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Abstract
Students increasingly appear anxious, risk-averse, and worried about getting things “wrong”. They may appear to lack intellectual curiosity, and be unwilling to engage in independent study. This essay explores how teaching and assessment in Theology and Religious Studies might help students learn to take intellectual risks, and increase their resilience. One approach is to encourage students to experiment and “fail safely”, to increase their confidence that they understand what is expected of them, and to help them begin to understand learning as more broadly formational, not always directed toward a grade. I suggest three strategies: more formative assessment; a stronger narrative about the purpose of formative assessment; and an appeal to values, virtue and the cultivation of character. Via these approaches, students might be encouraged to understand assessment in less utilitarian terms and increase their resilience for a world characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, prepared both critically and dispositionally to thrive and contribute positively to society. 




Introduction
Britain’s university students are increasingly being diagnosed with depression, anxiety and other mental health problems, with a 2016 YouGov survey finding 27 per cent of students thus affected (Aronin and Smith, 2016). This generation of students was the most tested ever during their school careers; pupils in English schools are now the most tested in the world, leading to reports of stress among the majority even at primary school (Downs, 2015). This may be partially explained by financial pressures (Andrews and Wilding, 2004), but also seems to correlate with increasing anxiety about assessment, expectation, marks and failure. Students appear progressively more risk-averse and increasingly to need close guidance about tasks. They are worried about getting things “wrong”. They may appear to exhibit a lack of intellectual curiosity, and unwillingness to engage in wider reading and independent study. In part, this is explained by debt incurred by high tuition fees, often over £9,000 per year: students understandably do not want to “waste” their money or opportunities by failing an assignment, and are often under enormous pressure to this effect from their parents. It may also be a consequence of the increased pressure placed on schools to deliver particular grades in public exams and external measures, to the detriment of more creative and non-utilitarian teaching, so that students arrive at university used to being coached on a narrow exam-driven curriculum and provided with model answers (Hutchings, 2015). Syllabi in use by schools may leave less room than teachers would like for the cultivation of critical skills, creative responses and independence of thought. 
All this may be leading to an unhelpfully functionalist model of learning and one where the end result (the grade) matters more than the opportunity to try things out or be transformed along the way. The outcomes-based approach (as described by e.g. Biggs and Tang, 2011) has been critiqued by Bird (2006) for being overly-utilitarian and giving too little space for unexpected outcomes and transformations. However, clear outcomes can be useful in terms of bringing about “conceptions of purpose” (Robinson and Udall, 2006: 93). But apparent failure is necessary as part of a process of the development and refinement of ideas, since it is often via reflection on failure that more creative, robust or original responses are generated. How, then, might modes of teaching and assessment in Theology and Religious Studies at university help students learn to experiment and take risks, and increase their resilience through trying things out and learning that failure is not always disastrous?

