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 Abstract
 
Independent faith schools in the United Kingdom have remained largely un-researched yet are highly criticised in both the press and in educational research. A lack of up to date research has led to current and political debate concerning faith-based schooling which has been based on assertions with minimal reference to research carried out in a faith-based school setting or on data gathered from those who work within the schools. This present study sought to ascertain the views of a class of pupils currently studying in an independent faith school and aimed to decipher whether studying within a strict faith environment had an impact on their learning. The pupil’s views were broadly categorised under the four themes of: the learning environment, the quality of education, the quality of relationships and life after leaving school. Although there were some variation in opinions, the balance of opinion was supportive of the faith school system and pupils felt that their faith based education had prepared them well for leaving school. 
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How does faith impact on learning for 17 – 18 year olds in a faith based Secondary school?


Introduction

Data collected by the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) estimates that approximately 16% of all secondary schools in England are categorised as having a religious character and the Welsh Assembly Government state that there are 253 schools in Wales with a religious nature which represents 14% of schools in Wales. The Welsh Assembly Government states that faith schools make an important contribution to the publically funded system of education in Wales and it recognises the aspirations of parents to send their children to a school that values education within the context of their faith worldview. Faith organisations have an important place in Welsh history with faith education dating back to medieval times but essentially consolidated through provision made in the Victorian era. However, whilst government bodies recognise the benefits of faith education, there are still derisive and critical comments being thrown about often based on outdated ideas and a distinct lack of recent research on which to base their claims. This research paper explores some of the underlying principles and foundations of faith education on pupils learning and consider the importance of pupil voice on exploring the role of faith on key learning areas. It will also seek to protect but investigate the perceptions of the pupils on key areas such as the quality of relationships and education and what happens when they leave a faith school and move into the world of work. Due to the small number of pupils within the school, the paper will have limitations on its quantitative data and on the cohort being investigated but it is still hoped that it will be a contribution to research into the world of faith education. These limitations will be discussed in greater detail in the paper.
School Background

For confidentiality and privacy reasons, the school concerned in this article will be named ‘Independent Faith School’ (IFS). Its location will be referred to as ‘Rural Location in Wales’. The names of all persons involved in the school will also be changed. This paper does not reflect a history of the school, nor does it aim to be critical in any way of how obstacles were tackled. Its purpose is to show the various challenges on learning faced by a faith based school with a faith based curriculum and seeks to ascertain the views of its sixth form pupils on themes such as: Curriculum, Learning Environment, Life after school and their attitudes to learning. 
The school’s Mission Statement (2015-2016) states that:
Our mission is to ensure that our students develop the understanding, skills, knowledge and attitudes which are not only compatible with their beliefs, but will also enable them to fulfil their potential and contribute to their community and the community at large. 
Students are encouraged to develop their full potential and acquire the discipline of learning how to learn while upholding Christian teachings and beliefs. The students are also encouraged to start thinking and working independently and taking responsibility for their own actions and progress. Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between the values and ethos upheld by the pupils and teachers 
										Figure 1

at the IFS. Whilst the teachers of the school respect the values and ethos of the school, they do not subscribe to the same religion but show a high level of respect for the community and the school. Both pupils and parents share this ethos and beliefs system and fully commit themselves to its guiding principles and lifestyle. The community’s religion is at the centre of their daily lives, all members of the community are immersed in the religion from birth and the religion is seen as a lifestyle and not a choice. The religion isn’t questioned or open to discussion but the word of the bible is taken in its most literal sense and scripture is read, learnt and studied by all in the community. 
The school recognises that the parents/guardians have the prime responsibility for the education of their children. The Human Rights Act of 1998 supports the parents’ rights to choose a school for their child to attend that conforms to their own religious and philosophical convictions. However, the Education Reform Act 1988 states that all maintained schools should ensure exposure to religious education as part of the National Curriculum, as the school maintains its independent status, religious education can be taught outside of the classroom and so is not studied within this IFS setting. Teachers have a very limited knowledge of the teachings of Religious Education amongst this religious community. At the start of the IFS, Bible Studies was taught within the institutions walls by members of the community, this focussed mainly on the study and teachings of the scripture from their bible. Pupils were not asked to investigate teachings nor question its content but to accept it at ‘face value’. This literal understanding of text contributed and proved to be problematic when pupils studied other curriculum areas as their reading for inference skills remained underdeveloped. Brighouse 1986 corroborates the view that parents have the right to choose a faith based education that will not hinder their beliefs, strong moral values and endanger their child’s prospects for a wholesome existence. 
Whilst the school falls under the heading of Independent Secondary School and is regulated by ESTYN, ESTYN’s guidance for the inspection of Independent Schools (September 2010) states that Independent school inspections are governed by the Education Act 2002 and their related regulations. Figure 2 shows the standards that independent schools must adhere to and form part of the inspection criteria. The key priority for the IFS is that pupils are developed socially and morally within the ethos of their chosen religion with a close second priority being on the quality of education. Parents choose to send their children to the IFS so that they can be sure that their children are being educated and protected by the values and ethos of the school and its culture, this may separate it from other independent schools whose priority is to secure a high quality of education.  The IFS is a school of specific religious values which are promoted and adhered to at all times. Staff are provided with the school handbook which sets out specific aims and objectives as well as guidance as to their beliefs and rules and regulations that must be adhered to whilst working within the IFS environment. This is important to the community as members of staff are employed from outside of their community, it is pivotal that the staff chosen to work in their school show a respect and commitment to supporting pupils in their religion. 



Figure 2
Curriculum 

One of the key elements of an independent school is that they are able to ‘….develop their own culture, ethos and values system that is reflective of each Independent School’s belief structure’ (AISWA, 2015, P.2). In the time just before and during the second world war, Religious Instruction (RI) in addition to a daily act of worship were made compulsory in all state schools with the parents having the right to withdraw their child should it not be religiously suitable. Before this time, there had been no religious instruction in state schools White (2004). White moves on to say that since 2001, there is no statutory national programme of study for religious education within independent schools but there are Model syllabuses that were drawn up centrally by the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority (1994). Whilst the importance of religious education within schools is widely debated, it is the choice of independent schools as to whether to include this area of study within their curriculum. Within the context of the IFS that is being studied, the subject of religious education was previously taught by members of the community and has recently been removed from the secondary curriculum to be taught outside of the school environment. However, the emergence of explanatory sessions within the area of Religious Education are beginning to develop at key stage two level following recent criticism from ESTYN and other regulatory bodies. It should be noted that these sessions are to inform pupils about other religions and not to explore or study them.
 The school’s curriculum is structured to provide opportunities for pupils of varied abilities and interests. The subjects offered which are designed to cover Key Learning Areas and address requirements of the appropriate Education Authority. The school aims to ‘provide a balanced curriculum which promotes personal development and prepares students for increasing independence and responsibility’ (parent and student handbook p 11). Within the IFS, pupils are encouraged to follow a curriculum which is tailored to their learning needs and are given choices not that dissimilar to mainstream schools. However, study at university level is not encouraged and work placements are given upon school leaving. Distance learning is beginning to develop as a follow on to leaving school, however, this is in its emergent stages and studying at a university is not encouraged. The reasons for this are not widely discussed between the community and teaching staff but the principle behind the discouragement of higher education outside of the IFS is the exposure to the outside world which cannot be controlled or monitored by the community. 
Literature Review

