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Abstract
On the one hand, research on religious education is done according to a transnational sci-
entific paradigm, on the other hand, it is performed within particular institutional contexts 
which vary from nation to nation.This raises the question of how institutional context 
affect research on religious education. The paper addresses this question on the basis of 
an international study. N = 49 colleagues across Europe as well as Israel, South Africa, 
South Korea, and Turkey filled in an online-questionnaire regarding their own research. 
Despite the international character of the sample, research on religious education seems to 
be practiced quite coherently in regard of the objects of inquiry, the applied methods, and 
the disciplines the colleagues refer to. The few significant differences indicate that theol-
ogy and educational studies are slightly more important in contexts of denominational reli-
gious education as well as analysing both pupils and processes of teaching and learning. In 
the context of non-denominational RE, instead, religious studies is slightly more important. 
These results will be discussed.

Keywords Comparative research · Religious education · International study · 
Methodology · Objects of inquiry · Reference disciplines

1 Introduction

The goal and character of religious education are currently the subject of controversial 
debate. In Europe, for example, some are calling for religious education to be replaced by 
worldview education (Halafoff et al., 2016; van der Kooij et al., 2017), while others argue 
for a more spiritual layout of this subject (Roebben, 2021). In Latin America and Africa, 
in turn, the trending topic seems to be the decolonialization of religious education with the 
goal of overcoming a dominant Christian bias (Blank de Oliveira & Riske-Koch, 2021; 
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Drange, 2015; Matemba, 2021; Mokotso, 2020). And there are still the pending questions 
of what teachers of religious education have to know to competently teach that subject 
(Whitworth, 2020), which type of knowledge this could be (Moore, 2007), and which com-
petencies are required to offer an effective religious education (Helbling & Riegel, 2021).

These academic debates take place within diverse institutional contexts regarding the 
practice of religious education at schools. It reveals a multifaceted picture ranging from 
various denominational forms to non-denominational ones (Jackson, 2007; Kuyk et  al., 
2007; Rosenblith, 2017; Rothgangel, et  al., 2014a, 2014b, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). Of 
course, this basic distinction between denominational and non-denominational  religious 
education does not capture the manifold forms in which religion is taught at schools in 
the various national contexts. Going into detail, denominational religious education var-
ies between confessional layouts like in Italy (Giorda, 2015), Chile (Guzman et al., 2021), 
or South Korea (Kim, 2018) to ones realizing a “learning from religion” approach like in 
Germany (Kropač, 2021). Non-denominational religious education, instead, follows a pure 
religious studies approach to some extent (Alberts, 2007; Kenngott, 2017), partly happen-
ing within a formative frame of reference which allows for identification with religions and 
worldviews (Bietenhard et al., 2015; Bleisch, 2017). Furthermore, there are cross-sectional 
types of religious education like in Finland, which is in legal perspective denominational 
and in pedagogical perspective multi-religious (Lipiäinen et  al., 2020). Finally, in some 
cases, the character of religious education varies even within one national context. In Ger-
many, for example, denominational education is the default type of religious education, 
but in the federal states of Bremen and Brandenburg, religion is taught in a non-denomina-
tional manner (Kropač, 2021).

Despite these pluriform institutional contexts of teaching religion at schools, within 
the national academic discourses on religious education there seem to exist quite coherent 
frames of reference. In Italy, for example, the discussion on how to do justice to religious 
diversity in the classroom takes place within the framework of denominational education. 
Non-denominational forms are mentioned, but always as alternatives to the default denom-
inational model (Giorda, 2015). The same is true for Chile (Guzman et al., 2021), South 
Korea (Kim, 2018), and Germany (Kropač, 2021). In contrast, in England and Wales, the 
discussion of whether replacing religious education by worldview education is happening 
within a non-denominational frame of reference (CoRE. Commission on Religious Educa-
tion, 2018). It seems to be common sense in that particular discourse that religion must be 
taught at schools beyond specific denominational accounts. The same also applies to the 
situation in Finland (Ubani et al., 2019), Belgium, and the Netherlands (Miedema, 2014), 
as well as the recent discourse in Switzerland (Bleisch, 2017).

