discuss reasons for their responses. However, a 

more complete treatment is given to those questions in which 

students disagree with each other. The question is placed on the 

board along with the percentage of positive and negative 

responses. This often generates some of the best discussions in 

the class. During these early class discussions the teacher 

should moderate the debates and take notes on student statements.  



Often these statements are useful in pointing out preconceived 

notions many people have concerning death. They serve as a 

reference to let the students know where they have come from. 

The next step is to allow the students the opportunity to 

come up with their own questions. This often provides a good 

exploration of the subject of death. The teacher can make a 

master list of questions, screening out the joke or offensive 

questions if desirable. (See the evaluation section for reasons 

to leave them in.) These questions are then also offered for 

free student discussion. 

Unit 1 Evaluation 

Overall, I am happy with this unit.It is not highly 

evaluative for the students, so they can ease into a discussion 

of life and death without being graded. As mentioned in the unit 

description, students often develop the discussions quite well. I 

find it important to keep reminding myself that they are often 

arguing without complete information, yet I feel it is important 

to stay out of the discussions as much as possible and merely 

observe student's concepts. I would join in the discussions 

except students too readily take the teacher's response as the 

only correct response. Since students are not completely informed 

and the questions are taken out of a solid context it is 

important to limit these discussion until Tater when concepts 

have been better defined and explained. 

In compiling student questions I found that leaving in some 

of some "inappropriate" questions actually brought up good  



discussion. By including a question on the list of whether the 

leader of the rock group Nirvana who committed suicide will come 

back again to rule the world, students used the dark humor of the 

question to relax the room atmosphere, while they used the topic 

of the question to look at the connection between drugs, suicide, 

and moral culpability. The questions give the teacher a sense of 

what students find interesting about the subject; knowing this is 

helpful when making scenarios later in class. 

Although some students were quite shy, none refused to voice 

an opinion, and all offered questions for consideration, thus 

satisfying outcome requirements. 

Unit 2: Death and culture 

Objective: Students will examine death as a theme in the arts and 

popular culture. 

The purpose of this unit is to examine how we look at death 

as a culture. Its starts with an analysis of poetry dealing with 

death. Some of the poems include John Keat's, "When I have 

Fears"; A.E. Housman's, "To an Athlete Dying Young"; Emily 

Dickinson's "The Last Night That She Lived"; and Dylan Thomas's 

"Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night." The first poems can be 

spoon fed to the students. After the students have a general idea 

of finding the message and meaning in death poems the teacher 

provides guided practice for the students by supplying worksheets 

which will lead students to a correct interpretation of the poems 

on their own. Finally, students are asked to read and interpret 

the view of death in poems on their own. Thomas Hardy, Emily  
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Dickinson, and Robert Frost speak about death at a level to which 

most of the students can relate. The final evaluation is to 

analyze a poem or song that gives meaning to death or life 

through death that most closely resonates with the student's own 

beliefs, thoughts, or feelings on death. 

The second part of this unit expands on the first. Students 

are told they will be reading a longer story and that they should 

apply the same techniques used for looking at poetry to consider 

this story and discuss its meanings concerning death and dying. 

Meanwhile, on their own, they are to read a novel dealing with 

death as a major theme. When they finish they are to write a 

summary of the book and apply elements discussed in class to what 

the book said about death. This assignment is due at the end of 

the quarter. The students also read "The Enduring Chill" by 

Flannery O'Connor, and discuss the reactions of the characters to 

the main character's claim that he is going to die. It is helpful 

to give the students a day or to work on their papers in class 

because they may have questions or interpretation with which they 

may need some help. 

Unit 2 Evaluation 

This unit took much more time than expected, although I 

would not say it dragged. At first the students railed against 

the idea of having to read poetry. However, many enjoyed finding 

the meaning of the poetry once it had been explained to them. 

Many of the students have poor interpretive skills and had 

trouble distinguishing one poet's approach to death with another.  
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Overall, however, most students "got" the poems read. Those who 

did not understand the poetry still succeeded in the assessment 

by using popular songs, although many of them reflect a dim view 

of life which students see as projecting a "hard" attitude. 

Although I was somewhat concerned about students 

understanding O'Connors' story, all of the students were aware of 

the different attitudes toward Asbury's death. A surprising 

number picked up on the bird shaped water stain above the 

suffering Asbury's bed as a symbol of the Holy Spirit; some going 

so far as to suggest Asbury's being reborn through a cold baptism 

of illness. Those students which did not recognize this symbolism 

in their own reading were enthused when they did catch on. 