To understand the background and purpose of this research it is important to examine the history of faith education so that we can see how the IFS within this study came to fruition. Church schools are a predominantly established sector of education among England and Wales. In the time before the 1870 Education Act was established and allowed schools to be built by the government, Anglican, Free Church and Catholic schools were set up by the National Society, the British and Foreign School Society, and the Catholic Poor School Society (Cruickshank, 1963; Murphy, 1971; Chadwick, 1997). It was the 1944 Education Act that changed the relationship between the government and church schools and their provision.  Subsequently, due to these changes, Free Churches predominantly withdrew from church schools and both the Roman Catholic Church and the Anglican Church adopted different methods in different dioceses (Francis 1987). Subsequently, the Independent Christian School development was a relatively new development in the educational system in England and Wales. 
As the Independent schools in England and Wales were largely unregulated it was difficult to track their development. Deakin (1989) reported that the first school of that nature was opened in Rochester in 1969. From Deakin’s research (1989) it was apparent that 53 schools were in contact with the Christian Schools’ Trust by 1988, further research was carried out by Watson and MacKenzie (1996) and Baker and Freeman (2005) detailing the insiders’ perspective and research on the outsiders’ perspective was obtained from Poyntz and Walford (1994).  Walford carried out lengthy and numerous research on the independent Christian Schools with particular reference to the theological and ideological motivation that supported them. It could be questioned whether there was sufficient evidence collected to obtain significant contribution to research as only 11 headteachers took part in the semi structured interviews out of 65 which would represent less than a sixth of the whole study. Walford (1995a) concluded that the data showed there was diversity within the schools but also central themes that sought to unite them. Some of these themes included; the schools being set up by parents or churches, the sharing of similar aims of providing a distinctive Christian approach to all parts of school life and the curriculum and that parents had a central role in the organisation and management of the schools. This shows a distinct similarity in themes to the IFS in this study. The Parent and Student Handbook states that parents are central to the development and management of the school and its curriculum. Parents are considered to be responsible for their child’s education and are allowed into the classroom to support both the teacher and pupil.
It could be thought that due to the continuing role of parents’ involvement of such schools that they have a curiosity to understand what curriculum their children are being educated in. Headteachers and staff are appointed dependent on their values and ethos and their consistency with the both of that particular school. Pupils are enrolled through parental choice based on the need for education that would support their strong religious values. This choice may differ from other choices made by parents which could be made on breadth of curriculum, standards of education, convenience to the family home and the schools inclusive nature. Within a secondary school environment, the curriculum, values, teachers and principles guide pupils to the intended goal shared by both parents and the school. By the time pupils reach their teenage years they already have a pre-formed knowledge and commitment to the ethos of the school and its foundations. Yet Gordan and Grant (1997) theorise that teenagers are inherently rebellious and seek a growth in their independence against parental views and their expectations. Previous research that has scrutinised church schools and the pupils that attend them in England and Wales will now need to be extended to include independent Christian schools and their cohort (Francis, 2005). As church schools are long-established, it is not surprising that there is a staunch of research that has begun to question and explore the attitudes and values amongst the pupils that attend the church schools and their differing views from those of non-denominational schools. Francis (2005) suggests that it is more surprising that there is not a larger wealth of information on these schools given their notoriety. Marcia (1980, 1994) suggests that adolescence is a significant period of time where pupils question their identity. He suggests that there are four statuses of identity: identity diffusion, identity foreclosure, identity moratorium and identity achievement. The characteristics that determine the adolescent’s identity is based on the extent of their crisis or commitment. This can somewhat be applied to the context of school particularly sixth form as this would indeed be a time of crisis and one which exudes stress and fear of failure. In Marcia’s 1980 discussion, it is suggested that adolescents are usually in the identity statuses of diffusion, foreclosure or moratorium. He feels that to move towards identity achievement that adolescents need to have: support from their home environment, have developed a sense of industry and are able to self-reflect toward the future. 
Baker and Freeman’s research (2005) suggested that there were four main objectives identified in their account for the rationale of new Christian schools. One of the first objectives identified was the quality of education. From their development, the importance of academic achievement was stressed and so they were developed to enable pupils to perform better than that of pupils attending state-maintained school. Some of the key components of small class sizes, dedicated teachers and discipline were among the many factors associated with good academic performance. It was thought that the school would be seen as an extension of the home environment and so encapsulated quality education as well as a breadth of extra-curricular activities. There has been some debate amongst researchers on the perceived higher attainment of faith based schools in comparison with state schools. Godfrey and Morris (2008) indicate that there is a considerable debate regarding the differentials between performance of faith schools and state schools and whether it is a school effect or a socio-economic factor that determines the outcomes. They concluded from their research that faith schools achieve higher points scores at GCSE level and that although the differentials are small should not be ignored. The main finding showed that faith based schools took more examinations than that of state schools which could explain the difference, however, they also commented on the higher uptake of Religious Education as an exam subject compared to state schools. This was not found to influence the overall points score. Within the IFS, the GCSE points score was also proven to be higher with this particular school ranking as first amongst the further twenty seven schools of similar religious character. One of the main differences between the IFS and the schools in Godfrey and Morris (2008) study was that the goal of the parents, pupils and Trustees wasn’t the educational attainment but the secure environment that it provided. This was further evidenced by a fall in results between GCSE and A Levels. After GCSEs pupils are geared towards securing employment rather than proceeding to further education thus encouraging pupils to favour career potential over academic achievement. Employers appear to look for skills within the pupils of their community rather than attainment resulting in lower grades at A Level and a lack of motivation towards educational subjects. Rather, it is teachers who strive for educational achievement.
The second objective from Baker and Freeman’s 2005 study was that of Christian and moral nurture. This encompassed character building and character transformation in coming to know the lord and children who were educated in this environment were developed into pupils with better Christian spirituality and had a better Christian moral framework Baker and Freeman (2005). Moving on from this, their third objective concerned the quality of relationships experienced by the pupils. Throughout their research, Baker and Freeman highlight the three differing aspects of relationships. The first centres on the relationships among the pupils themselves which would encompass ‘training the children in the ways of orderliness, obedience, forgiveness, kindness and love’ (p.27-28). The second centres on the relationship between the pupil and teacher, ‘Teachers should pray for and with the children’ (p.132). The final aspect depicts the relationship between the pupil and the outside world. Initially, the Christian schools aimed to equip their pupils with skills needed to engage with the wider secular world. 
The final objective consisted of looking at the role of education and its link with preparation for life after leaving school. Baker and Freeman (2005) debate the theory that ‘protection from destructive influences at an early age results in strength to withstand these when the child is older’ (p.49). It is the schools aim to develop a school with ‘a good foundation on which pupils can build in the future’ (ibid p.28). The impact of Independent Christian schools and the subsequent impact on its students has been further researched and has followed two distinctive routes. The first route used qualitative data and charted the perspectives of the school alumnae. The second route used quantitative data to generate profiles of the current pupils and to compare this profile against that of pupils educated in mainstream schools.
In the first instance, ap Sion, Francis and Baker (2007) unearthed 106 men who had graduated from Independent Christian schools in the United Kingdom between 1985 and 2003. The research sought to synthesise and evaluate their education according to four key areas: the quality of education, Christian and moral nurture, the quality of relationships (among pupils, with the teaching staff and the wider world) and the preparation for future life after leaving school. After facing some areas of criticism, pupils’ views of their time spent at Independent Christian schools was favourable and were thought to have adequately prepared them for working life. From the study the following conclusions were formed.
Initially, the advantages of small class sizes, sympathetic teachers and high academic achievement outweighed the negative aspects of the school despite the small numbers of staff and pupils that attended. Secondly, pupils were found to have a general appreciation of the Christian foundation of the school and the opportunities for personal, spiritual and moral development (ap Sion, Francis and Baker 2007). Thirdly, pupils felt that their school whilst being supportive sheltered them from the outside world which raised a number of concerns. Finally, the majority of pupils felt that their school had prepared them adequately for progressing into the wider world from school in the areas of academic competence and personal, spiritual and moral development. However, it was noted that the leap between the school environment and the wider world was a large one. It is important to look at this study as it could be theorised that the pupils within the IFS within this study may share similar views and opinions.  
