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Abstract
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In the mandatory, integrative and non-confessional school subject of Religious
Education in Sweden, all students are taught together regardless of religious or
secular affiliation. The overall aim of this thesis is to explore and analyse how
Religious Education (RE) can be socially constructed in the upper secondary
school classroom practice in the pluralistic context of contemporary Sweden.

The result is based on findings from participant observations of 125 Religious
Education lessons at three upper secondary schools in Sweden, both on
vocational programs and on preparatory programs for higher education.
Discourse analysis, curriculum theory, and didaktik of religion are used as
theoretical and analytic approaches.

The findings indicate that a secularist discourse was hegemonic in the classroom
practice and implied norm of talking about religion, religions and worldviews
as something outdated and belonging to history. A non-religious, atheistic
position was articulated as neutral and unbiased in relation to the subject matter
and was associated with being a rational, critically thinking person. However,
there were also spiritual and swedishness discourses of religion that in some
respects challenged the hegemonic discourse, but also enforced it. The
programs at upper secondary schools were influenced by different educational
discourses called a private discourse and an academic rational discourse, which
affected the construction of the subject in these different contexts. Implications
of the discourses are discussed in relation to the classroom practice and aims of
Religious Education.
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1. Introduction

Student: There are a lot of prejudices | Elev: Det ar en hel del férdomar antar jag.
guess. Because, | mean, in the media, Eftersom, jag menar, i media s malas typ
Islam is like, pictured like a terrible religion islam upp som en fruktansvérd religion som
that oppresses women and whatnot. So fortrycker kvinnor och allt mgjligt liksom. Sa da
then you get a lot of prejudices. Everybody  far man ju en hel del fordomar. For alla har
has perhaps not had Religious Education kanske inte last religionskunskap eller last eller
or read or know much about Islam. And vet sarskilt mycket om islam. Och da tror man

then you believe everything the media say.  ju pa det media sager.
Audiofile 19 October 2011

The student cited above perceives Religious Education' as a tool for working
against prejudice and increasing knowledge and understanding. In the
classroom practice of Religious Education, students and teachers meet and
dwell on questions of pluralism, religions and worldviews, of prejudice and
tolerance, and of how they themselves and other people perceive the world.
This thesis is about a school subject that manoeuvres in the midst of a field that
on the one hand concerns crucial knowledge in a pluralistic society, and on the
other hand deals with highly contested questions in a society characterised by
diversity and secularity. Increased migration and travel, changing conditions
with regard to communication media and use of the Internet are some of the
factors that have contributed to a more pluralistic society. This development
has also contributed to the new visibility of religion (Davie, 2007; Esposito,
Fasching & Lewis, 2008; Skeie, 2009). Simultaneously, secularity” has increased,
not least in Swedish society and questions pertaining to freedom of religion in
the public sphere are a subject of debate.

1T use the term “Religious Education” as this is internationally used for both confessional and con-
confessional versions of the subject in different contexts and with different aims. See, for example,
the British Journal of Religious Education. Sometimes the term “Religion Education” is used to mark the
non-confessional character of the school subject based on a Religious Studies approach (cf. Berglund,
2013; Jensen, 2008).

2 In the literature the words secularity and secularism are often used interchangeably. I will, however,
in line with Possamai (2009) and Scharffs (2011), distinguish between the two concepts and use the
word secularity descriptively when referring to secularity as a result and part of theories of secularity
that try to grasp the role of religion in the contemporary world. Secularism, I will use as a normative
and ideological stance, with reference to proponents who many times can be described as anti-
religious and who advocate that the public sphere should be kept free from religious expressions.

