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Introduction

1. The focus on processes and outcomes in Religious 
Education

The question of how research on structures and outcomes in Religious Education 
can be carried out successfully is of current interest in many countries. Next to the 
more traditional historical, analytical and, more recently, international comparative 
approaches, empirical research in religious education has been able to establish it­
self as a major approach to this field (cf. Ziebertz 1994; Schreiner and Schweitzer 
2014, Schweitzer 2006, 263-286; Schröder 2012, 281-362). Moreover, the contem­
porary discussion about comparative evaluation in schools like the PISA studies has 
raised a number of questions which also refer to Religious Education. What compe­
tences can pupils acquire in this subject? Does Religious Education really support 
the acquisition and development of the competences aspired? Are there differences 
in this respect between different forms of Religious Education or between differ­
ent approaches to teaching? The research available so far does not really allow for 
answering such questions which, increasingly, is viewed as a serious disadvantage 
and as an impediment to needed improvements in teaching Religious Education (cf. 
Benner et al. 2011).

There are, of course, also the critical voices that caution us not to fall prey 
to current tendencies of only measuring abilities and achievements at the expense 
of a broader understanding of education which must include many other aspects 
which do not easily lend themselves to psychological measuring - like personal 
encounters and relationships and, ultimately, religious convictions and faith itself 
(cf. the discussions in Rothgangel and Fischer 2004; Sajak 2012; Möller, Sajak and 
Khorchide 2014). Although we consider it important not to exclude Religious Ed­
ucation from the over-all aim of all teaching which can only be to support children 
and youth in their development as autonomous and responsible persons and also not 
to exempt the subject from the obligation to prove its effectiveness, we also think 
that such critical voices should be taken seriously. Therefore it should be clear from 
the beginning that the present volume is not meant to establish a new methodologi­
cal monopoly, neither in terms of its focus on processes and outcomes of Religious 
Education nor in terms of empirical research. Religious education as a discipline 
needs a variety of different methodologies, and empirical research is only one of 
them. Yet we are also convinced that there is no reason for not making use of the 
impressive advancements that have been achieved in the empirical study of teach­
ing and learning processes and in educational psychology in recent years. Religious 
Education as a school subject as well as religious education as an academic disci­
pline can greatly benefit from the insights and impulses of empirical research and of 
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interdisciplinary cooperation. Consequently, this volume aims at bringing together 
approaches and research experiences that try to follow this lead by gaining insights 
into the processes and outcomes of Religious Education in order to offer new and 
empirically based perspectives for the future improvement of teaching and learning 
in this school subject.

The focus on researching processes and outcomes of Religious Education follows 
the view that these topics have been widely neglected in earlier research although, 
for obvious reasons, they are vital for any school subject. To know what is really hap­
pening in the classroom and to have reliable insights into what is actually learned 
and achieved there - or what is in fact not learned - is a presupposition for any 
kind of serious theorizing about Religious Education, just like in the case of all 
other subjects. Theoretical perspectives without empirical grounding are in danger 
of becoming mere abstractions, just like in turn, empirical research without theoret­
ical underpinnings would be blind and ultimately meaningless. Religious education 
clearly needs an interplay between empirical and theoretical perspectives which can 
only be reached where suitable empirical research is available. This is why the re­
search available about Religious Education so far should definitely be expanded and 
broadened, in terms of research goals as well as in terms of approaches, research de­
signs and methodologies. In many cases research in the field of Religious Education 
has been limited to questionnaires or interviews with pupils on the one hand and, 
more often, with teachers on the other hand. Teachers or pupils were asked how they 
view Religious Education, what they find interesting or stimulating and what they 
would like to change. In other words, it is the subjective perception of Religious 
Education which is studied in this case, be it from the perspective of the teachers 
or of the pupils. Such research remains important (and some interesting examples 
can be found in the present volume) - pupils and teachers are the first experts on 
Religious Education, to be consulted by whoever wants to know more about this 
subject and especially about its standing with pupils and teachers. Yet at the same 
time, additional insights are indispensable as well. First of all, this applies to studies 
which limit themselves to the subjective views of the teachers. Such views cannot 
be considered a sufficient basis for gaining a realistic and critical picture of Reli­
gious Education. Who would want to study, for example, the quality of preaching 
in church by only asking the ministers about its successes? Even most recent stud­
ies in religious education which are aimed at evaluating, for example, certain types 
of Religious Education, however, do not include the effects on the pupils but take 
the teachers’ impressions concerning such effects their sole basis (cf. Gennerich and 
Mokrosch 2016, 100). Again, teachers are the first experts of their teaching. Yet it 
is well-known, for example, from the PISA studies that the teachers’ views and the 
results gained from psychological tests are not always in agreement. This is why 
evaluations concerning the effectiveness of particular teaching approaches cannot 
reasonably be based on the teachers’ views, at least not exclusively. It has become 
mandatory that they also include results concerning the competences actually ac­
quired by the pupils.