A further study by ap Sion, Francis and Baker (2009) followed 135 women who had graduated from these schools between 1986 and 2003 and studied their views with reference to the same four key areas. The following conclusions were formed in alignment with the theologically-influenced aims of the school.  The initial theologically-informed aim of the independent Christian school sector focussed on academic achievement and the provision of quality education that would help pupils exceed that of what they may have achieved in mainstream schooling. The data supported the theory that the aim was being achieved. A number of pupils commended the excellent academic standards that had been achieved by attending their schools which were thought to be as a result of smaller class sizes, hard-working teachers, close home-school relationships and the personalisation of the education process. It was noted that due to the restrictive nature of the financial situation and limited pupil numbers, subject choices were limited as well as resources and facilities. It was suggested by a number of pupils that the area of PSHE remained largely underdeveloped. 
Rayneri et al (2006) found that individual pupils invite to the classroom a complex and distinctive set of expectations, previous learning and other experiences. It is thought that pupils themselves differ greatly from one another in terms of their social and emotional skills, how they regulate their emotions, their participation and enjoyment in group activities and their need for teacher attention and interaction. Given what pupils already know at home, they arrive at school with already well-established ideas about teacher expectations and what is expected of a good teacher.
The second, third and fourth theologically-influenced aims of the Christian sector focussed on; the importance of nurture in the Christian faith and the Christian moral framework, the importance of the quality of the relationships experienced by pupils and on the importance of preparing the pupils for life beyond the school-leaving age. The overall response to the final three theologically-influenced aims was positive, participants felt that their school environment promoted the freedom, support and security needed to become young Christians, they felt that their teachers focussed on the growth of the whole person and not just on their academic persona, and most pupils valued this whole person approach and the majority of pupils felt that their school adequately prepared them for life after school and this was understood holistically in respect of academic preparation, faith preparation, and character preparation (L.J. Francis et al, 2014). 
From the study by ap Sion, Francis and Baker (2009) when asked on the second, third and fourth theologically-influenced aims, participants suggested a greater emphasis on linking faith with practice, offering more opportunities to reflect on themselves and on for self-expression, and further opportunities to ‘outwork’ their faith in the wider community.  Participants also suggested when questioned on their relationship with the wider community, many felt that this was not explored enough while at school and their experience was limited. Finally, whilst pupils felt that they were prepared for life after school, it was also felt that the step between leaving a secure and sheltered environment moving towards a larger more impersonal environment was large and needed further development.
O’Keefe (1992) administered the Francis Scale of Attitude toward Christianity, which had been used in previous studies among pupils of Anglican and Roman Catholic schools by Francis in 1986, to 439 pupils between the ages of 8 and 16 years enrolled at six independent Christian schools. O’Keefe concluded that these schools exercised a positive influence on their pupils’ attitudes toward Christianity, this study correlated with this current study of the IFS which found that being educated in a school of religious significance had a positive effect on their learning. In a second study, Francis (2005) compared the values of 13 to 15 year old boys attending 19 independent Christian schools with the boys attending 114 non-denominational state-maintained schools included in the Teenage Religion and Values project (Francis 2001). The comparison was based on 136 boys in the independent Christian schools and 12,823 boys in non-denominational state-maintained schools. When evaluating the statistics, it could be suggested that not enough boys from independent Christian schools (eleven percent) were asked in comparison with boys asked from state schools. It could be suggested for the evidence to be significant, the number of boys in independent Christian schools should have been higher to draw direct correlations between views.  Francis (2005) concluded that data derived from the present study showed that the values environment modelled by 13 to 15 year old boys attending Christian schools was significantly different from that modelled by the boys in the same age range attending the mainstream schools. Francis (2005) found that attending a Christian school had a positive effect on their spiritual development and also shared the same view on church, religious education within schools and on their rejection of supernatural beliefs. The same conclusion can be drawn within the IFS that pupils shared a similar positive view on their religion and beliefs and felt that their ethos and spiritual and moral education was important to them. 
It has been argued that secular marginalisation has become a significant feature of Western contemporary intellectual culture showing the outcome that ‘in the academic and media worlds….religion is subtly ignored as unimportant’ Gallaher (1997, p.23). The results of this marginalisation are evident in educational studies and research by the failure to note the faith-based dimension of any issue under investigation. Organisations such as the American Educational Research Association and the British Educational Research Association and the conference programmes they offer alongside scrutiny of the literature on topics such as globalisation and education, policy studies, school effectiveness and school leadership emphasise this marginalisation. This supposition appears to be that research into faith based education is an insignificant activity and is thought only useful for those in faith based communities but distinctly un-concerning for professionals in mainstream educational research and discourse (Grace, 2003). 
Grace (2003) suggested that studies of globalisation and educational policy, school effectiveness investigations and school leadership analysis were not pertinent to faith based schools and were subsidiary to the key issues being raised. Subsequently, it is thought that faith-based schooling encompassing its principles and values should be implicated in the understanding of such significant educational issues. Grace (2003), states that ‘A comprehensive construct of educational inquiry must include engagement with specific faith cultures in given educational situations’ (P.150). It could be considered that faith based schools have largely ignored researching into the cultures and outcomes of their schooling systems if we are to derive this from the lack of research material conducted outside of mainstream educational study and research. It could be suggested that research into faith-based systems can produce results which could be seen as disturbing to their members and as a result, religious authorities have not encouraged research and investigations into their schooling systems. 
The lack of this research has contributed to a number of unfortunate repercussions, one being that as a result of this limited research, most of the current public and political debate concerning faith-based schooling has been ascertained at the level of prejudiced assertion and counter-assertion with minimal reference to research. Ultimately, debated tended to be founded on dated historical knowledge of the faith-school system, to deploy ideological advocacy (on both sides) and to infer strong claims about the effects of faith-based education on personal and intellectual characteristic, social harmony and the common good of society. An example of this can be taken from the Times Educational Supplement dated 23 January 2001 where an article was featured with headings such as ‘God help us’. An overly negative view of faith education was given by Professor Richard Dawkins, Professor of Public Understanding of Science at Oxford University (2001) claimed that ‘Sectarian religious schools serve only to promote prejudice, confusion and division’. Dawkins (2001) claimed within the article that such schools were ‘deeply damaging’ and ‘lethally divisive’ (p.17).  Grace (2003) argues that there are serious implications for such claims of which none were evidenced that whatever community conflict that may exist (particularly in religious communities in Northern Ireland) a major causal factor pertained to the existence of faith-based educational systems. He further suggests it could be argued that such statements could demonstrate an ahistorical, simplified and decontextualized view of the causes of such conflict. An inherent factor of this political and public debate is that the vast majority of participants understand very little about the contemporary educational culture and systems within the schools. Regardless of this lack of understanding, many professionals are willing to offer these strong opinions about how they think these schools operate and about their impact on personal development and social harmony. This could be viewed as intellectual prejudice where arguments are founded on a lack of knowledge and understanding of systems with limited research. As a result of the limited research available on independent faith schools, more current and unexplored research could contribute to the knowledge and views of researchers on faith education and its place within the educational system. 
When considering the education of pupils attending an independent school, there are some notable differences in which pupils that are educated at these schools would distinguish their educational experience as being different from that of others in mainstream schooling. Ap Sion et al (2007) suggested that it would be likely that independent Christian schools would have small class year groups with small class sizes. It may also be plausible that teachers employed within these schools would be required to teach a number of subjects other than their subject specialism. The school buildings may not be purpose built and some of the newly formed schools have found themselves relocating more than once in the search to find a more permanent base. 
Ap Sion et al (2007) also argue that the independent Christian schools have received wide criticism from both other Christian schools and secular educators. Both Professor Richard Dawkins, Professor of Public Understanding of Science at Oxford University (2001) states uses phrases such as ‘promote prejudice’, ‘deeply damaging’ and ‘lethally divisive’. Gordon, Lawton and Cairns (2005) cite faith schools as ‘indoctrination’ through the limitations of science teaching specifically mentioning the lack of study of Darwin’s theory of evolution. Significant areas of criticism target the detrimental effects that such restricted environments exert over pupils among their school years and in their following years and perceived life experiences. Despite these criticisms, little research has been conducted in England and Wales on the value of pupil voice. With regards to listening to pupils who have attended these schools, two leading but dated studies were undertaken by O’Keefe (1992) and by Francis (2005) as mentioned previously. Whilst the empirical data provided by both researchers provided some clear evidence regarding pupils at their time in these schools, they were not concerned in dealing with some other pertinent educational issues. These pertinent issues are the themes of; life after school, moving to a secular host society, the selection made by their parents on their schooling choice and whether they would choose a similar educational path for their children. Again, the need for more current and up to date research is needed in this field to determine the place and impact of faith schools within the educational system. 
Aims and Methodology