17



RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN CONTEMPORARY PLURALISTIC SWEDEN

The role of publicly funded education becomes in this context complex.
Teaching and schools can both be seen as mediators of tradition as well as
constructing national, mono-cultural projects, but they also serve as the main
forum for creating social cohesion between diverse sub-cultures. The currently
compulsory school subject Religious Education (henceforward RE) in Sweden
can be described as non-confessional as it is stated in the curricula that it should
be neutral in telation to different religions and wotldviews* and not promote
any religion more than another. In the syllabus of Swedish non-confessional
RE it is stated that:

Teaching should take as its starting point a view of society characterized by
openness regarding lifestyle, outlooks on life, differences between people,
and also give students the opportunity to develop a preparedness for
understanding and living in a society characterized by diversity (Skolverket,
2011a)

Meanwhile RE has its roots in the Swedish national state church, Church of
Sweden, and its traditions and was originally introduced to strengthen the “pure
evangelical Lutheran doctrine” of the citizens, although this goal had already
been abolished in the early 1900s (Algotsson, 1975; Hartman, 1996). However,
the subject is nonetheless intended to transfer certain values such as tolerance
and respect for different lifestyles and worldviews. This means that there are
several points of tension within the subject area per se that teachers has to deal
with.

The Swedish subject of RE can also be described as zntegrative (Alberts, 2007,
2010) as students share the same classroom regardless of personal relation to
the subject.” Due to increasing pluralism in Sweden, students from different
backgrounds and with different relationships to the subject matter meet in the
classroom. School can be seen as a reflection of society, and if society is
characterised in terms of pluralism, this will in various ways atfect what happens
in the classrooms. Although the Swedish school system in many ways is marked

3 The Swedish word [icke-konfessionel)] could also be translated non-denominational.

4 In the English translation of the syllabus of Religious Education (Skolverket, 2011c) The National
Agency for Education uses “outlooks on life” for the Swedish word |/vsdskadning. 1 use the English
word “wortldview” as this translation seems to correspond to the Swedish concept and more used in
research (cf. Westerlund, 2013). The concept of worldview will be further elaborated on in Chapter
3.

> The subject is mandatory at all levels of Elementary School as well as in all programs of the upper
secondary school, and it is not possible to opt out. In this sense the subject has no special status and
is like any other school subject.

18



1. INTRODUCTION

by growing segregation (Bunar, 2010), the classroom can still be seen as a place
where people with different backgrounds share a common space, learn about
and discuss topics which for many students are very personal. However,
Sweden is greatly influenced by secularisation (Andersson & Sander, 2009; af
Burén, 2015; Thurfjell, 2015; Zuckerman, 2009), and this means that in the
same classroom there is often a large group of students who do not consider
themselves religious at all and have vague notions about the different religious
traditions and what it possibly could mean to have a faith and be a part of a
religious tradition (Lovheim & Bromander, 2012; Sjéborg, 2012). In the same
classroom, however, there are students who in different ways and to varying
degrees see themselves as part of different religious traditions and have their
own personal interpretation of that particular tradition.

When working as a teacher of Religious Education in the Swedish upper
secondary school I often experienced this situation as a concrete professional
dilemma which I as a teacher had to handle. I tried to fulfil the demands of the
curriculum and syllabus and at the same time manage expectations from
students with different relations to and opinions about religion and religions in
a respectful and professional way. In my work, questions of how to operate in
this minefield arose, but also why religion in some respect was such a sensitive
subject. When looking for research concerning these questions I found that
there were very few studies that had looked into what happens in the classroom
in general. There were even fewer studies that had taken an interest in what
happens in the classrooms where various school subjects are taught and still
fewer studies of RE-classrooms, and this became the starting point of the
present study. One way of approaching classrooms where different school-
subjects are taught is through a lens that focuses on the interplay between
subject content, students and teachers (Englund, 1997; Schoenfeld, 2012). The
classrooms are affected by the articulations of teachers and students and the
subject of instruction (content). However, the classroom is highly influenced by
societal features and discourses in the society of which it is a part.

This is an ethnographic study, and I conducted participant observations of
RE-lessons at three upper secondary schools duting the school year 2011-2012,°

¢ In 2011 a new curriculum was introduced in Sweden — both in the compulsory school and in the
upper secondary school — and it was gradually implemented over three years. This means that some
classes studied RE according to the old curriculum, Lpt94 (Skolverket 20062) and the syllabus of RE
(Skolverket, 2000a) and that some classes studied RE according to the new curriculum and syllabus,
Legy11 (Skolverket 2011b, Skolverket 2011a).
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RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN CONTEMPORARY PLURALISTIC SWEDEN