Building Resilience
The American Psychological Association characterizes resilience as comprising the ability to make and carry out realistic plans; having positive self-regard; having confidence in one’s abilities; the capacity to communicate and solve problems; impulse control; flexibility; and applying lessons learned from past experience (APA, 2017). However, resilience is not an unproblematic good if it means having to draw solely on internal resources in order to cope with an objectively disordered world. Bessel van der Kolk’s research on adaptations after experiences of trauma has shown that those who do best after suffering traumatic experiences are those who had, as children, learned that they could consistently draw on positive external support, and that it was in and through this security that they were able also to mobilize their own self-help skills (van der Kolk, 1996: 185). As appealed to alongside “wellness” or “wellbeing”, “resilience” may gloss too quickly over students’ differences and the real difficulties some face as a result (Aubrecht, 2012), thereby promoting quietism rather than concerted structural change to the social, political and economic norms that leave so many people feeling unable to cope with everyday life. Unproblematic appeals to resilience may also lead to victim-blaming: if a student’s circumstances affect their work or health more detrimentally than those of another student in similar circumstances, this may be blamed on their being insufficiently robust – or inadequate, oversensitive or just plain ‘wrong’ for wanting to acknowledge that they feel damaged and broken by what has happened to them, and to name it as unjust.
	Nonetheless, some students seem increasingly unable to overcome disappointment of even minor kinds. They may seem unwilling or unable to convert a desire for high grades into applying themselves along the lines required to achieve them. They do indeed seem to lack resilience. However, I suggest that this stems not from laziness or an unwillingness to work, but rather from fear of failure. Some students seem to believe that what is required of them at university is somehow mysterious and esoteric, since (in arts, humanities and social-science disciplines) good marks do not depend on memorizing model answers. In this paper I suggest that, to increase their resilience, students of Theology and Religious Studies at university therefore need to be given more opportunities to “fail safely”, in part to increase their confidence that they understand what is expected of them, and in part – and even more importantly – to help them begin to understand learning as more broadly formational, not always directed toward a particular grade.
	Lecturers in Theology and Religious Studies, among other arts, humanities and social-scientific disciplines might feel particularly motivated to demonstrate their subjects’ applicability and cultivation of employability and transferrable skills, since these subjects are often less obviously outcomes-directed – and clearly contribute less to the economy – than STEMM subjects. However, as Darlene Bird has argued, there may be a case for positively emphasizing the non-utilitarian nature of arts and humanities, rejecting the idea that all worthwhile goods are predictable or quantifiable, and giving space for real engagement with and transformation by the unknown (Bird, 2006). This might be particularly appropriate in Theology and Religious Studies disciplines, and, indeed, the UK Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education’s TRS Benchmarking Statement notes, “The acquisition of knowledge and understanding is usually transformative at some level, changing a person’s perspectives and often their attitudes. The nature of TRS means that studying the subject may have a profound impact on the student’s life and outlook” (QAA, 2014: 8). This may come about via interaction with people who have different religious and personal commitments and perspectives. Some students coming to university to study TRS are worried that they will be expected to make particular professions of faith; or, conversely, those with existing religious commitments may fear that they will be expected to abandon them. I am not alone amongst colleagues in telling students that we expect all of them to learn to examine and interrogate their own beliefs and those of others, and be open to the possibility that these might change in the course of their studies, but that we do not expect or require a particular outcome. Bird submits that, rather than being about the acquisition of knowledge, theological education in particular should expose students to uncertainty and the unexpected – the possibility of positive unknowing, and of being transformed (Bird, 2006: 50). 
	Challenging oneself, taking risks, and even making mistakes are important aspects of the process of learning, but may be tough for students who lack resilience and are thrown into a tailspin by apparent failure. How, then, can the teaching and assessment methods tutors choose in Theology and Religious Studies give an opportunity for developing resilience and, perhaps, cultivating a growth mindset? In the remainder of the paper I will set out three possibilities for fostering a culture of positive risk-taking among TRS students.

More formative assessments
In recent years some colleagues and I have moved away from setting formative assessments. In part, this has been pragmatic: first, a response to low student submission rates for formative work; and second, due to the necessity of managing workloads (two or three formative essays, or a formative learning journal kept across a 12-week module, means an unsustainable amount of extra marking; the use of techniques such as statement banks may mitigate against this [Buckley and Cowap, 2013], but also renders feedback less personalized to particular students’ needs). Feedback on formative work has been shown to be more effective when it is delivered quickly, and indeed students may have been used to rapid turnarounds from their teachers at school; but, particularly on large courses, overworked university lecturers may find this is simply not possible (Irons, 2008: 134). However, I have increasingly become persuaded that actually more rather than fewer instances of formative assessment are needed, in order to give students the opportunity to try out ideas and techniques without being over-anxious that “unsuccessful” experiments will mean they fail. The issue of the marking burden is real. However, there is more than one way to skin a cat, and not every formative assessment need be an essay or generate a lot of writing which must be marked by a tutor. 
Other possibilities for formative assessment tasks might include:
· A one-page mindmap or outline, setting out the structure of an argument, perhaps including sub-headings, key theorists and themes. This could be tied to the summative essay theme in order to help students apply feedback easily and directly (sometimes referred to as “feeding forward”). This kind of strategy helps students to implement feedback more clearly and immediately, and to engage students more closely in their own development planning (Burke, 2007), as well as meaning one can identify specific priorities for improvement (Burke and Pieterick, 2010). However, this could also become unhelpfully utilitarian, and it may be more fruitful, as a means of developing their ability to apply information learned in one context in another related but different context, to ask students to submit on a different topic but use what they have learned from the comments on their formative outline.
· Oral participation in lectures and seminars. Again, some students are anxious about speaking up in case what they say is “wrong”, and there is clearly a gendered dynamic at work even in subjects such as TRS where the majority of students (at undergraduate level) tend to be women (Guest, Sharma and Song, 2013: 9). However, there are ways of managing this anxiety. Some colleagues simply have a minimum requirement that every student makes at least one spoken contribution during the course of each lecture or seminar. (There may be alternatives for students whose documented anxiety is so severe that they cannot speak in public, such as submitting a comment in writing or via an app such as Twitter or Padlet.) Small “think, pair, share” exercises allow students to practice expressing their ideas to just one other person and can build assurance. I myself have experimented with student-led seminars where each student takes it in turns to lead small-group discussion on a piece of pre-set reading, and have found that this increases their confidence in subsequently speaking in the larger group (cf. Jacques and Salmon, 2007). 
· Quizzes, in various forms: these might include multiple-choice versions, taken in class using “clickers” or smartphone apps where these are available; pub-style team quizzes in seminars; or quizzes embedded in VLE/Moodle/Blackboard which students can take several times to test and improve their learning. These are variable in terms of the quality of feedback they supply (VLE/Moodle/Blackboard quizzes, for example, might provide quite a lot of additional material to students who have chosen an incorrect or partial answer; and, whilst this must be loaded in advance by the tutor, it does not then need to be individually repeated for each student, thereby reducing the burden of marking). Depending on the style of quiz, this might promote either individual self-assessment or peer-to-peer learning. Furthermore, the ludic association of quizzes might increase uptake and decrease anxiety: there need not be much stress attached to taking a quiz where the results are not (or apparently not) recorded and do not form part of the final grade.
· Very short written summaries (e.g. under 20 / under 50 / under 100 words), produced individually or in pairs and then shared with another student or pair,  allowing students to reflect, explain and demonstrate what they believe they have just learned, and crystallizing the most important or salient point (Biggs, 2011: 146). This might take place during a class session or at the end, constituting active review and providing a range of perspectives. Summaries might be “captured” via e.g. Twitter or Storify for reference and so the tutor can review and follow up on any misunderstandings.