Context

The purpose of the study was to explore the views of a class of six, seventeen and eighteen year old pupils to gain an understanding of the role of faith on their learning. The study ascertained whether being from a strict faith background had an impact on learning and school life in an Independent Faith Secondary school. It determined pupils’ perceptions on learning within their school and whether their values had an effect on their actions within the classroom environment. There has been limited research into learning within faith schools with previous research showing judgements made on outdated literature and on assumptions rather than up to date relevant research. My aim was to contribute to the bank of research on learning within a faith school environment and to ascertain the impact of a specialised learning environment on pupils’ perceptions of their learning. The research tool for the study followed an ethnographic approach with research being qualitative in nature. LeCompte and Preissle (1993) suggest this form of research aims to create as realistic as possible a reconstruction of the culture or groups being studied, it also allows for construction of key concepts, theory generation and the reporting and discussion of findings. 
Ethical Considerations
Ethical guidelines were followed as set out in the BERA guidelines 2011 for this research study. Permission was sought from the Trustees and Headteacher to carry out the research which would involve a discussion group and questionnaires. Pupils involved in the research were asked to participate and were given a letter to sign to show their willingness to participate and the steps involved to obtain the necessary information. It was explained to the pupils about their right to withdraw from the research at any point should they feel uncomfortable and it was also explained that anonymity would be upheld in all aspects of the research. Sudman and Bradburn (1982) comment on the inclusivity of sensitive questions. They suggest that while anonymity may facilitate responses to the sensitive material being discussed, caution should be applied as issues of sensitivity and threat cannot be avoided leading to under-reporting or over-reporting as a result. It was important to explain to the pupils the purpose of the research and why it was being conducted so that they could see the importance of the information given to the study. In doing so, it is hoped that this would contribute to the validity of the study. Who would have access to the research was also explained and both verbal and written consent were obtained before beginning the study. 
As part of the faith on impact of learning case study, a detailed questionnaire was administered to all year 12 pupils which totalled six pupils within the selected independent faith school. Due to the religious nature of the school, as previously mentioned, class sizes are small with only forty seven pupils within the whole school limiting the sample. However, Lyons & Coyle (2007)support the use of case studies with small numbers suggesting that the sample size is big enough to ascertain similarities and differences between pupils but isn’t so large  that there is a danger of being overwhelmed by the volume of data generated from a large scale study. The questionnaires were administered as a class. Pupils were asked to ensure that the forms were anonymous and to complete the questionnaire under test conditions. Although pupils were given the choice not to participate, no pupils declined. Pupils were assured of confidentiality and anonymity. As a result of this process, all year 12 pupils contributed to this study. Cohen et al (2007) state that the use of  case studies allows the study to penetrate situations in ways that are not always susceptible to numerical analysis, this links directly to this case study as the small sample size would limit the accuracy of the quantitative data produced. 
Focus Group
Oppenheim (1992) states that interviews are preferable to questionnaires as respondents become more involved and subsequently motivated which allows more to be said than in other formats. Lincoln & Guba (1985) suggest that the use of a structured interview is useful when the researcher knows what is needed to be consolidated from the interviews, however Oppenheim (1992) advocates the use of exploratory interviews which use a more heuristic approach which seeks to develop hypotheses rather than collect facts and figures. It would appear that exploratory interviews would be more appropriate to this study as it is seeking to explore perceptions and ideas rather than generate data and statistics. Merton & Kendall (1946) highlight the strengths of a focussed interview in which the researcher can play a more active role and can introduce more explicit verbal cues to the stimulus pattern or even represent it. The discussion group was an open forum to discuss general aspects of learning within their school, in order to ascertain their views further on particular areas of discussion some prompts were offered which included the following:
· Tell me about the learning environment within the school?
· What do you think are your personal attitudes to learning and how do they differ?
· What do you think about the curriculum choices in your school?
· Tell me about your plans after you leave school?
In open ended questions the pupils were also asked about VC (virtual classroom) learning, moving from GCSE to A Level studies and their perceptions of the difference in learning between their IFS and mainstream schools.
Data was collected through a focus group discussion, pupils’ comments were noted at the time of discussion for reference and were later transcribed to ensure accuracy when interpreting and analysing the comments, ethical considerations were taken into account and the recordings were destroyed after the research had been concluded. The discussion was based around the themes of their learning environment, personal attitudes to learning, curriculum, and work placements when they leave school. Lyons and Coyle (2007) suggest that semi-structured interviews are advantageous as it allows the facilitator to follow up on interesting and important issues that arise from the discussion and advocate this type of research method as being the most suitable for interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). Qualitative data was collected from the discussion which was more suitable to the research, due to the small numbers involved in the study, quantitative data analysis would not have been relevant and couldn’t show statistical significances and would have made the data disingenuous due to the small sample size. My role in the discussion was as facilitator but not as leader of the discussion. The children are familiar with this format of stimulus and engage confidently in debate and discussion within their regular classroom setting, this made my role as facilitator simpler. It also facilitated the need to record the discussion so that comments could be accurately interpreted. Pupils contributed amongst themselves to the discussion and I only needed to give them the themes that I wanted them to discuss. However, as pupils knew that the discussion was for research purposes, this may have impacted on the results due to the fact it was recorded and transcribed. The need to record the pupils was necessary as discussions were lively and free flowing, manual recording may have proven challenging when trying to capture the pupils’ ideas. As part of the Senior Management Team I had permission to conduct discussions within a classroom situation and for the purpose of the research but also sought Trustee and Headteacher approval in conjunction with the BERA 2011 guidelines. 
Questionnaires
The questionnaire used in this study was designed to profile pupil perceptions over a number of areas, namely the learning environment, faith and attitudes to learning, the curriculum, leaving school and self-directed education. The questionnaire was also chosen to gain a more honest view from the pupils, one which was autonomised and where pupils were able to express their opinions without fear of judgement or dominance from members of the group. 
Following the discussion group, pupils were given a questionnaire to complete on the categories discussed within the focus group. The questionnaires sought to consolidate information presented verbally in the discussion and to triangulate the data generated from the literature review and the focus group discussion. The Questionnaires consisted of thirteen open questions separated under three categories of: The quality of relationships and the learning environment, attitudes to learning and the quality of education, and provision for life after leaving school. Cohen et al (2007) suggest using open questions to enable participants to give an open account in their own terms, to explain and qualify their responses and avoid the limitations of pre-set categories of response. However, Cohen et al (2007) also suggest the limitations of using open questions can lead to erroneous information, questionnaires that take longer to complete and that seem more onerous than closed question questionnaires. Open questions were sought as the final decision due to the need for qualitative data over quantitative as the study sought to ascertain pupils’ perceptions and views on faith and learning rather than generating quantitative data as previously mentioned, cohort size would be too small to accurately comment on statistical significance. The questionnaires were anonymised as to protect the identity of the pupils. There were several factors that could affect the reliability of the information given within the questionnaires such as concern to put the correct answer, putting an answer that would be pleasing to the teacher rather than the most appropriate to their views, worry as to who would see the results and by their moral and ethical conscience. These were taken into consideration when interpreting the information and steps were taken beforehand to try to minimise this by explaining to the pupils that the questionnaires would be anonymous and they were able to leave blank any questions that they didn’t feel comfortable answering. Handwriting would also be anonymised as the facilitator is not a regular teacher of the cohort so would not recognise the scripts.
Lyons & Coyle (2007) suggest aggregating preliminary themes and clustering them appropriately so as to narrow and interpret the data collected. The data generated from the discussion group and questionnaire was analysed according to this and was categorised in the findings as three main areas: The quality of relationships and the learning environment, attitudes to learning and the quality of education, and in provision for life after leaving school.
Findings, discussion and analysis
The qualitative analyses drawn from the discussion group is broadly categorised and discussed under the following three themes: The quality of relationships and the learning environment, attitudes to learning and the quality of education, and in provision for life after leaving school.  Responses from both the discussion and questionnaires show some significant links between faith and learning however responses appear constricted by the rules of the religion and appear to offer limited emotional responses to the questions or topics. Responses to both discussions and questionnaires also appear to show a collective response which may be a result of the literal translation of the faith and the discouragement to question its foundations or belief systems. The results of both methods do show a strong commitment to faith and rigid moral codes which can be seen in the graphs presented in the findings.
From working within the IFS for over a decade, it is notable to comment on the recognised difference between comments given by pupils throughout the discussion and questionnaire in comparison with informal observations as a teacher over time. One of the most notable comments made by the pupils during the discussion is the safe and nurturing environment of the school, with pupils commenting on the importance of sharing values, fostering a sense of belonging whilst also providing them with the knowledge that teachers outside of their faith support and encourage their moral and ethical values. However, as a long standing member of staff, it has become apparent that the ethos and moral values of the religion are rigid and inquisitiveness or challenge to the religion is not encouraged. It has been raised during recent inspections that Pupils inference skills remain underdeveloped and pupils underperform in this area of their Literacy. It could be suggested that as pupils are encouraged to read and study the scripture/bible of their religion and exposure to fictional material is limited that the part of the brain responsible for imagination and understanding and exploring meaning remains largely underdeveloped. Pupils are taught that scripture is to be taken literally and not questioned therefore encouraging pupils to move through school with a literal view of written material and a limited understanding of varying viewpoints.  This is evidenced in the schools reading test scores and in the drop between GCSE and A Level results as previously mentioned.