both in vocational programs and preparatory programs for higher education.
My focus of interest is how the school subject of RE is socially constructed in
practice, but many aspects affecting its social construction are of a general
character and have relevance in different educational settings as well as for other
school subjects. Academically this thesis is positioned at the intersection
between the fields of Religious Studies and Educational Science and has in this
sense an interdisciplinary approach. Taking an interdisciplinary approach is
always a balancing act since different disciplines have different traditions and
theories and many readers tend to approach the text from one or the other field.
That the aim of this thesis can be seen as belonging to two disciplines will
become clear in the empirical chapters where the first three have a more
Religious Studies orientation compared to the fourth which has a more
education-oriented focus. Put differently, the first three empirical chapters are
oriented towards the content of the discourses found in the RE classroom, the
educational question of what, and the fourth empirical chapter more towards
the educational question of Jow these discourses are articulated. I also want to
describe the thesis as a study of Relgions Education didaktik [Swedish:
religionsdidaktif],” which is one of several sub-disciplines of Religious Studies (cf.
Berglund, 2010). The school-subject of RE shares the aim of Religious Studies
to describe and analyse aspects of religion and religions from different
perspectives. However, the subject of RE (together with all other school
subjects) also has general educational aims concerning learning and the personal
development of students but also aims concerning democratic values such as
tolerance and equality. Thus the social construction of the subject of RE is of
interest both from societal and democratic perspectives, but also from the
perspective of educational science and an example of how subjects can be
constructed in practice. From a Religious Studies perspective, little is known
about discourses of Swedish non-confessional integrative RE to which this

study is a contribution.

7'The Swedish connotation of the word didaktik as in religionsdidaktik is more in line with the German
perception of the word didaktik than the Anglo-American connotation of the word didactics. In the
Swedish understanding of didaktik the concept both includes theoretical and practical aspects (for a
discussion of the use of the concept in different contexts, see for example Hamilton, 1999; Kansanen,
2009; Wahlstrom, 2015). As there is no exact corresponding concept in English I follow the example
of Kansanen (2009) and use the German (and Swedish) term Religious Edncation Didaktik to mark the
broader educational content of the word than I understand that the word Didactics usually has in the
English-speaking world. Religious Education Didaktik refers both to theoretical knowledge of the
field of RE as an area of research, but also refers to the practical art of teaching in RE.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Aim and questions

The overall aim of the thesis is to explore and analyse how Religious Education
(RE) can be socially constructed in the upper secondary classroom practice in
the pluralistic context of contemporary Sweden. The research questions that
have guided the work are:
e What discourses of religion, religions and worldviews are articulated in
the context of Religious Education in the classroom practice?
e How are they articulated?
e What implications do these discourses have for the social construction
of the subject taught in schools?

Disposition

The thesis consists of nine chapters. In the first chapter the field, focus and aim
of the study is introduced, followed by a presentation of the historical
background and development of present-day RE in Chapter 2. Thereafter
research related to the wider context of the religious landscape in contemporary
society, with an emphasis on religion and youth is presented. As the present
study is a classroom study, there is a special focus on classroom studies of RE.
In Chapter 3 theoretical approaches of curriculum theory and discourse analysis
that have guided the work are outlined. Methodological considerations
concerning ethnography in educational settings, how the study was carried out,
and how the empirical material was analysed are presented in Chapter 4, as well
as reflections upon ethical concerns related to the research process.

The results of the study are presented in Chapters 5-8. The first three of
these chapters focus on the discourses of religion, religions and worldview that
was articulated in the RE classroom practice, and are structured through
clusters of articulations. Focus in the fourth of the empirical chapters highlights
two different educational discourses that affected the social construction of RE
in the classroom practice. In Chapter 5 it is shown how a secularist discourse
was articulated in the RE-practice. This discourse was at some points challenged
by a spiritual discourse, and in Chapter 6 it is outlined and analysed. There were
also articulations in the RE-practice that linked Sweden to a Christian heritage
and defined Sweden as a Christisan country. The way that Swedishness was
constructed is presented in Chapter 7. In Chapter 8 two different educational
discourses, a private and a rational academic discourse that affected the
construction of RE are analysed. In Chapter 9 the thesis is summarized and
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RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN CONTEMPORARY PLURALISTIC SWEDEN

discussed in relation to the aim and theoretical approach of the study as well as
in relation to its implications for research within the field of RE.