These academic discourses on religious education are embedded in a transnational 
understanding of science. Scientific discourse works according to both rational standards 
and research agendas that do not vary much across national contexts (e.g., Godfrey-Smith, 
2003; Gutting, 2005). Scientific disciplines are characterized by a particular epistemologi-
cal paradigm, a distinct set of objects to be analyzed, well-defined methods, and a specific 
set of theories that these analyses refer to. National and regional particularities may be 
relevant on the level of single projects and discussions, but hardly play a role on the gen-
eral level. In the postcolonial discourse in religious education, for example, the country’s 
particular national history is part of the discussion on the national level. Nonetheless, all 
these national discussions share the same goal of overcoming colonial structures and apply 
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the same epistemology, refer to the same categories, and use similar methods to realize this 
goal. And if the field of didactic1 research is regarded, a recent Delphi study in Germany 
found that the various didactic disciplines share a common understanding of the objects 
they analyze, the methods they use in this analysis, and the academic disciplines they refer 
to (Riegel & Rothgangel, 2023).

If one relates these different observations to each other, a complex picture emerges. On 
the one hand, on an international level, there is a controversial debate on both the goal and 
character of religious education in schools, and there are different institutional contexts in 
which this subject is taught at school. On the other hand, the academic discussion about 
religious education takes place within the framework of coherent frames of reference and 
the self-identification of this academic discourse as a science follows transnational stand-
ards. Given this complex picture, the question of how the institutional context on a national 
level characterizes research in religious education across various countries is raised. From 
the perspective of systems theory (Runkel & Burkart, 2005), one could argue that reli-
gious education on the one hand and the academic discourse on religious education on the 
other hand are two separate systems, each following a particular ratio. According to Luh-
mann, the basic goal of the educational system is to transmit knowledge and competencies 
to qualify its users for their future tasks (Luhmann, 2002). The scientific system is instead 
oriented towards corroborating the truth of its hypotheses (Luhmann, 1992). Since both 
goals are basically incompatible, one could assume that the dominant institutional context 
of religious education on a national level does not coin the academic discourse on religious 
education.

From an ecosystemic perspective, however, institutional contexts frame the actions of 
the persons within that context. Bronfenbrenner, for example, distinguishes between meso-
systems and microsystems (Lüscher & Bronfenbrenner, 1981). While the microsystem rep-
resents the individuals’ zones of interactions, the mesosystems reflect the institutional or 
organizational context of the individuals’ actions. The idea of Bronfenbrenner’s approach 
is that every microsystem depends on the options and restrictions of the mesosystems in 
which it is embedded. In our case, religious education researchers are members of facul-
ties and departments at universities and teacher colleges. These faculties and departments 
more or less mirror the basic structure of the dominant model of religious education in the 
relevant national context: In countries with a dominant denominational model of religious 
education, the faculties and departments are, in most cases, of theological character, while 
in nations with a non-denominational model of religious education, the nature of relevant 
faculties and departments is usually that of religious studies. From an ecosystemic perspec-
tive, such particular institutional characteristics should frame the researchers’ activity and 
therefore the relevant academic discourse on a national level.

On theoretical grounds, one cannot estimate how much of the character of the academic 
discourse on religious education on an international level can be explained by systems 
theory or ecosystemic theory respectively. Therefore, this paper addresses the following 
research questions:

1 In the English-speaking context, ‘didactics’ is a term in need of clarification, because in this context, it 
often has a methodically specific undertone. Nevertheless, it should be noted that in many parts of Europe 
(such as the French- and German-speaking contexts, the context of Slavic and to a large extent Scandina-
vian languages) the term ‘didactics’ expresses the scientific reflection of teaching and learning, with the 
school context often being the main focus. We use the term didactics in this more general sense here.
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(1) What are the basic features of research in religious education on an international level?
(2) Does the institutional context of religious education on a national level cause charac-

teristic differences in these features?

2  Sample, method, measures and analysis

2.1  Sample

To answer these questions, this paper uses data from an international survey. The sample of 
the international study was collected via academic networks like ISREV and NCRE as well 
as via contacts within the project "Religious Education in Schools in Europe". Through 
these channels, the participants were informed about the scope of the study and invited 
to fill out a questionnaire with both open-ended and closed-ended questions. Finally, 49 
religious education teachers across Europe as well as Israel, South Africa, South Korea, 
and Turkey responded to this invitation. On a national level, the answers are distributed 
as follows: Norway: 5 answers; Turkey and Greece: 4 answers each; Germany, England 
and Wales, Hungary, Slovakia, and the Netherlands: 3 answers each; Poland: 2 answers; 
Czechia, Finland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, South Africa, and South Korea: 1 answer each. 12 
participants did not disclose their national background. In terms of religious belonging, 
15 participants are protestant, 12 are roman-catholic, 6 Muslim, 1 Jewish, and 6 express 
another religious tradition. Nine participants did not respond to this question. All respond-
ents work at an institution offering training for future religion teachers and hold a PhD.