Students did very well on the book summary and application 

to class. Since they do not have a text to study reading about 

death in fiction and life provides an independent means of 

pursuing the study of death and dying. A Parting Gift, the story 

of a young internist in a children's cancer ward, was the most 

popular and applicable book read. It would be good to get enough 

copies for everyone so the readers could have a shared 

experience. Two students did not get their papers in during the 

quarter, but later turned in poorly written papers with little 

application of class materials. In a true outcomes-based course 

this project should have been redone. In this area I need to do 

more follow up. Possibly an interview with students who write 

poorly would allow them to satisfy the requirement of applying 

course information to a narrative.  



Unit 3-Medical Aspects of Dying 

Outcome: Identify scientific and ethical problems in determining 

death in a patient) particularly in light of modern medical 

technology. 

After an analysis of student ideas of how doctors determine 

death the teacher introduces the six factors of irreversible coma 

(used synonymously with brain death) emphasizing that it is not 

the equivalent of death, that there is a drey area between life 

and death which we are called to decide. The teacher must also 

stress the sacredness of life. With this information the students 

are given several scenarios in which they must decide whether a 

person is to live or die. Some of the cases should be simply 

hinged on whether the patient is in an irreversible coma. Others 

should look more deeply at the church's teaching on respect for 

life and euthanasia. For some there will be no wrong answers, 

only the hope of making the best decision and the reasoning 

behind the decision. 

The assessment will follow this same form. Once students 

are comfortable with making these theoretical decisions with 

others as a class and in small groups, they will be asked to make 

and defend similar decisions as individuals. Students will be 

evaluated on the basis of the soundness of their decisions, their 

use of gospel values as reflected in church teaching, and thelr 

reasoning used for decision making. 

Unit 3 Evaluation 

This is a good unit. Not only are students interested in how  



to make these decisions, many of them have personal stories to 

share of their families recently making similar decisions. This 

makes the process more real to the class. Students are usually 

sincere in their approach to make the right choice, although some 

continually get tripped up on the finer points of irreversible 

coma. (For example, one must assure a 24 hour period of 

observation.) The use of the decision making process however, 

raises the concern of the students. 

One element that should be added to this unit would concern 

determining where to die. Most people die in hospitals, yet a 

hospital is probably one of the least personal places to die. In 

the past we have looked at the good and bad points of dying in a 

hospital, hospice, home, or nursing home. The teacher lists good 

and bad points of each of the four dying environments on the 

board. Students often add their own good and bad points and share 

stories, especially of people they know in nursing homes. Then 

students write a short paper on where they would prefer to die if 

they had a prolonged terminal disease, giving reasons for their 

choices based on the good and bad points listed on the board. 

Unit Four: Stages of Dying and Grief 

Outcome: Student will recognize stages of dying and grief and 

respond to persons in those stages suitably. 

Review Elisabeth Kubler-Ross's stages of death and dying. If 

necessary reteach these and assess student's knowledge of the 

five stages. Stress that these are not so orderly and straight 

forward as was once thought. One may skip stages or revert back  
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to a previous stage. Especially stress that no stage is "bad." A 

person dying without apparently accepting death is not a failure 

or incomplete. Explain that we deal with any kind of loss through 

these same general patterns. In groups of three have student plan 

short (under five minute) skits depicting the stages of 

dying/grief after experiencing a loss. Skits might depict losing 

a ball game, moving out of town, losing an important assignment, 

breaking up or any other painful episode involving loss. Once 

again stress that for the sake of the exercise their stages must 

be well defined and clear, but during true grief the stages are 

often unclear and harder to define. During the skits the students 

who are watching may call out the stages of death as they appear. 

Once students learn to identify the stages of grief they 

must learn proper responses to persons in each stage. Explain 

that sometimes no response will seem suitable for some situations 

of grief, but being prepared with strategies in dealing with the 

suffering offers the best hope in helping someone who is 

grieving. For this unit I have a set of prepared overheads that 

explain some of the symptoms and behaviors of people in each 

different stage and suggested appropriate responses. Students are 

given time to discuss what might or might not be appropriate 

responses and eventually as a class work at suggesting responses 

for several scenarios. 

For the final assessment students work in pairs. One student 

will draw a situation which she must portray as realistically as 

possible. Although some "clouding" is allowed the student must  



give definite hints to a given stage. The second student must 

enter and respond appropriately to the grief of the first. The 

remaining students are to watch and critique the response of the 

second student to the first. Rubrics will include the proper 

portrayal of a stage's traits, an appropriate response to a given 

stage, and a written critique of stages portrayed and responses 

given. 