22



2. Background

The background consists of two parts that both constitute the context of the
study. The first part will contextualize the thesis through perspectives on school
subjects, and also describe different social constructions of RE in different
countries. The historical development of RE in Sweden and the background of
the Swedish upper secondary school will be presented. As this study was
implemented in the shift between the curricula of Lpf 94 (Skolverket, 2006a)
and Lgy 11 (Skolverket 2011b), a comparison of the RE syllabi in these curricula
is made. The second part of the background consists of previous research
related to religion and youth in contemporary pluralistic societies. As the

present study is a classroom study, special attention is given to classroom
research within the field of RE.

Perspectives on school subjects

When societies became more complex regarding social differentiation,® one
consequence was division of labour with the development of specialized
knowledge. In the aftermath of this development, the need to organize the
transfer of knowledge to the next generation through various educational
institutions emerged. Over the centuries the discussions about what is worth
knowing, what to include in education and what might be acceptable to leave
out have been intense and are still on-going. Knowledge has traditionally been
organized in different areas and in different school subjects. School subjects
can be seen as an area of knowledge that functions as the hub around which
the school organizes educational activities (Goodson & Marsh, 1996). This
thesis is concerned with how a school subject is socially constructed in practice.
But what is a school subject? The premise for this study is that all subjects must

8 This occurred at different times in different parts of the world and is closely linked to the political
and economic development of the societies — for example, the Greek education system arose in a
more organized form some two thousand years before the first embryo to the thirteenth-century
school system existed in the area that eventually would become Sweden. The first National Education
Act was introduced in 1571 during the Swedish Lutheran Reformation and the nationalization of
Sweden as a nation state. It should be added that education in pre-modern societies was by no means
available to the general public but only to the children of the elite.
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be seen as social constructions that have been shaped throughout history based
on different social, political and economic needs and interests.

During antiquity education was already organized into different subjects for
both younger and older pupils. The curriculum of the time, Encyclical paideia
divided teaching into #riwzum, which included the subjects of grammar, dialectics
or logic, and rhetoric, and guadrivium containing the subjects of arithmetic,
geometry, astronomy and music. This way of organizing teaching became a
model for the European educational system and has survived through the
centuries. Trwiums subjects, with the addition of catechism, were taught in
medieval Swedish so-called chatedral schools and somewhat later frivial schools
[Swedish: katedralskolor och trivialskolor] i.e. the first forms of organized
education. Gradually secondary education arose in the form of high schools and
academies (Arfwedson & Arfwedson, 2002; Lundgren, 1989). Goodson and
March note that school subjects have a normative position, and that few ever
question this design of education. Different school subjects are “treated as
taken for granted givens” (Goodson & March, 1996, p. 1).

Many of today's school subjects derive their content from the university
disciplines,” but these are in turn also an expression of one among many
possible ways of organizing knowledge. The boundaries for inclusion and
exclusion of a certain area of content, discipline or subject have many times
become an infected controversy, and often led to the creation of new disciplines
and/or sub-disciplines (Goodson, 2005; Sandin & Silj6, 20006). Today's
academic disciplines have their roots in the medieval universities where the
work was organized through faculties of theology, law, medicine and
philosophy (Richardson, 2010). From those main categorizations of knowledge,
an enormous number of disciplines and sub-disciplines with theories and
traditions have developed. The story of education can be described as the story
of specialization in increasingly narrow fields. For example, the discipline of
pedagogy has its roots in philosophy, and during the twentieth century
psychology and sociology put their stamp on the discipline. From the field of
pedagogy there have developed hundreds of specializations that in one way or
another concern learning and educational issues (Englund, 2004a). These are

9 This statement is true in varying degrees. L.e. Geography arose as a school subject and made its way
into the academic world (Goodson, 2005). Many subjects, for example aesthetic-practical subjects
(music, art, crafts, sports) have throughout history been taught at the university level, but to a greater
extent developed in their own right in comparison to other school subjects that still have a close link
to the university discipline, for example history and RE.
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sometimes described as “interdisciplinary”, sometimes as the main body of

pedagogy.'’