The Quality of Relationships & The Learning Environment


											Graph 1
Graph 1 shows the comments given by the pupils on the learning environment based on their responses to the questionnaire. Five out of the six pupils cited that having a clean, light and relaxing environment helped them to learn with the other commenting on needing a variety of places to work as being important for their learning. This links directly to the focus group discussion where pupils commented on the importance of the self-directed learning environment where pupils felt they had the freedom and choice to learn in their own style and were able to adapt the environment to suit the way in which they learn. This was a feature of the independent faith school that is unique in comparison with mainstream secondary schools. All of the pupils cited that interruptions from both teachers and other pupils often hindered their learning with half of pupils stating that the interruptions often lacked purpose with particular reference in the focus group to teachers checking progress. Four out of the six pupils felt that taking responsibility for your own learning was important with one pupil commenting that one to one support was important and another pupil failing to comment on this question. The four responses made direct links to self-directed learning as the facilitator for initiative and they felt that this was the biggest factor in learning to manage their work and learning. 
Within the focus group, one of the categories most commented on by pupils in the study was relationships and environment. This could be seen as being the most important aspect of their school life and would factor highly within their perceptions of their education and school life. Pupil responses focussed on the ideas of small class sizes, higher levels of focussed teacher attention, speeds of working and SDL (self-directed learning). All responses showed close links between higher academic standards, motivation and personalised learning alongside teacher time. Figure 3 shows the correlation between the relationships 
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Whilst pupils commented on the direct link between small class sizes and higher academic achievement they also cited that SDL led to the individualisation of the learning process and enabled teachers to focus on pupils who needed more one to one attention. T. ap Sion et al (2007) found similar findings in their 2007 study, which claimed the reason for the high standard of quality of education was due to correlations between high academic standards and small class sizes, motivation and quality of teaching and on the proportion of time spent with individuals. A female pupil commented on the advantages of smaller class sizes and increased support from the class teacher,
….because we have small class sizes, about 6 or 7 maximum, it makes the learning loads better….there is more one to one teaching whereas if you’re in a massive class and you’re struggling, you’re less likely to be noticed.					Quote 1
 One of the male pupils suggested that smaller class sizes also increased confidence in their ability to contribute to class discussion
…if the class sizes were bigger you wouldn’t be free to shout out answers (fear of judgement), due to small class sizes, we know each other strengths and weaknesses, so if we get to something we know they aren’t strong on, we all pitch in and help.		Quote 2
Both quote one and quote two suggest that smaller class sizes are advantageous to learning and reinforce previous research from Sion et al (2007), Weinstein (1999) and Francis (2014). However, although small class sizes were stated as being beneficial on academic performance, they were also stated by pupils to be detrimental. Pupils felt that smaller class sizes were commensurate with limited friendship groups, fewer opportunities for group work and exaggerated behavioural issues between pupil and teacher such as failure to participate within the lesson, talking out of turn and failure to adhere to verbal instructions within the classroom.  L.J. Francis et al (2014) also found similar findings in their study suggesting that whilst pupils felt that small class sizes enabled teachers to value the growth of the whole person and not just their academic development, students commented on the disadvantages of small class sizes on relationships between students and the effect of discipline issues on relationships between students and teachers. 
Pupils in the IFS commented on the positive and relaxed atmosphere of the class which was thought to be a result of the small class sizes, the understanding of each other’s learning needs and the interaction with the teacher, this was supported by Evans et al (2009) and Ashkanasy (2003) research that claims in an organisational setting where people are in close proximity and consistently work or play together as a group for differing quantities of time are seen to quickly develop a distinct social climate or feel. The meteorological metaphor ‘climate’ given to this environment can be apt for many reasons. Pupils felt that their peers were the biggest influence on their learning within the classroom and could influence the lesson in an equally positive or negative way dependent on mood. This was cited as being particularly relative to the boys participation.  Barsade (2002) and Hareli & Rafaeli (2008) supports these findings suggesting that the ‘climate’ can be easily changed quickly and can move from pleasant to unpleasant whilst also affecting everyone amongst it. 
Pupils in this study felt that a positive relationship between teacher and pupil was important and had developed expectations of a ‘good teacher’ on arrival to the school.  This theory was supported by Rayneri et al (2006) as suggested previously that pupils arrive at school with a set of preconceived ideas of what makes a good teacher. All pupils stated that the teacher should be respectful of their ethos, should show an interest in understanding the needs of the pupil, should show an interest in their hobbies and interests and should support pupils where needed on a guidance basis. Teachers were aptly named as ‘guides on the side’ as opposed to ‘sage on the stage’ meaning that teachers should guide and steer learning in the correct direction rather than dominate the pupils learning. These terms evolved from teachers working within the SDL culture to help pupils understand their roles and clarify some of the main principles surrounding SDL but mainly to emphasise the necessity to find other methods of research and study rather than solely relying upon the teacher for information. This directly links to the schools learning ethos of SDL. Another belief that the pupils have in relation to their teacher interaction is the four B’s policy before asking the teacher. This stands for ‘buddy, book, brain’ then boss (teacher). Having this policy encourages pupils to seek out the answer independently and allows them to work in their own unique way best suited to their learning style. Asking the teacher is a ‘last resort’ for the pupil and ensures that there isn’t an over-reliance on teacher help when the pupil is capable of finding help and support elsewhere. This is thought to consolidate learning. Pupils in the current study suggested
….when we are in the SDL area…if we need help we’d probably go to each other first…you’d get the question answered quicker than if you’d asked the teacher		Quote 3
When asked about attitudes to learning, a female pupil also commented on how SDL (Self-directed learning) affects teachers within the classroom suggesting that since the new SDL style of learning had been introduced into the school, teachers felt a need to ‘check-up’ on pupil progress rather than leave the pupils to learn remotely.
……the teacher comes up and tries to get you to explain what you’re doing because they feel like they haven’t got anything else to do.					Quote 4
Both quotes three and four suggest that the relationship between a teacher and pupil can be both positive and negative and that this is highly dependent on need and attitude toward the task set. Pupils felt that within the learning environment support from their peers was just as important as teacher support.
Findings from Weinstein (1999) study strongly correlated with aspects of this study. He identified four aspects of classroom management that reflect the skills and competence of the teacher. The first is mindfulness shown through the awareness of others and their needs. Secondly, is the shift from an approach that focusses on external control to an approach that encourages pupil self-regulation. Thirdly is the importance of developing a trusting and caring relationship between teacher and pupil and lastly, an emphasis on classrooms as centres of active, student-oriented learning rather than teacher directed work. Pupils in the current study valued teacher feedback which they felt helped them develop their weaker areas and pointed out areas of strength, that teachers allowed pupils to investigate work in their preferred learning style and that teachers supported them in their learning through positive relationships this was supported by Harvey & Evans (2003) who suggested that the emotional climate of the classroom is centrally managed by the teacher. It is made up of emotional transactions between teacher and pupil in which the teacher can gauge the feelings of pupils and plan accordingly. Pupils in the current study suggested
…the teachers can see that we work hard and put effort in so they respect us for that, that’s why they give us responsibility, which you might not see in other schools…	Quote 5
Francis (2014) stated in their 2014 study that the majority of former students appreciated the close relationships that they developed with other students and teachers. When pupils from the IFS were asked about the quality of their relationship between pupils and teachers, they felt that respect and a positive disposition from the teachers and pupils was the key to a good relationship. Pupils felt that a teachers’ enthusiasm and passion for their subject were key motivators for their learning and that a negative outlook on their curriculum area fostered a negative response from the class or individual pupil. An important facet of the pupils’ perception of the relationship between teachers and pupils was that it was the fault of the pupil if the relationship was compromised or inflexible. Pupils felt that an important factor affecting the teacher-pupil relationship was communication and the teachers’ willingness to take time to understand the pupils’ needs.  Pupils’ also felt that teachers who taught a variety of subjects within their school appeared to exhibit a more limited knowledge of all subject areas and in the needs of individual pupils in comparison to teachers with a subject specialism. Ap Sion et al (2007) study showed that male graduates thought that learning experiences were marred by inadequately trained subject teachers, unqualified teachers and a lack of continuity in teaching staff. Further research could seek to ascertain the teachers perspective on the relationships between themselves and the pupils and thus data collected could be compared to views of the pupils to investigate whether a teachers relationship with the pupil has an impact on learning and whether it has a positive or negative outcome.