In each case, formative assessments of this kind provide a “sandbox” and give students a chance to see that failure is not disastrous and that experimentation is worthwhile for its own sake and the sake of what might be discovered serendipitously along the way. In all cases, I suggest, innovative and creative approaches should be rewarded, even where the execution or final result has problems or shortcomings. Feedback should reflect, as far as possible, strategy, effort and experimentation, not just results. This chimes with Boud’s recommendation that assessment should be about learning rather than performance and should therefore take account of the value of the process itself (Boud, 2000), and the observation by Bryan (2006) that students do better when factors such as resourcefulness, communication and self-initiative are taken into account in assessment compared with when the emphasis is solely on performance and outcomes.  

A clearer narrative about the purpose of formative assessment
Low submission rates in formative assessment, and low uptake of feedback on formative tasks, are a problem across university education (see e.g. Brown and Glover, 2006). It sometimes seems that the very students who are most proactive in seeking feedback, using office hours and contacting tutors for advice, are the ones who have least to gain by doing so since they are already (by and large) hardworking, engaged and able. By contrast, students who would most benefit from such dialogue often seem to go “off-radar”. In some cases, this is because apparently less engaged students are also dealing with additional stresses such as health and financial pressures, or are simply less physically present because they are juggling their studies alongside paid work and/or caring responsibilities. In these cases, assessments which can be taken at any time (such as the online quizzes described above) may help to increase inclusion as well as uptake. 
More broadly, however, discussions about the nature and purpose of assessment, and especially formative assessment, should be built into programmes of study from the outset. It is clearly not always evident to students why it is worth their while undertaking work for which they will not be given a grade. Discussions about assessment might therefore major on the formational, anti-utilitarian perspective outlined by Bird. Research by Denton and McIlroy (2017) suggests that students who engage with formative feedback and apply it successfully in their summative assessments are likely to be those who were already “assessment literate”: this suggests there is value in ensuring all students adequately understand the purpose of assessment well before their first summative assignments. Price et al (2012) note that “assessment literacy” necessitates familiarity with both the principles of valid assessment and the terminology used in assessment, as well as how assessment is related to learning.
Bird and others highlight the problem of over-emphasis on outcomes to the exclusion of process and serendipity, but Robinson and Udall note that, when designed well, outcomes-based approaches can themselves ensure learners see the value in achieving a particular end rather than simply ticking the assessment task off a list and moving on (Robinson and Udall, 2006: 95). In other words, outcomes are about a job done well, not merely about completing the task. There must be ongoing discussion about the meanings and significance of given outcomes.
Boud (2000) appeals to the value of formative assessment not just as a means to an end, but as part of a process of continuous and lifelong learning which will continue after graduation in a “learning society”. This chimes with Higton’s notion of university study as formational of character (discussed below), and with Bird’s notion of preparing students to cope with the unknown. Similarly, Bowden and Marton (1998) show that students need to be prepared to be flexible, able to apply their understanding in a range of (predictable and unpredictable) situations. This all helps to build a case for an account of assessment which is not directed toward a single goal or telos, but which helps students “expect the unexpected” by encouraging them to be open to applying what they have learned in one context elsewhere. 
For Boud, “Ironically, summative assessment drives out learning at the same time it seeks to measure it. It does this by taking responsibility for judgements about learning away from the only person who can learn (the student) and placing it unilaterally in the hands of others” (Boud, 2000: 156). Nonetheless, as he notes, tutors do have access to knowledge that students do not, and, in particular, should seek to be transparent about “the processes of how we come to know what we know” (2000: 165). This may be as simple as ensuring mark schemes and criteria are (even more) readily available, but it may also involve the more complex task of initiating students into the broader community of advanced learners and researchers who comprise the academy. 
In my own practice I aim to communicate even to Level 4 (freshman) undergraduates that they are being trained to be critical of their own and others’ work, and that they can and should “talk back” to the scholarly sources with which they engage, noting their gaps and omissions as well as their strengths. I also model self-reflexivity, showing students how my ideas develop and change over time and how I have reflected on the process: for example, sharing excerpts from successive drafts of papers showing how the ideas shifted and grew in response to peer review and responses to conference presentations; or, with graduate students, inviting feedback on work in progress, particularly in courses whose focus is on methodology and in which it feels particularly appropriate to model and critique the phenomenon of self-disclosure in empirical research. Linda Finlay notes that work of this kind uses “personal revelation not as an end in itself but as a springboard for interpretations and more general insight” (Finlay, 2002: 215). The process of continued negotiation of and reflection on one’s situation echoes the vulnerability that all researchers must acknowledge. It is in owning the provisionality and contested status of our theories that we allow ourselves as researchers to be open to change in the process. 