The curricula and perspectives of knowledge

To formulate curricula has been, and is still, a way to try to influence children
and young people and accordingly, the desirable development of society.
Curriculum theory analyses the curriculum in historical and political contexts
and considers the curriculum as an expression of ideological positions (Deng &
Luke, 2008; Englund, 1986; Englund, Forsberg & Sundberg, 2012; Goodson &
Marsh, 1996; Goodson & Pinar, 1995; Lundgren, 1989). The curriculum thus
becomes the object of political struggle - What knowledge is advocated and
tavoured? What perspectives, whose knowledge is given precedence? Should
teaching primarily constitute a conservative, preserving institution for children
to be subordinated to society, or should education prepare pupils to take an
active part in civic life? What type of activity dominates in the classrooms -
reproduction of facts or conversations on how teaching content can be
understood or anything in between? A curriculum indicates what society
perceives as important knowledge and hence what is considered less important.
The content of different school subjects is from this perspective of central
importance for a society (Englund et al., 2012; Goodson, 2005; Goodson &
Marsh, 1996). Briten (2013), who developed a model of comparative studies in
RE argues that when comparing school-subjects in different countries the
research must take into consideration the specific dimensions of supranational
(global), national and subnational processes and she distinguishes between four
levels of curriculum: societal, institutional, instructional and experimental. This
highlights the complexity of what a subject is and how it is shaped in practice.
In the tradition of curriculum theory and related fields, school subjects (and
curricula) can be scrutinized through the lens of educational philosophy. In the
last century, it has been possible to distinguish (at least) four main approaches
that concern perspectives on the focus of teaching and the main aim of

education:'! Essentialism, whose proponents see the transfer of knowledge as the

10 Just to mention a few academic “subjects” with a general educational character; Didaktik,
Educational Science, Pedagogical Work, Educational psychology or Educational philosophy, and in
many cases there is no clear boundary between these disciplines.

1 For a similar categorisation see, for example, Deng and Luke (2008) who distinguish between
approaches characterised by academic rationalism, social efficiency, humanism, and social
reconstructionism to differentiate approaches in education.
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main task for education and have a strong focus on facts, see the school subject
as closely related to the academic discipline. Progressivism is associated with the
pedagogical visions of John Dewey, and in contrast to essentialism, puts the
learning of the individual at the centre. The pupil in the tradition of
progressivism is seen as a “bearer of knowledge” and teaching is not
(exclusively) based on the academic scientific knowledge, but rather the pupil's
experiences and questions constitute the basis for teaching. Englund (1986,
1997) also discerns a tension between the educational approach that sees
classical education and the transfer of traditions and cultural heritage as public
education’s main task — labelled as perennialism — and the approach that is
described as reconstructivism, 1.e. teaching that puts society, critical thinking and
civic competence of the individual at the centre. According to Englund (1997)
the essentialist perspective has dominated Swedish education, but somewhat
challenged by progressivism. The empirical result of this study can be seen in
light of these perspectives.

The current curricula of Lgy11 (Skolverket, 2011b) have a clearer essentialist
profile than their predecessor and were preceded by an intense public debate
(Selander, 2011). The Swedish school system underwent in the 1990s major
changes, which also affected the perception of school subjects. One of the
fundamental alterations was that the “steering system” was reformed towards
management by goals, inspired by New Public Management (see, for example
Paradeise, Reale, Bleiklie & Ferlie, 2009; Richardson, 2010; Waldow, 2010). This
meant that the government formulated a number of goals to be reached in the
various activities, but how was optional. This way of thinking was also reflected
in the curriculum. Rather than articulate what teachers should teach about, a
number of goals the students would have achieved after completing the course
were formulated - the focus shifted from teaching to learning. In the rhetoric
of the curriculum of 1994 factual knowledge was deemphasized in favour of
skills or abilities. In the debate the proponents of this type of curriculum saw a
dismantling of what they perceived as a “Taylorist school” (essentialist, in
Englund’s wording) and replaced by a school designed to meet the demands of
the late modern/post-modern and post-industrial society, which included a

more relativistic and relational approach to knowledge.

One way to describe what is happening now [2001] is the following: The
school's organization of and work is changing from a division of subjects and
lessons. Age-homogeneous schedule-controlled classes where everybody
does the same things at the same time in a vertically led activity, where the
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teacher dominates and controls what happens, to a more flexible organization
of work characterized by integration, driven by small workgroups who are
organized as projects, where relations between teachers and students are
more horizontal, less time is divided and the rooms more flexible and
reflection on what is going on increases (Skolverket, 2001, p. 29 own
translation).