Introduction 11

Whoever is interested in improving the practice of Religious Education then, will 
not be able to bypass the question of researching processes and outcomes - an insight 
which also refers to a small but growing number of studies in this field which can be 
identified in several countries. Before we consider such developments in more detail 
it is helpful to have a broader look at the situation and meaning of research in the 
field of religious education as the wider background against which the contributions 
of this volume can be understood.

2. The wider background: religious education as a 
research discipline

In recent years, religious education has become a discipline that clearly sees its 
task not only in using research results from other fields, for example, from theol­
ogy and religious studies or from general education and psychology that tradition­
ally have been the most important partner disciplines for religious education (cf. 
Schweitzer 2011). Instead, religious education has more and more become willing 
and able to do its own research, in terms of historical, analytical and empirical re­
search at different national and international levels. Special international research 
conferences as well as international associations like ISREV (International Seminar 
on Religious Education and Values) with their bi-annual meetings testify to this de­
velopment. The academic discipline of religious education is obviously moving into 
the direction of establishing itself as a research-oriented and research-based enter­
prise, in distinction from its older versions which grew out of personal experiences 
in the classroom and of the ideas developed from there by seasoned practitioners. 
From our point of view this is a very promising development which should be sup­
ported by whoever is working in this field. It holds the potential of overcoming the 
traditional subordinate position of this discipline as application of insights and re­
search results gained in other disciplines and of establishing it as a discipline in its 
own right. Given the criteria of today’s academic world, this can only be achieved if 
religious education has to show its own research results.

At least in Europe, Religious Education as a school subject plays a core role 
for the discipline of religious education. The subject is available in most Euro­
pean countries, although organised in different ways, and in many countries the 
majority of the pupils attend religion classes (cf. the series Rothgangel, Jaggle 
and Schlag 2016; Rothgangel, Jackson and Jaggle 2014; Rothgangel, Skeie and 
Jaggle 2014). This explains why Religious Education at school has also received 
much attention in the respective research. This research started out in a number 
of characteristic directions which have remained influential until today. In many 
respects, survey studies and interviews with teachers have a long tradition (for a 
major example covering several European countries cf. Ziebertz and Riegel 2009). 
In Germany, for example, the studies carried out by Andreas Feige et al. (2000) 
have played an important role in this respect. Such interviews are not only interest- 
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ing because they allow for insights from those who are actually shaping Religious 
Education on an everyday basis. In addition to this, it is comparatively easy to 
do interview studies with teachers - teachers are adults so that no special permits 
are required, they have the professional competence of describing their own work, 
etc. Next to the research on the teachers’ views and experiences, survey studies 
and interviews with pupils have also been a focus of interest (e. g. Bucher 2000). 
The largest project with a main emphasis on pupils’ views of Religious Educa­
tion so far was the REDCo Project that involved a number of European countries 
and emphasised, among others, the pupils’ views of Religious Education and of 
its meaning for interreligious education (see Jackson et al. 2007 as the lead vol­
ume of the respective series). At the same time, however, research results on the 
reality of teaching Religious Education, for example, from observation studies car­
ried out in the classroom have remained rare. This is even more true concerning 
the outcomes and effects of Religious Education which, speaking metaphorically, 
still represent something like an unknown territory, at least in terms of methodically 
controlled research (for interesting exceptions cf. Benner et al. 2011 concerning out­
comes of Relgious Education; concerning processes cf., for example, Stachel 1976; 
Schweitzer et al. 1995; Knauth, Leutner-Ramme and Weiße 2000; ter Avest et al. 
2009).