2.2  Measures

As indicator of academic discourse, the respondents’ research practice was chosen. From 
this perspective, the academic discourse is what scholars fundamentally do. This practice 
was conceptualized according to the three dimensions of (i) objects of inquiry, (ii) meth-
ods applied in research, and (iii) the disciplines the respondents refer to in their research. 
The objects of inquiry reveal the topics that are addressed in research, the methods in use 
indicate how these topics are addressed, and the reference disciplines offer information on 
which basic theoretical ground this research takes place. Since these dimensions represent 
basic patterns of research within the philosophy of science (e.g. Godfrey-Smith, 2003; Gut-
ting, 2005), this conceptualization of research seems to be appropriate.

In the questionnaire, each dimension was operationalized by a closed-ended question 
offering a possible operationalization of each dimension, and the participants were asked 
to estimate how relevant they consider each category of this operationalization in their own 
research. Respondents were able to answer on a six-point Likert scale (1 = “not important 
at all”; 6 = “very important”). In order to be able to trace residual options, the option "I 
cannot assess" was additionally offered.

To assess the relevance of institutional context, the variable of nationality was recoded. 
The criteria were the dominant frame of reference according to which religious education 
is discussed in the relevant country. The countries with a denominational frame of refer-
ence form one category (Czechia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Poland, 
Slovakia, South Korea, Turkey) and those with a non-denominational frame form another 
(England and Wales, Finland, Norway, South Africa, the Netherlands). With this recoded 
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variable, it is possible to test the previously mentioned assumption of the effect of institu-
tional context on academic discourse.

2.3  Analysis

Data analysis follows a two-step procedure. First, to reconstruct the basic features within 
the field of research in religious education, descriptive statistics of the single categories on 
the three basic dimensions of methodologies, objects of inquiry, and reference dimensions 
will be calculated. Because of the ordinal nature of the quantitative data, data analysis 
refers to median (Mdn) and interquartile range (IQR) and presents its results as a boxplot 
graph.

Second, the effect of the institutional context is tested by a Whitney–Mann U-Test. The 
effect size is calculated by Pearson’s r according to Cohen’s benchmarks (Cohen, 1988). 
All statistical calculations are done with the software package SPSS 27.

3  Results

The results will be described according to the two research questions. First, the basic fea-
tures of research in religious education will be reconstructed, after which the impact of 
institutional context on this research will be tested.

3.1  The basic features of research in religious education

Regarding methodologies, six categories were offered to the participants: historical, sys-
tematic-hermeneutical, comparative, empirical, and practice-oriented research. There 
are two methodical approaches to the field of religious education that show a median 
of Mdn = 6, namely the empirical and the practice-oriented ones (Fig.  1). This indicates 
that both methodologies are very important in the respondents’ research. The other three 
methodical approaches have a median of Mdn = 5, indicating that these methodologies are 
important, but less so. The range of the answers is rather small, with only the comparative 
approach having an IQR = 2. Further on, there are only three extreme values. All in all, this 
indicates a rather coherent evaluation of the five methodical approaches within the interna-
tional sample, with all five offered categories regarded as no less than important as features 
of methodology in research in religious education.

Regarding the objects of inquiry, the respondents were asked, “how important [they] 
consider the following characteristic topics in [their] own research activities in religious 
didactics”. The offered categories were contents of learning, the teaching and learning pro-
cess, teachers, pupils, religious education as a school subject and its contexts, and theories 
about religious education. All but one topic were regarded as very important with Mdn = 6; 
only theories about religious education were considered to be important (Mdn = 5) (Fig. 2). 
Again, the respondents from various countries were quite coherent in their evaluation, with 
IQR = 1 on all topics and no extreme values.