More than a decade later, it is obvious that in the dispute between
“traditionalists” or “essentialists” who promote a structured, school subject-
and teacher-oriented education, and “progressive” proponents who advocate
reality-related, thematic, subject-integrated, pupil-oriented teaching, the
traditionalists have been the successful party. The design of the Curricula of
Ler1l (Skolverket, 2011c) and Lgyl1l (Skolverket, 2011b) emphasizes factual
knowledge to a larger extent, but the marks are described in terms of different
abilities or skills at different levels of how to deal with facts — i.e. ability to
analyse, reason, critical thinking etc.

RE has in many countries been the subject of heated debate - should it be
part of the compulsory school system, should it be confessional, is it first and
foremost part of a perennialistic project that transfers traditions or can it be
constructed in a progressivistic way? In different countries the solutions to

these questions have varied.

Different models of Religious Education

Religious Education is a school subject that shows considerable variations
between countries with regard to content, objectives and design. In many
countries there is a strong relationship between national identity, religion and
thus the social construction of RE (Eriksen, 2010). Willaime (2007) argues that
the construction of the subject can be seen as an indicator of how the relations
of church-state and school-religion are designed in the various nations. In
countries where the national identity is closely linked to a particular
denomination, there is clear evidence of this in the curricula and syllabi. In many
countries RE does not exist as a compulsory non-confessional school subject.
In an overview of RE in Europe,' three different models for dealing with
religious education can be discerned: 7o RE in public school, confessional RE and

non-confessional RE.

12T here limit the presentation to Europe.
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To stress how diversely RE is organised, a presentation of different models
of RE in Europe will briefly be outlined: In some countries, RE is considered a
strictly private matter and something that parents can arrange to suit their
preference if they wish. In Europe, only France is applying this model in line
with the principle of /icité and there is no religious education at all within the
school system, but the religious instruction French students are offered is linked
to voluntary teaching through various religious organizations (Willaime, 2007)."?
Another way to organize religious education, which is the most prevalent in
Europe, is that students are separated by denominational affiliation and taught
about their own faith (and sometimes about other religious traditions) from an
inside and confessional perspective. This model is applied in countries such as
Belgium, Finland, Italy, Spain, Germany, Austria, etc., where students are
separated based on religious affiliation, often taught by representatives of their
own religion, and curriculum and teaching materials are dependent on religious
orientation. In some countries (for example Greece, Cyprus, Italy and Malta)
only Christianity is taught but it is possible to opt out. In countries such as
Luxembourg, Belgian Flanders, Germany, Austria, Romania, Finland, and
Spain, the pupils can choose between instruction in different religious
traditions, an ‘“‘ethics” alternative, or opt out. The third category is non-
confessional religious teaching where students are taught together regardless of
religious affiliation, and instruction is meant to provide students with a neutral
and objective picture of the different religions. This model of non-confessional
RE that Alberts (2007) calls “integrative RE” occurs in countries such Norway,
Sweden, England, Wales and Switzerland (Bjorlin, 2006; Willaime, 2007). These
models apply to publicly funded state schools, but it should be noted that in
most countries there exist private schools run by different religious
denominations that also offer confessional RE. These two ways of constructing
RE (confessional/non-confessional) can also be described in terms of a
theological approach/Religious Studies approach. Another dimension within
RE, more rooted in educational theory, concerns to what extent the subject
and/or teaching can be described as content-oriented or student-oriented. Yet
another way of categorising the subject is to look into who is responsible for

the subject — the state, the denomination or a combination.