International assessment studies like the PISA studies have called new atten­
tion to the actual outcomes in terms of the competences acquired through teaching 
and learning at school, especially concerning mathematics, science and linguistic 
abilities. Religious Education has not been part of such studies but the question of 
outcomes has been posed for this field as well. Agencies like OFSTED (the UK’s 
“Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills”) have based their 
work on a catalogue of attainment targets to be achieved in Religious Education (cf. 
Religious Education Council 2013). In an academic context, competence models 
have been developed (cf. Rothgangel and Fischer 2004, Obst 2008, Sajak 2012). 
Most of these models, however, have never been tested empirically (for the most 
important exception concerning Religious Education see again Benner et al. 2011).

Beyond the PISA-type assessment studies with their concentration on outcomes 
measured as competences, the discussion in subject-related didactics has also raised 
the question about the empirical study of classroom processes, not only in a gen­
eral or generic sense but in relationship to specific subjects. First studies of this 
kind in the field of Religious Education in Germany were undertaken in the 1970s 
and the 1980s, for example, by the Mainz research group (Stachel 1976) and the 
Tübingen research group (Schweitzer et al. 1995). After the year 2000, in the con­
text of so-called cooperative and dialogical Religious Education, a small number 
of empirical studies were conducted, again at Tübingen (Schweitzer and Biesinger 
2002; Schweitzer et al. 2006) as well as in a number of other places like Nijmegen 
(Sterkens 2001), Hamburg (Knauth, Leutner-Ramme and Weiße 2000), Würzburg 
(Ziebertz 2010) and Salzburg (Ritzer 2010). On an international level, the ENRECA 
and REDCO Networks have also played a pioneering role (cf. Heimbrock, Scheilke 
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and Schreiner 2001; ter Avest et al. 2009). These studies are of special interest in 
that they have shown that the effects of Religious Education can clearly differ from 
the intentions described by the teachers or prescribed in the curriculum. Moreover, 
they have shown how the interest in teaching and learning in Religious Education is 
connected to empirical research and how this research can help to advance respective 
discussions by providing a realistic basis for them.

In sum, empirical research on processes and outcomes of Religious Education 
can be called an emerging field. It is considered promising but it has not attained the 
level of an integrated or even loosely coordinated field of research, neither nation­
ally nor internationally. Against this background, the aims of the present volume can 
be described.

3. Aims of the volume
The aim of this volume is to bring together experiences and results of empirical re­
search in the field of Religious Education in different European countries. The focus 
is on two aspects:

- The reality of Religious Education as it can be grasped from processes to be ob­
served in the classroom, with major emphasis on teaching and learning.

- The effects and the effectiveness of Religious Education as indicated by learning 
outcomes that can be described and possibly be measured empirically.

Contributions were invited on specific research projects carried out by the authors 
as well as overviews on pertinent research in their countries or religious traditions, 
depending on what the authors considered more helpful for advancing research on 
processes and outcomes in Religious Education. In some cases, most of all with Is­
lamic Religious Education, it seemed most appropriate to develop a first map of the 
emerging field of research in this area as a presupposition of defining the place for 
research focused on the main questions of the present volume, and to encourage its 
future development.

The general aim presented to the authors of the chapters of this volume was to:

- consider the state of the art concerning research on Religious Education,
- to critically review existing research,
- to develop (methodological) criteria and perspectives for future research in this 

field,
- to bring together insights on teaching and learning that might be valid beyond 

particular countries.