The relevance of the various reference disciplines in religious education research was 
assessed by the following question: “How important do you consider the following refer-
ence disciplines for your own research activities in religious didactics?” The options were 
theology, religious studies, educational studies, psychology, sociology, cultural studies, and 
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Fig. 1  Boxplots of methods in own research

Fig. 2  Boxplots of objects of inquiry in own research
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philosophy. Educational studies were the only ones that were very important to most of the 
respondents (Mdn = 6), while all other means of reference disciplines were evaluated as 
important (Mdn = 5) (Fig. 3). This time, there was some variance in the answers, particu-
larly regarding religious studies, psychology, and philosophy. All these disciplines show 
an IQR = 2, with the whiskers covering the entire spectrum of possible answers in the case 
of religious studies and the entire spectrum but one answer category in the cases of psy-
chology and philosophy respectively. This is a remarkable finding given the quite coherent 
responses so far.

3.2  The impact of institutional context

Assessing the effect of the institutional context on the importance of methodologies, the 
Mann–Whitney-U-Test brings about one significant difference. The participants within 
the context of denominational religious education (Mdn = 6) regard systematic-hermeneu-
tical methodologies as more important than the scholars researching within a context of 
non-denominational religious education (Mdn = 5), U(Nden = 22; Nnon-den = 13) = 83.500; 
z =  − 2.318; p = .02). The effect of this difference is medium-sized according to Cohen 
(1992) (r = .39). The importance of the other methodologies is not affected significantly by 
the respondents’ institutional context.

If objects of inquiry are taken into account, two significant differences occur. In both 
cases, the participants within a denominational context regard the relevant object of 
inquiry as very important in one’s own research (Mdn = 6), while the researchers within a 
non-denominational context regard them as important (Mdn = 5). These topics are the pro-
cess of teaching and learning (U(Nden = 24; Nnon-den = 13) = 73.000; z =  − 3.083; p = .002) 
and the pupils (U(Nden = 24; Nnon-den = 13) = 82.500; z =  − 2.603; p = .009) respectively. The 

Fig. 3  Boxplots of reference disciplines in own research
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effect of institutional context on the evaluation of processes of teaching and learning is 
strong (r = .51), which in the evaluation of the importance of researching pupils is medium-
sized (r = .43).

Finally, institutional context explains the variance in three cases of reference theories 
to some extent. Theology is a more important reference discipline to respondents from 
a denominational context (Mdn = 6) than to those from a non-denominational context 
(Mdn = 4) (U(Nden = 24; Nnon-den = 12) = 75.500; z =  − 2.471; p = .013), having a medium-
sized effect (r = .41). Religious studies, in turn, is more important to scholars within a non-
denominational context (Mdn = 6) than to those from a denominational context (Mdn = 5) 
(U(Nden = 24; Nnon-den = 12) = 92.500; z =  − 2.121; p = .034). Again, the effect size is 
medium (r = .35). Finally, the respondents within a denominational context regard educa-
tional studies (Mdn = 6) as more import than those within a non-denominational context 
(Mdn = 5) (U(Nden = 24; Nnon-den = 13) = 96.500; z =  − 2.007; p = .045). The effect of institu-
tional context is medium (r = .33).

4  Discussion

This article aims to map the field of research in religious education on an international 
level and to assess the effect of the institutional context on the features of this field. The 
mapping happened according to the three dimensions of methodologies, objects of inquiry, 
and reference disciplines. All in all, there are two noteworthy results.

Firstly, across the various countries of this sample, the respondents from religious 
education predominantly apply empirical and practice-oriented methods, refer theoreti-
cally most often to educational studies and theology or religious studies, respectively, 
and turn out to be generalists in terms of the topics they analyze. Beyond this common 
ground of research on religious education on international level, there are some catego-
ries of lesser importance. If methods are regarded, historical and comparative ones seem 
to be least important. In view of the recent call for an international knowledge trans-
fer (Schweitzer & Schreiner, 2020), the relative importance of comparative methods in 
particular raises the question of how to promote this transfer. Then, within the refer-
ence disciplines, it is religious studies, psychology and philosophy that show a remark-
able variance in their importance for the respondents’ research. Some of the participants 
regard these disciplines as very important, others as unimportant (psychology and phi-
losophy) or even very unimportant (religious studies) for their academic projects. In 
sum, there is much coherence in the academic discourse on religious education on an 
international level with some remarkable differences.