 It was noted within the IFS that the learning environment changed significantly when pupils were being taught in combination with a VC (virtual classroom) class. Pupils stated that it can both help and hinder the learning process. 
The class can run much more slowly, and you faff about with technology, it is slower, you know you don’t get as much done.					Quote 6
Quotes 5 and 6 evidence that VC can be both a positive and negative factor on learning, whilst it can develop pupils independence as a learner and foster a sense of responsibility, it can also hinder learning through technological deficits and a lack of understanding of pupil needs by the VC teacher.  Pupils felt that a lack of consistency with technology, teachers’ ability to work with the technology needed for VC learning and with outside factors such as attendance, participation and behaviour were also factors that influenced successful learning. Pupils commented on the benefits of bigger class sizes allowing more interaction through VC teaching but also on the effects of the behaviour when another class joins the lesson remotely.
The VC group can muck around and it’s annoying when you’re trying to concentrate. Quote 7
A distinction between the change of pace in the lesson and the participation of VC pupils was identified by a number of the pupils with particular reference to the demand on teacher time and the amount of work done as a result.
….the teacher can’t do anything because they aren’t face to face with them, it’s not the same when they aren’t in the room, pupils can just turn up when they want.		Quote 8
Quotes seven and eight show that behaviour can be a large influence on the both the quantity and quality of learning taking place within the classroom. Behaviour was cited as the biggest influence on classroom learning by Evans et al (2009) who suggest that as classroom climate closely relates to the morale of teachers and their subsequent workload, to positive school-wide discipline and expectations and values that are communicated to pupils through the school management system that classroom climate is affected directly by the skills of the individual teacher. Pupils felt that often behaviour within the classroom during a VC lesson was out of the teachers’ control. Chapin & Eastman (1996) research opposes these findings and claims that teaching methods and both instructional strategies and discipline management skills are teacher characteristics that have been defined as contributing to positive classroom climates. A combination of clear and well-structured procedural rules together with opportunities for active participation and engagement have shown to positively affect pupil’s self-efficacy and beliefs (Keyser & Barling 1981). This could be directly applied to standard classroom teaching where teachers are face to face with pupils however conditions mimicked by VC teaching should require a different set of expectations and instructional adjustments to manage situations that arise from distance learning. Quote nine evidences the need for a classroom teacher to be skilled in managing behaviour remotely, if behaviour is not managed and expectations established, quality of teaching and learning is heavily influenced and has a negative impact on both teacher and pupil.  
….you have to get the VC pupils from other classes on the right side…otherwise it spoils the lesson and you can’t learn…the teacher spends the lesson trying to control the pupils remotely and they can just leave when they want….it’s hard when they muck about. Quote 9
It could be pertinent for further research to observe VC lessons and ascertain what problems are occurring and how they influence the pupils learning. This would also help the school to develop strategies to manage the problems or behaviours occurring within the VC classroom. When asked about friendship groups, pupils suggested that friendship groups helped you to develop social skills, help to build confidence and develop better negotiation skills. Baker and Freeman (2005) reinforced this and stated that relationships amongst students themselves should replicate Christian openness and inclusivity and should further encourage students to partake in orderliness, obedience, forgiveness, kindness and love. Pupils within the IFS felt that their friendships fostered motivation, learning and support and whilst sharing the same ethos helped with mutual understanding and compassion there was little reference to sentiment or tolerance amongst each other. Friendship groups were an important part of the education process within the school and centred on shared learning goals, academic progression and in preparation for work. 
When pupils were asked about the religious ethos of the school, pupils reported that sharing the same ethos was important to their learning. Pupils felt that through shared beliefs and values whilst in school, enabled them to share the same learning goals. Francis et al (2014) supported the focus group comments by suggesting that the school environment offered them nurturing qualities such as freedom and security and that the notion of faith permeating all aspects of school life and ethos made school ‘a homely, loving and safe place to be’. Whilst pupils from the IFS felt that sharing the same ethos and moral values was important to their academic progression, they also felt that it nurtured enthusiasm and fostered a commitment to learning. L.J. Francis (2005) also claims that alongside the family environment the school plays a major context in which values are formed and at the centre of the development of those values is the importance of the peer group themselves. This was echoed in the information given by pupils from the IFS in the questionnaire responses. This could be further researched through examining the role of peer groups and their influence on social development within the school. It would be interesting to find out how friendship groups influence the choices made whilst at school and whether these have a positive or negative influence on these choices.
In Ap Sion (2007) study, it was also suggested that there was a higher importance placed on core subject areas and teachers took a divisive view on peripheral subjects such as PE whereas in the IFS pupils felt that there had been a recent shift from academically based subjects to curriculum areas with a more practical focus. Pupils felt that this increased their inclusivity within the school and was a move to meet all pupils’ academic needs. Male graduates in Ap Sion 2007 study also cited that they felt they were offered a restricted subject choice and stated that there were specific curriculum areas unavailable for examinations particularly sporting activities. This was also noted in the IFS study that PE was not available as an examination subject and that experiences for sporting achievement were limited due to the ethos and nature of the school. Within the IFS, competitive sports and sports that involved full contact were restricted from pupils as they directly contravened religious and school ethos. Similar subjects were studied at Key Stage three but were not provided as examination areas due to the contravening nature against the religion, subjects such as music and media would not be allowed at examination level and English Literature and Biology at A Level were prohibited due to the exposure to inappropriate and contravening material that would need to be studied. This would limit the pupils’ creative and imaginative studies and marginalise their academic potential steering pupils towards subject with a more logical and factual base. AISWA (2015) commented that one of the characterising factors of independent schools was their ability to develop their own culture, ethos and values system which incorporated the consequent development of their own curriculum which suited that system. 
Attitudes to Learning & The Quality of Education
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Graph two represents pupils’ comments on attitudes to learning from the questionnaire. Four out of six pupils felt that learning takes place at church in addition to the structured learning at school with the other two pupils commenting that they felt that learning also occurs at home and whilst at work. All pupils commented on the importance of sharing the same morals and values whilst at school and they all felt that this was crucial for their wellbeing at school. All pupils felt that there were both positives and negatives to being educated within a faith environment, with pupils citing more one to one time with the teacher, closer relationships between students, being offered a high standard of education and higher motivation levels as being positive in nature. However, pupils also felt that fewer resources, lower funding levels, limited opportunity for collaboration and opportunities to learn within different mediums were negative factors of being educated in an independent school. All pupils stated that they felt small class sizes had both negative and positive attributes. With fewer pupils, it was felt that teacher attention was more focussed on each pupil making the pupil feel more valued whilst they also felt that having smaller class sizes meant limited opportunities for group work and collaboration.
Graph three shows the pupils responses to the quality of education within an independent faith school taken from the questionnaires. In response to being asked whether they felt they had enough choice of subject at both GCSE and A Level, all pupils commented on the lack of choice at GCSE however half of the pupils felt that this choice improved at A Level with the addition of VC (Virtual Classroom) learning. All pupils also felt that the subject choices catered for their learning needs and all pupils felt that the subject choices were appropriate for their chosen career path. Within the focus group subject choice was linked to limited funding and pupils showed an understanding for fewer options at GCSE with pupils citing the school as needing to be sustainable.
The perceptions of the focus group focussed on the importance of education. Pupils felt that facets such as having a positive mindset, having inclusive teachers of pupils of all abilities, sharing the same learning beliefs and that learning has no age boundaries contributed to factors that influence their learning.  