Values and virtues
In Theology and Religious Studies, discussions about formative assessment might fruitfully draw, additionally, on Mike Higton’s work on the idea of a university (summed up in his 2012 book A Theology of Higher Education), in which he sketches a notion of (secular) universities as communities of practice in which – when they are working well – particular communal virtues may be cultivated. If it is clear to students that part of the purpose of higher education is the cultivation of character, it may be easier for them to see that formative assessment is “for” something other than a grade. For Higton, the project of disciplined reason is itself virtuous: 

“The virtues inculcated will be directly constitutive of progress in any academic discipline … Teaching will (if understood this way) primarily take the form of apprenticeship, and … the central virtues that the apprentice forms will be willingness to judge and openness to being judged – virtues already visible in all sorts of ways in the life of students, teachers, and researchers.” (Higton, 2012: 8)

For this reason, narratives about the purpose of assessment – formative and summative – might gainfully take place in the context of an understanding of a university as a community of practice in which tutors are also participants. My theological commitments include appeals to democratic and collaborative learning, the importance of context and concrete location, and the practical application of constructive discourses. In one respect this is a further element of research-led teaching, but in another it points to my own and my students’ co-location within a community of practice more broadly. Modelling vulnerability and self-reflexivity in my own work gets to the heart of some of the commitments I have sought to draw upon, including feminist and queer methodologies. In response to the democratic critical pedagogy exemplified by scholars such as Paulo Freire (1971) and bell hooks (2003), I aim to cultivate learning communities in which teaching and learning are mutual, reciprocal and collaborative. 
Of course, there will be instances when the kind of community Freire and hooks describe remains out of reach, and when it is necessary to correct a misconception, redirect learners to the task at hand, or appeal to processes and hierarchies to deal with an issue such as academic misconduct. Furthermore, hooks’ claim that “forging a learning community that values wholeness over division, disassociation, splitting, the democratic educator works to create closeness” (hooks, 2003: 49), and appeal to “intimacy”, may ring alarm bells, not only because of worries about the maintenance of appropriate relational boundaries, but also because academics may already increasingly find that it is impossible to maintain a sustainable work-life balance, and may indeed feel that setting limits on their availability and presence is necessary. Nonetheless, in the main I am persuaded that, as Biggs and Tang (2011) and others have suggested,[footnoteRef:2] students engage more fully and thereby learn more effectively when there are more intrapersonal connections between student and tutor, and between students, creating a more fully integrated research and learning community. Such social interconnection also itself increases students’ self-esteem and emotional and psychological resilience (Turki, Jdaitawi and Sheta, 2017: 3). [2:  See, for example, Henderson-King and Smith, 2006, and Turki, Jdaitawi and Sheta, 2017; the latter note, “Students who are emotionally connected to peers and instructors and who value learning and high academic performance often adopt prosocial values” (Turki, Jdaitawi and Sheta, 2017: 2). ] 