The present volume can be considered one of the first international publications in 
the field of religious education with a clear focus on empirical research concern­
ing classroom processes and outcomes of Religious Education. In this respect it 
can be viewed in continuation with earlier attempts of advancing research in reli- 
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gious education by documenting the state of the art. Concerning empirical research 
in religious education, several attempts have been made to map the terrain and of­
fer respective overviews on existing studies, for example, in handbooks (Strommen 
1971; Hyde 1990) or in volumes documenting summary discussions (Francis, Kay 
and Campbell 1996, Larsson and Gustavsson 2004; Jackson 2012; Schreiner and 
Schweitzer 2014). All of these earlier volumes have proven to be quite useful for 
shaping future work in religious education. The present volume can be seen as 
continuing this tradition by adding a new focus for a respective overview, i. e., the 
question about processes and outcomes of Religious Education.

At the same time, the present volume also reflects a particular research context at 
the University of Tübingen which may therefore be of interest to readers as well.

4. The institutional research context for religious 
education at the University of Tübingen

The University of Tübingen includes two centuries-old faculties of theology, 
Catholic and Protestant, as well as a center for Islamic Theology (founded less than 
10 years ago). Religious education is a topic of training and research in all three 
contexts which allows for multiple cooperations (which, in some respects, have been 
broadened even more by also including the Heidelberg University for Jewish Studies 
which also has a chair of religious education).

Empirical research on Religious Education started comparatively early at Tübin­
gen. More than 25 years ago, a first research project investigated the possible role 
of developmental factors and developmental psychology in teaching Religious Ed­
ucation (Schweitzer et al. 1995). Later, two major projects were carried out on 
so-called cooperative or dialogical Religious Education (Schweitzer and Biesinger 
2002; Schweitzer et al. 2006) which, at that point, referred to cooperation be­
tween Catholic and Protestant Religious Education and, in the meantime, has come 
to mean cooperation with other forms of Religious Education, most of all with 
Islamic Religious Education but, where possible, also with Jewish Religious Ed­
ucation or with the Christian-Orthodox Religious Education which is emerging in 
Germany.

Currently, the University of Tübingen has two research institutes in the field of 
Religious Education, headed each by the chairs of Catholic and Protestant religious 
education who have cooperated very closely over the last 15 years, the Catholic and 
the Protestant Institutes of Vocation-Oriented Religious Education (EIBOR, directed 
by Friedrich Schweitzer, and KIBOR, first directed by Albert Biesinger and now by 
Reinhold Boschki). A core task of these institutes which are described in a brief 
article in this volume in more detail (cf. pp. 385-393) is empirical research on Reli­
gious Education, with a special emphasis on vocational contexts and schools (a type 
of secondary school not found in all European countries), with topics like interreli­
gious education, values, interreligious competence for caregivers or for kindergarten 
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teachers, to mention just a few examples. The volume also includes a presentation 
of a number of empirical projects carried out at these two institutes.

5. How the volume developed
After the idea for the volume was born, a first step consisted in identifying pos­
sible authors and countries where respective research had become available. To 
start with the countries: Next to the German speaking countries (Austria, Germany, 
Switzerland) it is the Nordic countries (in this case Finland, Norway, Sweden) where 
empirical research on Religious Education has a longstanding tradition. Similarly, 
the Netherlands have produced empirical studies, among others, in connection with 
the approach of empirical theology (van der Ven 1990) but also in other contexts. In 
the United Kingdom, empirical research on religion also has a long tradition (Fran­
cis, Kay and Campbell 1996) but studies on processes and outcomes of Religious 
Education have nevertheless remained the exception. This explains why the recent 
study on “Does Religious Education work?” from the UK (Conroy et al. 2013) has 
attracted quite a bit of attention, not only in the country itself but also in many other 
places. Although not complete, this kind of overview shows that the interest in em­
pirical research on Religious Education still appears not to be equally present in 
all parts of Europe. Especially southern and eastern European countries are missing 
on the list - a situation which is unfortunate and will hopefully change in the near 
future.

Concerning possible authors who could serve as experts in this case, our starting 
point naturally was the published work of colleagues from the countries mentioned 
above. In addition to this, we used contact persons in these countries who then re­
ferred us to the colleagues who ultimately became the authors of this volume.

