Learning about the Calanais Standing Stones in Religious and Moral Education
Principal Teacher: Forres Academy has a school roll of round about a thousand pupils and we serve Forres town itself as well as the surrounding rural areas which really is mainly whisky and farming country. I chose the Calanais stones as a vehicle to explore the beginnings of religious belief in our ancestors. I was looking for an interesting way really to hook in the young people rather than just turning to a text book and reading about it. And because I have a personal interest in the stones and find the whole phenomenon of standing stones inspiring, I thought I could make interesting lessons out of that. For me the, the first step in planning any RME unit is that it should be really exciting and engaging for the learner and should fire some emotional connections. Obviously I’ve looked at the principles and practice paper for RME particularly the area which is talking about spirituality. It gave me the freedom to present the young people with a series of lessons which would take them out of very kind of traditional learning mode in RME and really give them a chance to do exciting things. 

Principal Teacher: I was also concerned to produce a series of lessons that connected young people to the whole idea of religious belief in a way that made it real for them. 

Student 1: Many people have beliefs of who built us and many have beliefs of why yet we are still stared at, the answers are beyond the eye. 

Principal Teacher: We looked at the stones from various perspectives, we produced a short drama, we wrote poetry, we made models of the stones in sand, we studied the hills round about to see if there were any clues in the hills and so we looked at a range of things to really engage the young people in understanding where our ancient ancestors started to look inside themselves and then outside themselves and really begin to think there’s something more than just human beings in all of this. 

Student 2: I really enjoyed learning about the different theories and how they lived and how they thought their own beliefs and how different is in from us because our knowledge is already there, it’s already written down but they had to just sort of make it up from what they saw. 

Student 1: From that information we can develop our own theories of why the stones were put there. I mean the question is why, like we’re questioning everything, we want to know why this was here, why this was there, why everything has been put in a certain place or… Just everything – why? 

Principal Teacher: The work is assessed in two ways. First of all a huge component of this unit really hinges on the young people making emotional connections to what they’re being presented with in terms of understanding the landscape and our ancestors, how our ancestors thought and so on. And these emotional connections will be reported by the young people: they will self-report their learning, self-assess and can explain these connections to others. And of course, there are more formal assessments where I would expect them to be able to explain the theories, some of which are quite technical in terms of the astronomy and belief so that would be cementing the emotional responses with the more formal, academic learning.