Unit 4 Evaluation 

This was a highly rewarding unit. Some students take the 

role playing very seriously, leading into several emotionally 

heavy scenes amid the usually humorous skits. All did a 

satisfactory job demonstrating the various stages, although some 

of the examples were highly contrived and a few students buried 

the meaning in crude humor. I have considered assigning 

scenarios, but I feel that the ownership provided by free choice 

which led to the fine demonstrations was worth the price of 

having to correct a few students for material inappropriate to a 

high school classroom. The final assessments were all well done. 

Although students only dealt with one or two stages of grief 

each, it seemed apparent that students were well versed in all 

stages. 

Unit 5: A Scriptural Response to Suffering and Death 

Outcomes: 1. Students will analyze approaches to suffering 

offered in Hebrew Scriptures. 

2. Students will explain how Christ's death can have 

meaning for the suffering in their own lives.  
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Give background on the Hebraic cosmic vision. Emphasize that 

our idea of heaven was a later development, that the ancient 

Hebrews only had Sheol to look forward to. Explain the concept of 

divine retribution: if a man was good he would live a long and 

prosperous life, but if he were wicked he would suffer and die. 

Compare this to television evangelists who promise material goods 

and success for those who follow God's will. 

Once this background has been established guide the students 

through reading Job 1-6, 31:6-23, and 38-42. Possible topics of 

discussion include the unfairness of God's allowing the devil to 

create Job's suffering; how Job is blamed by his friends; and the 

satisfactory/ unsatisfactory nature of God's response and 

explanation to Job of why Job must suffer. A summary and 

discussion of When Good Things Happen to Bad People should also 

be applied to this section of the class. 

Upon completion of Job the students will read Ecclesiastes 

and compare it with Job. Students are to seek for the positive 

aspects of Qoheleth to whom everything is vanity and chasing 

after the wind. Discuss the similarities and differences of 

Ecclesiastes compared to Job. Explain that this is a later 

development of thinking and it reflects new ideas. Guide students 

to new ideas if they can't find them. Students should also try to 

imagine life within the frame of reference of Job and 

Ecclesiastes with no concept of heaven or salvation. This leads 

to a scriptural study of Jesus Christ's life and death and how it 

holds meaning for the student's life and death.  
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To start looking at Jesus's life and death the students will 

read Lk 4:14-30 and Jn 8:12-59. In the first reading, Jesus 

starts his ministry in Nazareth. Already the people of the 

synagogue try to kill him. In the second reading Jesus explains 

the mystery of salvation and eternal life through being one with 

Jesus and therefore one with the Father. After a discussion of 

these episodes and their meanings students will find two more 

readings each in which Jesus deals with suffering and death (not 

including the crucifixion and resurrection). In small groups 

compile a list of all of Jesus's activities involving suffering 

and death and discuss their meanings. Finally in class draw up a 

master list of Jesus's dealings with suffering and death. Invite 

students to share their insights with the class as a whole. 

Finally the class will investigate the theological meanings 

of Christ's life and death as viewed in the early church. This 

time readings include 1 Cor. 15; Eph. 4:17-32; and Heb. 1-2:18; 

and Heb. 8:1-9:28. These readings deal with the resurrection of 

Christ and our resurrection, the moral code for new life in 

Christ, Christ's divinity and our salvation through his human 

suffering, and Christ's role as our sacramental high priest. 

Students will need quite a bit of explaining on the last concept; 

keep it simple. 

Throughout this unit the use of simple study guides will 

help the students understand the main points of each reading. The 

final assessment will be the writing of a funeral or memorial 

service. Students are to determine who died, under what  
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circumstances, and what message they wish to convey through the 

service. Students must use at least four scriptural readings, 

with at least one that they have not read as a class. The teacher 

will provide various models of funeral or memorial services. 

Students may copy these formats if they wish. Students should 

include music and other pertinent elements of the service as 

appropriate. All services must include a short reflection on why 

they chose each particular reading for the service. 

Unit 5 Evaluation: 
  

This unit needs to be divided. It took too long to teach to 

keep it coherent. By the time we were approaching the assessment 

project students were asking about the meanings of the Old 

Testament readings. (However, after I explained them again, 

fielding many good questions, I think the students had a solid 

understanding of the rather nihilistic Hebraic view of death.) 