							Figure 4
Pupils from the IFS school shared the same belief in the importance of education. Pupils felt that it was easier to learn when they all valued their education. Francis (2001) found that female students had a more positive attitude towards school than male students. The study further exemplified female students to enjoy school over male students and to feel a higher sense of happiness than male students. Ap Sion et al (2007) found male graduates to have been equally happy and content at school citing that their school environment was accepting and the use of words such as ‘family’, ‘homely’ and ‘caring’ were also mentioned when questioned over their feelings about school. Pupils from the IFS used words such as ‘responsibility’, ‘inclusivity’, and ‘learning habits’ to describe their feelings and attitudes towards learning suggesting that their view of learning is more regimented. Pupils’ perceptions of school and their learning were very similar to their views on work and life after school with comments focussing on academic achievement, skills developed whilst at school, forming good working relationships with other pupils and teachers and in the breadth of teacher knowledge in their subject which were highlighted as important to the pupils. 
Pupils within the IFS felt that their learning mainly occurred within the school premises but a few stated that learning also occurred at home with family, during work placements and within the church community. Francis (2005) found that alongside the family, school provides the major context from which learning takes place and core values are formed. He further suggests that the school environment is not necessarily formed only by its governors, teachers and curriculum but states that the main factor is the worldview of the pupils that it contains and places the importance of peer group during adolescence at the centre. This was also the case with the pupils from the IFS school who commented on the importance of close working relationships with other pupils. Pupils felt that through working with peers, gave them a greater understanding of the learning process and allowed them to see learning from a different perspective. Pupils moved on to say that this further increased their awareness of others and helped them to be more empathetic with each other. 
Francis found that parents who elected to send their children to an independent Christian school did so with the purpose of replicating the home environment and values that it upholds directly to the school environment. Pupils stated that teachers valuing their ethos, and taking an interest in their hobbies was important to them to feel motivated to learn. Francis echoes this in his 2005 research which suggests that governors, headteachers and staff are appointed within a school based on their values which are expected to line up with the ethos of the school. Research from the IFS supported this theory. When pupils were asked about the teachers within the school and their attitudes towards their values, they commented on the positive nature of teachers towards their beliefs and that teachers took an interest in understanding more about the ethos so they could better adhere and respect it. Pupils felt that whilst some teachers didn’t show an interest or understanding of the ethos, they still respected it as part of their role as teacher, that was shown as being important to the pupils. Pupils used the words ‘accountable’, ‘influence’ and ‘limitations’ when discussing the school environment and its ethos with pupils feeling that it was their responsibility to uphold the correct values and in ensuring teachers understood the principles of that ethos. Pupils felt that teachers were ‘respectful’ and ‘inquisitive’ about the pupils beliefs which they also felt showed a deeper appreciation for understanding a pupil and their needs. Ap sion et al (2007) found that male graduates also commented on the accepting environment found in their schools. Stating that the caring and ‘general feel’ of the school was important and that having God as the foundation of the school was the reason for it. 
Quote ten shows that overall, participants felt that the quality of education within their school environment was good with particular focus on good quality teaching, a good breadth of curriculum subjects to choose from and a supportive learning environment. There was some concern over the ‘step-up’ from GCSE level work to A-Level work.
Each lesson isn’t quite as intense, although saying that, it is a bit more relaxed, as you have a lot of responsibility and not as many subjects only three or four but it’s also subjects you enjoy doing and you get more study time as well				Quote 10
Pupils also felt that even though the ‘step-up’ from GCSE to A-Level work was hard that they had a more secure knowledge of their chosen subject areas then they had at GCSE. It was felt that although subjects appeared easier at GCSE level and more were studied, you gained less in-depth knowledge of the subject whereas at A-Level, you had fewer subject areas but the knowledge was deeper.
Life After Leaving School
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Graph four illustrates pupils’ comments on their feelings towards leaving school and whether they feel that being educated within a strict faith environment has adequately prepared them for their chosen career path. Overall, all of the pupils felt that school had prepared them well for the world of work and that they had chosen A Level subject choices based on their career aspirations, however, little was mentioned about the choice of subject being for enjoyment or due to previous academic grades at GCSE. This echoes the focus group study which suggested that pupils valued career over academia and many of their choices had been based on job opportunity after leaving school rather than passion for the subject. Four out of the six pupils felt that the school’s career advancement programme (CAP) had helped them prepare for work whilst the remaining pupils felt that teachers and supportive work placements had contributed to their sense of ease regarding the transition between school and work. Half of the pupils felt that both teamwork and having a good work ethic were important attributes to have when leaving school with the remaining pupils citing independence, flexibility and honesty as skills that were important to them. None of the pupils mentioned further education within their questionnaire with the central focus being on securing employment, this is supported by the school’s religious ethos that discourages tertiary study at university but is in the emergent stages of encouraging distance learning courses and work based training. 
From the focus group discussion, pupils linked four main characteristics they aspired to leave school with that they felt were important attributes and qualities to possess when moving into their chosen career. Figure 5 shows these
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Overall, pupils felt adequately prepared for life after school. Due to the ethos of the school, pupils are discouraged from attending tertiary colleges or university as it directly contravenes with their religion. Pupils leave school and move on to the family business or a business linked with their community. They are encouraged to pursue further education but as distant learning courses that can be studied away from outside learning institutes.  Francis (2014) study found that the former students in the study felt that their schools had adequately prepared them for the next stage. This was characterised in terms of academic preparation, faith preparation and character preparation. He found that despite feelings of readiness from former students they felt that there was a large step between moving from a close and protected environment to a larger more impersonal environment. When asked about their feelings towards leaving school, pupils in the IFS felt prepared as they knew the people and businesses that they would be working for.
….Businesses know us, they know what we are capable of, they know what we are like, they have seen our learning in school so they know us really well, from outside school also…      Quote 11
The links between community and business are clearly illustrated by the recognition of the importance of the relationship and personal knowledge. Throughout the pupils academic career they participate in work experience within the community businesses, conduct business presentations and visit community businesses on school trips, this helps them to familiarise themselves with potential employers and their businesses. Pupils feel supported in their move to the business world:
…They generally know you quite well before you go into the business….the company will do the best for you….they’ll know what’s best for you and you’ll feel comfortable going into a business when you already know them…. 					Quote 12
Ap sion et al (2007) study supported the focus group discussion which showed that male graduates felt that their school had prepared them well for the next stage in life but a few males commented that it was the experiences outside school that had helped with this. Pupils in this study commented on the effectiveness of their schools career advancement programme, stating that it helped bridge the gap between school and work through the support of employers and teachers working together. Pupils get the opportunity to work with local business to further develop their business knowledge alongside their academic studies, this helps employers get to know and understand their potential employees and reduces the anxieties faced by pupils after school life. Quote thirteen shows through the close working relationship between school and potential businesses, pupils felt that businesses were able to match potential roles with pupils according to their strengths:
….businesses have a role in mind for people to go into and they look at people according to their strengths and weaknesses…it helps that they know the pupils well….	Quote 13
When asked about further study after leaving school, pupils felt that further study was important to their careers, they also felt that this was heavily supported by the businesses who often funded the training. This was supported by Ap sion et al (2007) study that found moving from a school with a religious ethos gave the male graduates the appropriate attributes to successfully integrate into the wider world. Francis (2001) & Hill & Scharff (1976) suggested that work-related attitudes and values are developed well before school-leaving age. They further suggest that the majority of young people are committed to investing energy into the world of work and demonstrate signs of personal ambitions. A later study by Francis (2005) found that pupils attending Christian schools are even more committed to the idea that it is important to work hard. Pupils within the IFS commented that their academic achievement and development are centred on move to the business world and that school helps pupils to develop the skills and attributes necessary to be successful in the world of work. Francis (2005) moves on to say that pupils who have attended a Christian school are a little less ambitious about wanting to get to the top in their work when they get a job. Findings from the study within the IFS showed that pupils were less concerned over their academic grades at GCSE and A Level as these had little impact on their prospective job offer. As pupils don’t progress to colleges or universities, grades that were obtained in external examinations seemed to bear little weight in their thoughts related to their career. Pupils cited personal skills and attributes, developing relationships between peers and employers and in further training as important to career advancement with little emphasis placed on academic attainment. Francis (2005) felt that pupils who attended Christian schools were less likely to believe that a job gives you a sense of purpose, however pupils in this current study felt that your chosen career path shaped who you were as an individual and helped you to be understood and valued by the community. Quote fourteen supports the comments from the pupil questionnaires and demonstrates the importance of developing attributes suitable for career rather than personal qualities for social success. Both the questionnaire and focus group discussion showed little or no reference to developing skills and qualities as a person or towards developing relationships with the wider community. 
…the above attributes (see figure 5) are all key to being successful in the world of work and will help greatly when trying to secure a job…..					Quote 14
When further questioned on academic choices relating to work, pupils felt that subject choices were limited due to funding issues and there should be a greater emphasis placed on practical subjects. It was however, echoed that with VC technology being actively used within the classroom, that subject choices are broader at A Level, pupils were keen to see this filter down to GCSE subjects where opportunities to study a wider range of subject were limited due to staff and funding. One of the most surprising findings from the study appeared to be that pupils felt to be successful meant to succeed at their chosen career with no mention of family, religion or personal success. All pupils commented on the importance of ambition but this was centralised around business with only a few comments on friendship groups, wellbeing, personal growth and church suggesting that increased wealth, business success and how they are perceived by employers are all important factors in their idea of what it means to succeed thus it could be suggested that religion isn’t central to their goals and ambitions but offers the security necessary to reach success. The results from the questionnaire support this suggesting that the skills and attributes they felt were important to them were linked to potential careers with half of the pupils commenting that both teamwork and having a good work ethic were important attributes to have when leaving school with the remaining pupils citing independence, flexibility and honesty as skills that were important to them. This was also echoed in the focus group discussion where pupils discussed skills and attributes with a direct link to leaving school and little reference to applying these skills whilst at school or within their chosen subjects. It could be suggested that similarly to church and school, pupils categorise work and school as separate entities rather than making links between the two. This could be further investigated to ascertain what skills and attributes they think are needed to be successful academically in addition to success in the business world. 