Research-led teaching, and sharing work in progress with students will, when it is done well, grow this sense in students of being part of a community of learners alongside their lecturers, as well as encouraging “deeper approaches to learning” (Revell and Wainwright, 2009: 215). Teachers should therefore, as I have suggested, also model “failing well” for students: demonstrating self-reflexivity, awareness of how and where an argument did not quite work, and, perhaps, how their analysis has shifted over time in response to conversation and peer review (Finlay, 2002; Wigg-Stevenson, 2013).  
	There is also a case for developing virtue via not cushioning students too much from risk, and not assuming in advance that the kinds of stress provoked by preparing for an exam or other assessment are always negative. Presenting things in these terms may build them up in students’ minds as something which they should find stressful and are in fact not able to handle. Ellen K. Feder persuasively argues that parents who seek to shield their children from hurt and harm of every kind actually do their children an injustice, robbing them of the opportunity to develop resilience and problem-solving skills of their own (Feder, 2014: 165). Parents may “naturally” choose to smooth their children’s paths: such intervention makes children feel safe and successful, and parents feel in control (Feder, 2014: 168). But virtue may actually entail parents’ exercising restraint in order that children, too, can come to “achieve for themselves the self-possession necessary for the practice of ethical virtue” (Feder, 2014: 170). University tutors are not their students’ parents, but may, like parents, feel increasing pressure to shield students from the possibility of disappointment. Refusing to do so is not irresponsible or cruel (Feder, 2014: 187); rather, it respects students’ own agency and capacity for self-direction and growth.
	This appeal to growth is significant given increasing interest within education in psychologist Carol Dweck’s concept of the “growth mindset”, set out in texts such as Mindset: The New Psychology of Success (Dweck, 2006) and “Even Geniuses Work Hard” (Dweck, 2010). These may seem more goal-oriented than someone like Bird would commend. However, key to Dweck’s philosophy is the notion that learners who believe their intelligence and capacity to do well are fixed and therefore somehow beyond their control are less likely to excel than those who believe intelligence and capacity to succeed are based on determination, persistence and learning through mistakes. Those learners with a “growth mindset” recognize their own agency in the learning process and understand “failure” as necessary to improvement. They are therefore less likely to be overly cautious as a strategy for avoiding failure, and less likely to tie self-worth to not failing. 
	Like appeals to resilience, appeals to growth mindset might risk individualizing failure, and stigmatizing some students for being insufficiently positive, rather than interrogating the external structures that may have led them, with some justification, to feel they cannot change their circumstances. Nonetheless, growth mindset theory does chime with the kind of virtue-based approach offered by Higton in which character is understood as malleable and able to change and develop for the better. Formative assessments might therefore nurture opportunities for students to reflect on what they took from the experience and what they learned along the way that was not tied to a grade.

Conclusion: VUCA
The business and corporate world has been much enamoured in recent years of the acronym VUCA, standing for Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity. VUCA might be suspected to lead to a kind of defeatist quietism: a sense that logical responses simply do not work in a frightening, disordered world, and that there is no way to fight the chaos. However, some commentators – including Nathan Bennett and G. James Lemoine (2014) writing in the Harvard Business Review – argue that these are four subtly different dimensions, requiring four types of response for which it is possible to prepare in advance as part of a project of anticipating the unexpected. For example, comment Bennett and Lemoine, a good tactic to prepare for possible ambiguity is experimentation, testing hypotheses and building on lessons learned. Experimentation, in an academic context, is likely to enhance students’ versatility and adaptability to different circumstances, and is part of what I have been suggesting might be made possible by building in more instances of formative – and consciously formational – work. Uncertainty, they suggest, can be mitigated by investment in information: which we might translate, in an academic context, into ensuring our students are encouraged to read widely around a topic, not simply focusing on summaries or key quotations which are all they think they will need to get a grade or fulfil a summative assignment. Whilst shaping learning and assessment activities with an eye to metrics such as the UK National Student Survey (NSS) and Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) is decidedly not unproblematic, it is also worth noting that NSS itself recognizes the importance of preparing students not to be thrown by unexpected situations. As of 2016, NSS question 21 asked students to assess how far “As a result of the course, I feel confident in tackling unfamiliar problems”.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The NSS questions were revised in 2017 and the question no longer appears in this form.] 

	Students of Theology and Religious Studies are no less aware than those of Business and Economics that they will graduate into an uncertain and volatile world. Giving students opportunities to exhibit curiosity and take risks is a crucial aspect of their intellectual development. In this essay I have shown that rethinking and reimagining formative assessment along these lines might benefit students via encouraging a less utilitarian attitude to assessment and pointing to a more expansive notion of learning. In this way, they might be enabled to see that, at least to some extent, their capacity for growth is within their own power, and that sitting too closely to ILOs and grades might shut out other, unexpected possibilities for discovery. In a volatile world, failure is not a disaster, but eliminating all possibility of it may well be.
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