Secondly, this paper analyzes the assumption that such differences are caused by the 
institutional context on a national level. It hypothesizes that the dominant idea of how to 
teach religion in schools frames the academic discourse on this education. According to 
the findings, this assumption is true to some extent, but not in the way it was expected. 
First, four of the five categories with a bigger variance in the answers were not affected 
by institutional context. Neither the importance of historical and comparative methods 
nor the importance of psychology and philosophy as disciplines referred to in one’s pro-
jects is explained by the fact that religious education in one’s country is taught predomi-
nantly according to a denominational or a non-denominational model respectively. Only 
the importance of religious studies as a reference discipline is explained by this context 
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to some extent. This result points to a rather remote effect of institutional context on the 
academic discourse in religious education.

Nonetheless, there are six categories with significant differences caused by institu-
tional context. Besides religious studies, which is more important to scholars within a 
non-denominational context, theology and educational studies are more important refer-
ence theories to researchers from a denominational context. The same is true for the 
use of systematic-hermeneutical methods and the analysis of processes of teaching and 
learning and pupils respectively. Since the effect of these differences is at least medium-
sized, one cannot speak of differences of minor importance. Furthermore, the effect 
turns out to be significant, although the variance in the answers of five categories (sys-
tematic-hermeneutical methods, teaching and learning processes, pupils, theology, edu-
cational studies) is rather small. This indicates that institutional context on a national 
level indeed coins research on religious education. In more detail, it is not the national 
context itself, but the dominant model of religious education at schools in the country.

From an ecosystemic perspective, these findings are quite plausible (Lüscher & 
Bronfenbrenner, 1981). For example, the denominational context refers to theology as 
a basic academic discipline which is very skilled in systematic-hermeneutical methods 
itself (Ford, 2013; Jung, 2004). At the same time, the higher importance of religious 
studies in a non-denominational context can be explained by the constitutive role of 
this academic subject for the relevant type of religious education. The findings further 
support the often criticized distinction between denominational and non-denominational 
religious education. Of course, this distinction is rather bold and is not able to map the 
subtle differences within these basic accounts of how religion is taught at schools (Jack-
son, 2007). Nevertheless, it is able to reconstruct fundamental differences in the study 
of religious education. Particularly in fields that are not analyzed intensely yet, like the 
basic features of the academic discourse on international level, it is useful for tracing 
fundamental patterns and therefore offers a solid basis for more detailed analysis.

Beyond these basic differences, from a systems theoretical perspective, the coherence 
within most of the respondents’ answers is plausible, too (Runkel & Burkart, 2005). As 
researchers, the participants are part of a system with its own authentic norms and prac-
tices. Since scientific rationality, at least in its modern condition, is predominantly designed 
to not be context-sensitive (Weinberg, 2016), institutional context should not affect the 
participants’ research practice very much. Therefore, the international field of research on 
religious education appears to be quite coherent. The few significant differences in regard 
to institutional context, however, reveal that the modern perception of science is an ideal 
type in the Weberian sense. Beyond the great coherence within the academic discourse 
on religious education on an international level, there are important differences, many of 
which are affected by the dominant model of religious education in one’s country. There-
fore, it would be beneficial to further analyze the context sensitivity of religious education 
research in a more detailed manner. Perhaps such studies will shed light onto more sig-
nificant path dependencies of such research—for instance also in regard to intersectional 
categories like gender (Sprague, 2016) or continent (Boisselle, 2016). Such research would 
contribute to the international knowledge transfer within religious education (Schweitzer & 
Schreiner, 2020).

There are, of course, also some limitations to this study. Firstly, it is a convenience 
sample and therefore not suited to offer representative findings. For example, the sample 
was recruited via established academic networks, which systematically sorts out all poten-
tial participants that are not present in these networks. This might lead to some imbal-
ance in the answers. However, since this article aims to reconstruct basic structures and not 
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representative findings, this limitation does not fundamentally limit the significance of the 
findings. Secondly, despite all efforts to collect an international sample, the sample has a 
strong European bias. Perhaps the great coherence in the evaluation of objects of inquiry 
would crack if there had been more participants from Latin America, Asia, or Africa. Dif-
ferences according to one’s perspective on post-colonial claims, for example, might not 
be seen in a predominantly European sample. Again, although this limitation restricts the 
scope of the findings somewhat, it does not conflict with their validity. These limitations 
indicate that more religious education research on an international level is needed.
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