Conclusion

For pupils attending a faith based school, education and attending school is an important factor in their everyday lives. Close to time spent with family and friends and the church environment, attending school is one of the most significant places for pupils that helps guide and shape their morals and values. The findings of this research suggest that whilst an independent faith school is largely guided by its school mission statements, trustees and the contents of its policies, it is more heavily influenced by the views and behaviours of its pupils themselves. This can be evidenced by the pupil view of peer support as being most important whilst at school. With pupil voice often becoming the centre of school inspections and forming an integral part of school based research, its prominence is often cursory and can merely satisfy criteria rather than contribute to the educational matters to be prioritised. From this study, it is evident that pupil voice impacts highly on academic achievement and behaviour and the importance of pupil views weigh heavily on educational, moral and social outcomes. It could be suggested that an emphasis on this mode of analysis should be more heavily weighted when deciphering school improvement targets and on the day to day functioning of the school to ensure best outcomes and provision for pupils. 
The present study sought to listen to the voices of the pupils attending a faith based school and ascertain whether being educated in a strict faith background impacted on their learning throughout their school life. Their views were analysed from both discussion and questionnaires and were broadly categorised into the three themes of: The quality of relationships and the learning environment, attitudes to learning and the quality of education, and provision for life after leaving school. On the basis of the findings, the following main conclusions could be drawn.
First, although pupils were aware that there were variables within the school that could not be controlled such as limitations placed on subject choice due to small class sizes and budget, pupils highlighted the advantages of small class sizes, supportive staff and high academic achievement over negative aspects such as limited opportunities for group work, a reduced curriculum and having to study via video conferencing rather than face to face teaching. Pupils felt that the learning environment both helped and hindered their learning in equal measures but felt that overall, had little impact on their academic achievement or chosen career path. Further investigation through classroom observations and teacher interviews/questionnaires could help to inform future research into the learning environment within the classroom and what positive and negative factors influence this. The lack of up to date research in a faith school as previously mentioned also includes behaviour within faith schools and this could be an interesting research study to ascertain whether behaviour affects the classroom environment within a faith school compared with that of a mainstream secondary school.  Pupils felt that good quality relationships with staff were highly important for their education and cited a strong interest in their strengths and weaknesses as a motivator to achieve and helped them to personalise their learning.  
Secondly, all of the pupils favoured the religious ethos of the school suggesting that it gave them a shared goal and sense of support which was important to them. This echoed Ap Sion et al (2007) and Baker & Freeman (2005) research which showed a positive link between happiness and being educated in a faith based school. Pupils felt that a close link between home and school was important and that religion allowed them that transition and added to the security of their school environment. They also felt that it afforded them the support from peers as they all shared a common purpose and an appreciation that everyone learns differently. 
Thirdly, although pupils felt that their faith fostered a positive school environment and was a large motivator in their academic success, academia appeared to fall short when compared to aspirations for work and career with pupils placing being successful within a business as more important than educational attainment this was evident in the little mention of academic success in neither the focus group or questionnaire. Further research could probe more deeply into pupils’ perceptions of academic success and may provide further insight into the value of academia. From the comments made during the focus group discussion and in the questionnaires pupils felt that the limited curriculum choices hindered their academic progression, particularly a lack of practical based subjects, pupils also cited that the subjects offered within the school allowed them to train successfully for their chosen career path and prepared them adequately for roles after school.  Pupils were however able to comment on the reasons for limited subject choices referring to a restricted budget and limited staffing showing an understanding of the school system and its limitations.
Fourthly, pupils felt well prepared for leaving school with all pupils stating that they were confident that they had job offers when they left school and felt that they had developed the skills needed to be successful in their chosen career. There was little mention of integrating with the outside world or of any feelings towards the transition between school and dealing with the public with whom they had had limited exposure. When asked about leaving school, all pupils felt excited about their first job and moving forward in their chosen career. 
In retrospect, concerns relating to the divisive effect commented on by Lawton & Cairns (2005) that such a strict religious school ethos may exert over their pupils both in their academic life and after leaving school remain questionable from the views secured by the pupils in both the focus group and questionnaire attending these institutes. All of the pupils felt that the religious ethos contributed in a positive way to their educational experiences and would continue to do so into the world of work. It was also noted that gender was not identified as a significant factor in the pupils’ responses as both genders felt equally supported by the school. However, based on reflection of pupil responses and the little reference made to academic success within both the focus group and questionnaire, it may be pertinent for the faith school to conduct further research into the importance of academic success both from the pupils and within the business community. 
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Appendices


Independent schools standards for inspection detailed in their September 2010 guidance document


The quality of education provided


The spiritual, moral, social and cultural development of the pupils


The welfare, health ad safety of the pupils


The suitability of the proprietors and staff












Successful pedogogical strategies


Personalisation of learning


Greater motivation to learn







Increased pupil support


Higher academic achievement


Smaller class sizes







1:1 Time spent with teacher


Fewer classroom disruptions


Better understanding of pupil needs








Importance of education


positive mindset


inclusive teachers


learning has no age boundaries


sharing same learning beliefs













Important attributes 


Positive attitude


Team player


To be a good leader


To show initiative













Integrity – uprightness, honesty and decorous conduct, governed by the Holy Bible;


Care & Compassion – Kindness, consideration and generosity to all;


Respect – for all people, property, opinions and authority;


Responsibility – for our actions, progress and environment, and;


Commitment – to self-discipline and the pursuit of excellence.


students will uphold the School values of:-















Learning environment

Series 1	Clean, light and relaxing environment	Interruptions hinder learning	Biggest influence on learning is taking responsibility	SDL environment makes school unique	5	6	4	4	Column1	Clean, light and relaxing environment	Interruptions hinder learning	Biggest influence on learning is taking responsibility	SDL environment makes school unique	Column2	Clean, light and relaxing environment	Interruptions hinder learning	Biggest influence on learning is taking responsibility	SDL environment makes school unique	



Attitudes to learning

Series 1	Learning takes place at church	Sharing the same values and morals is important	There are both positives and negatives of being educated at a faith school	Friendship groups are important at school	Positive relationship with the teacher is important	4	6	6	6	5	Column1	Learning takes place at church	Sharing the same values and morals is important	There are both positives and negatives of being educated at a faith school	Friendship groups are important at school	Positive relationship with the teacher is important	Column2	Learning takes place at church	Sharing the same values and morals is important	There are both positives and negatives of being educated at a faith school	Friendship groups are important at school	Positive relationship with the teacher is important	



Quality of Education

Series 1	Pupils feel that they have a limited selection of GCSE/A Level choices	Pupils felt VC offered more subject options at A Level	Pupils felt that subjects offered were suited to their needs	Pupils felt that GCSE subject choice could be improved	6	3	6	6	Column1	Pupils feel that they have a limited selection of GCSE/A Level choices	Pupils felt VC offered more subject options at A Level	Pupils felt that subjects offered were suited to their needs	Pupils felt that GCSE subject choice could be improved	Column2	Pupils feel that they have a limited selection of GCSE/A Level choices	Pupils felt VC offered more subject options at A Level	Pupils felt that subjects offered were suited to their needs	Pupils felt that GCSE subject choice could be improved	



Leaving School

Series 1	Pupils chose A level subjects based on career choice	Pupils felt that school had adequately prepared them for work	Pupils felt that the career advancement programme helped them prepare for work	Pupils felt that teamwork was an important attribute to leave school with	Pupils felt that a good work ethic was an important quality to have when leaving school	6	6	4	3	3	Column1	Pupils chose A level subjects based on career choice	Pupils felt that school had adequately prepared them for work	Pupils felt that the career advancement programme helped them prepare for work	Pupils felt that teamwork was an important attribute to leave school with	Pupils felt that a good work ethic was an important quality to have when leaving school	Column2	Pupils chose A level subjects based on career choice	Pupils felt that school had adequately prepared them for work	Pupils felt that the career advancement programme helped them prepare for work	Pupils felt that teamwork was an important attribute to leave school with	Pupils felt that a good work ethic was an important quality to have when leaving school	