Since we were nearing the midpoint of the second quarter I 

dropped the assessment project of planning a funeral service to 

take a more expedient test over the material. Although the tests 

showed satisfactory understanding for the most part, by skipping 

the assessment students did not get the opportunity to plan a 

funeral service which satisfies the fourth outcome. 

To remedy this situation the main objective of this unit 

will be to plan a funeral which will necessitate a study of 

scripture, but the study will be more purposeful since the 

students will be applying or at least considering different 

selections for the completion of their projects. Thus a  
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discussion of funeral rites and rituals will be introduced first, 

and a survey of readings will follow. Students will be working on 

their projects as we move along. It might also be necessary to 

cut down the amount of time spent on the Hebrew vision of death 

and dying. While this material provides perspective, it is not 

really necessary for the understanding of Christian beliefs in 

death and salvation. 

One element I would like to add was the perspective gained 

from several of Rahner's writings in The Practice of Faith that 

establishes our main tie with Jesus Christ as our call to die 

with him in both our little deaths and our final commitment. Much 

of this connects with the epistles used in the course, making it 

a matter of interpretation rather than new material. 

Unit 6: Suicide 

Outcome: Student will identify signs of possible suicides and 

discuss why motivations for suicide are based on wrong thinking. 

Since there are many misconceptions about suicide this is a 

good unit in which to give a pre-test. Be sure to cover 

statistics, patterns, behaviors, and attitudes. Correct the pre- 

test in class and clarify any student misunderstandings. After 

this discussion differentiate between "just feeling down", 

depression, and suicide. Stress that there are not suicidal 

types; suicide ranges across the demographic board. Students may 

wish to share stories of episodes in their lives when they felt 

depressed or knew someone who did (no names or identifiable  
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stories). Discuss how these individuals moved from depression out 

of depression. What events triggered relief from depression. Give 

students list of suicidal behaviors, traits to watch for if a 

peer may be considering suicide. Stress the need for students 

get the matter into the hands of a professional if suicide is 

expected. Identify resource people. Students will be assessed by 

reading a list of 10 characters, their situations, and behaviors. 

Tell students they will get one point counted off for every non- 

suicidal character they refer to a resource person. They will 

lose five points for every suicide victim. They must score 45 or 

above to pass. 

Unit 6 Evaluation 

This unit went quite well. It was brief; the topic was of 

high interest to the students; and the sharing of stories was 

insightful. Reflecting the scoring values of the test, most 

students erred in being overly cautious, rather than being 

careless. Students took the point well that the price of not 

listening to suicide threats is greater than the discomfort in 

referring a friend with suicidal behavior. 

Unit 7: Morality in Life and Death Issues 

Outcome:Students will analyze death and dying issues in morality 

and study a specific area applying moral teachings of the church 

and recent research. 

Review the basic concepts of personal morality learned 

sophomore year. Compare and contrast individual morality and  
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corporate morality in several cases such as the ethics of a state 

incarcerating a prisoner versus an individual holding another 

captive. Encourage students to dig into what is right or wrong 

about each. Does the same hold true for capital punishment and 

murder? What is the difference between the two that might call 

for a difference in perspective? In small groups brainstorm to 

identify as many different life and death moral issues as 

possible. Encourage students to be specific: rather than ask if 

the U.S. should be involved in other countries' military affairs 

ask if the U.S. should have fought the Gulf War. Once small 

groups have written substantial lists organize all the lists 

together on the board. Determine the most debatable issues of 

most concern to the students. Students will select from these 

issues one to study and develop as a class presentation. Students 

will work with the teacher in gathering, interpreting, and 

analyzing study materials during class. The final presentation 

will include the question and a definition of terms, an analysis 

of the issues, the student's opinion at the outset of the study, 

research and applicable church teachings, and a suggestions for 

practical actions. The student must show whether her original 

opinion was changed. If it has, she must explain why, and if it 

has not she must explain what elements supported her original 

opinion. Due to the time element students must try to complete 

their presentation within 10 minutes to leave a little time for 

opposing arguments from the class (or teacher).  
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Once again lack of time caused the greatest problem. I have 

a problem of trying to complete more than is practical. I believe 

this unit is a good unit, but it calls for at least a month, with 

the last week being dedicated solely to student presentations. 

Because we did not have time for the student presentations 

students learned only about their own project apart from examples 

learned in class. 