Another important step on the way to this book consisted in an international sym­
posium. This symposium was held at Tubingen in September 2016 - and we are 
grateful that the German Research Foundation (DFG) and the “Friends of the Uni­
versity of Tubingen” made this event possible with their financial support. However, 
it was also clear from the beginning that our plan should not be to publish some kind 
of conference proceedings. Instead the aim was a well-planned and well-composed 
book which could advance research in our field. Consequently, all contributions from 
the symposium had to be revised in correspondence with the aims of the book. More­
over, a number of additional chapters were invited in order to reach a more complete 
overview.
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6. The breakdown of the book
Following the choice given to the authors described above to either describe a re­
search project of their own or to give a report on respective research in their country 
or in connection with a certain religious tradition the volume includes different parts:

The contributions in Part 1 are focused on individual research projects. While 
the authors share the interest in researching processes and outcomes of Religious 
Education, some of their reports describe and discuss other designs which, however, 
are also of interest in the present context.

Part 2 follows a different rationale. It brings together a number of projects from 
Tübingen which follow the same design and are therefore grouped together. The de­
sign shared by these projects is based on the model of so-called intervention studies 
which, in essence, work with a comparison between an experimental group and a 
control group. This design is often considered especially suitable for discerning the 
effects of teaching units or other educational programs. The articles also show that 
this design can be used in religious education in connection with different topics and 
concerning a variety of educational aims.

Part 3 includes research reports from selected countries. Moreover, it also holds 
a chapter on research on Islamic Religious Education which, concerning empirical 
research, must still be called a field in a rather early stage of development. All these 
reports take up the question of the attention that researching processes and outcomes 
of Religious Education has received so far in the particular country or tradition and 
how it could be given more attention in the future.

In Part 4, the editors of this volume offer a number of observations and con­
clusions. The perspective here is both, looking back at the results presented in the 
volume but also looking ahead to what aims research in Religious Education should 
pursue.

In the Appendix, there is a brief description of the two Tübingen research In­
stitutes of Vocation-Oriented Religious Education. These institutions provided the 
institutional background for the Tübingen research presented in this volume and for 
the development of the volume itself.

Moreover, some questionnaires are documented which may be of interest for 
other projects as research tools. The first questionnaire refers to a project on inter­
religious learning, the other to a project on interreligious competence in the training 
of future caregivers (both projects are described in Part 2 of the book).

7. Terminology
The research described in this volume is about Religious Education as a school sub­
ject. With its focus on methodology, the volume refers to religious education as an 
academic discipline. While it is not always possible to clearly discern the exact ref­
erence of the terms in their use in a text, we nevertheless tried to be as consistent 
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as possible by using upper and lower case spelling. However, readers should keep 
in mind that the contributions to this volume come not only from different countries 
but also are translations from different languages. No systematic international-com­
parative study on the terminology in this field has become available yet. It seems, 
however, that the respective terminology is quite telling and that it would be worth­
while to undertake such a study (for an example concerning Finland see the chapter 
by Antti Räsänen in this volume).

8. A note of thanks
Like most books of this kind the present volume is based on work which would 
not have been possible without the support from many people and institutions. In 
the first place this naturally applies to the authors of the book who were willing to 
make their chapters available and to carefully revise them. We are very grateful for 
this continued cooperation. The vital support from the German Research Foundation 
(DFG) and from the Association of the Friends of Tübingen University has already 
been mentioned above. Moreover, our student worker Julia Bayer was very helpful 
in organising the Tübingen meeting as well as with some of the translating.

The Tübingen researchers and students working at the two Institutes of Vocation- 
Oriented Religious Education also deserve special praise. Without their work this 
volume would not have been possible. The same applies to the sponsors of these 
institutes, be it the Ministries of Education and of Science in Baden-Württemberg or 
the Catholic and Protestant Churches that have been willing to support these insti­
tutes for many years.

All texts in the book have gone through an extensive process of language editing. 
We are grateful to Marianne Martin who, as a native speaker, was responsible for 
this sometimes quite demanding task.
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