Fortunately, there is an easy remedy. The presentation of 

the development of church social teaching from Rerum Novarum to 

the present was time consuming and of little or no interest to 

the students. It contained very little material which could be 

applied to life and was of sheer academic interest. Part of the 

problem with this plan in the first place is that I was 

considering our seventh departmental goal "Students will reflect 

a basic understanding of scripture, pastoral letters, social 

justice issues, and the dogmatic content of faith." I was 

originally hoping students would turn to some of these sources 

after being provided with an overview of all the teachings. Many 

of the early teachings merely dealt with economic structures. It 

wasn't until later that many of the issues which students find 

interesting were developed into encyclicals and pastoral letters. 

Therefore, the new curriculum will include the project, and the 

major purpose of the teacher will be as a resource person who can 

help students find and interpret materials, especially as the 

topic relates to church teaching.  



Project Evaluation-A Reflection 
  

As I finish up not only my project, but most of the work for 

my degree I have asked myself where it was leading me. Recently I 

saw a position in the diocesan paper for a campus minister. I 

thought it might be a good position to pursue. I could engage in 

more ministry instead of merely talking about it to and with 

students in the classroom. As I worked on writing my project 

while considering this career shift I realized the potential I 

have for growth as a teacher. I had a glimpse of the 

possibilities, and I believe it can be a reality. A saying I have 

stumbled across recently says "what you perceive and believe you 

can achieve." Through working on this project I have realized the 

sweeping changes I can make in my own teaching. 

Actually I hesitate to call it teaching. In fact the 

students also hesitate call it teaching since I do not stand in 

the front of class and tell them what to think very often. While 

the students kid me about not teaching, they have become much 

more independent in initiating and working on projects. I am 

often surprised at the little disciplinary action I need to take 

to keep the students on task. Jesus gives a warning about 

teaching in Mt 23:8 "As for you, do not be called "Rabbi.' You 

have but one teacher, and you are all brothers." While I do 

maintain a bit of professional distance from the students I see 

OBE as bringing us much closer together. The task of gaining 

knowledge and abilities has become a collaborative venture. I  
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have noticed that class discussions which used to be a matter of 

my ideas against those of the students are now between different 

schools of thought. In many ways I am not a teacher but a 

secretary, resource person, and manager. 

The major theological themes throughout this project have 

been trust in God through the moment of death and respect for 

life. They seemed to lie behind every lesson plan. I found, 

especially in the scriptural section of the class, that the 

students have the predestination image of God that one of our 

teachers, Sr. Maureen McGrain, addressed in our departmental- 

outcomes reflection. In answering the problem of suffering and 

death many students find it unacceptable that people die without 

God's intervention. Many blame God for the deaths of others, 

insisting "God wanted the . . .[the deceased] . . . to be with 

him." While I disagree with this image of God taking people as 

the cause of death, I do believe in God's intervention. I also 

believe in the strength that comes from suffering. Yet I find 

this image of God held by many students somewhat surprising. 

I have also grown in my own belief of a possibility for a 

good death for all who trust in God. I would like to do more 

research in this area. It seems to me, from my readings and 

experience, that the promise of never seeing death is not merely 

a figure of speech but a reality. I believe that crossing 

seamlessly from worldly life to eternal life is a real 

possibility. If students could grasp the freedom offered by this 

belief they would most likely accept other teachings that they  



sometimes rebel against. More than the promise of heaven, the 

freedom of death is a much more understandable and, possibly, 

much more desirable outcome of living a life based on Christ. 

Two theological reflections were planned for the project. 

The first was designed to arrive at departmental outcomes and 

second was to evaluate course outcomes for Death and 

Dying/Morality. The first reflection was enlightening and 

enjoyable with a strong product that participants were happy 

with. It is described in page 13 of the project narrative. The 

second reflection was not as beneficial. We followed the same 

process as before to review the outcomes for Death and 

Dying/Morality with the exclusion of the sheets which weren't 

used very much in the first reflection. Unfortunately, since it 

was the beginning of the school year and most teachers were 

caught up in their own curriculum it was more of an infringement 

on their time, and it seemed that the outcomes received mere 

rubberstamp approval instead of real consideration. I do not 

fault my peers in this since we truly are terribly busy and 

overworked. 

One other area which could be further developed for 

theological reflection would be in the morality unit. With time 

as a problem the students could work in groups and use tri-polar 

reflection as an element in their preparation for a presentation. 

This would have three benefits. Rather than 30 to 40 separate 

short presentations, students could present 10-12 more developed 

presentations, saving time. Students could also learn from one  
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another in the process of the theological reflection. Finally, on 

a practical note, we would not have the fight for resources that 

so often follows any kind of research assessment. 

®"" A AY ME Ye) WES INTRITNS 4 
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