13 However, issues related to religion are the subject of teaching included in other subjects such as
history and social science. This model is also applied in publicly funded schools in the United States.
However in France, beginning in September 2015, a subject called Morale Laigue will be introduced
that will in some respect resemble aspects of the Swedish subject of RE.
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Different pedagogical approaches to RE

All over the world there exist various models for the design of the school
subject of RE. Within both confessional and non-confessional RE there are
also different pedagogical models that advocate different course designs, based
on their view of learning and what is considered relevant knowledge in RE. In
Sweden, this type of educational modelling is rather unusual in RE, maybe with
the exception of “life-question pedagogy” (Dahlin, 2004; Hartman, 1986a,
1986b; Lofstedt, 2013) but in Europe, and not least in the British context, a
number of different pedagogical models are designed and they are to various
degrees empirically based. There are different ways of labelling and
characterising these models. Almost every author advocating a certain approach
to the pedagogy of RE also includes a chapter describing the field of competing
pedagogies and in doing this also characterises and positions him- or herself
ontologically and pedagogically in different ways. See for example Barnes
(2014), Erricker (2010), Gearon (2013), Grimmitt (2000), Jackson (1997, 2004)
or Wright (2007).

In the educational debate about RE it is common to distinguish between
teaching and learning iz religion, about religion and from religion (Grimmitt,
1987). Denominational/confessional teaching is perceived as teaching i
religion that aims to strengthen the students’ own religious and moral
development, provide students with knowledge of their own religious beliefs,
values, and traditions, and strengthen their religious identity. Teaching about
religion means a type of RE where teaching and learning have a non-
confessional foundation and are based on the academic discipline of Religious
Studies. Beliefs and religious expression in different religions are treated as one
among many forms of human activity. Learning from religions highlights the
potential for personal development through RE touching upon life issues of an
existential character and provides opportunities for students to reflect on their
own views in relation to the various religions’ answers to these questions
(Berglund, 2009; Grimmitt, 1987; Teece, 2010). As will be shown below, over
time the Swedish curriculum for RE has gone from a clear confessional course
in Christianity, to a course that emphasises learning from religion during the
twentieth century, and finally adopted the current curriculum, that particularly
emphasises the pupils’ analytical skills in relation to religion as a societal
phenomenon, i.e. learning about religion (Osbeck & Pettersson, 2009).
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From fostering into Christianity to critical

analysis of religion in society - the development
of RE in Sweden

To provide an understanding of the context in which the subject is a part and
the discourses of religion(s) in relation to the school subject of RE in Sweden,
I will here present the historical roots and development of the subject of RE,"
with emphasis on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and then analyse the
subject in the two syllabi in use when this study was carried out. During the
history of education the pendulum has oscillated between teaching as a
transmission of traditions and facts and student-centred teaching that puts the
student’s personality, development and democratic education at the centre, and
this is evident in the development of Swedish RE.

Throughout the history of Sweden, the development of the state, religion
(in the guise of Christianity and the Church of Sweden) and education have
been closely interlinked. The geographical area that eventually would become
Sweden is said to have been Christianized during the tenth century. The king
Gustav Vasa (1496-1560) saw the possibilities of using the church in the
consolidation of the nation state and pushed through the Reformation, and in
1593 the “pure evangelical Lutheran doctrine” was adopted as the only
permitted religion and Luthet's catechism became a unifying ideology.”” When
Sweden as a country grew and the nation-state expanded, the Swedish
government, like other European states, emphasized the unity of the people,
language and religion, this even more after the Peace of Westphalia in 1648.'
In the Protestant churches the Bible had a prominent position, and the Swedish

clergy drew early attention to the importance of a literate population. In the

14 In this section I do not distinguish between the subject of RE in compulsory school and in upper
secondary school.

15 In the year 2000 the Church of Sweden was separated from the state. Thus Sweden now has no
state church and the Church of Sweden is one among several denominations.

16 Sweden is often described as a homogeneous country, but this must be viewed in light of the official
propaganda and the image the government wanted to convey. Sweden has never been a completely
homogeneous society either linguistically or religiously. During much of the history, the borders had
a different design and in the eastern half of the empire (present-day Finland), the majority of the
population spoke Finnish. A large group of these Finns were orthodox believers. In the north lived
(and live) Sami and Torne Valley Finns [Swedish: Toredalsfinnar] and in the urban areas lived crafts-
and tradesmen from different part of the world. Within the borders of the Swedish nation-state also
lived (and live) non-sedentary groups such as different Roma-groups, Travellers and travelling Jews
(Hazell, 2011; Svanberg & Tydén, 1999).
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Church Law of 1683, the responsibility for teaching reading and Luther’s Small
Catechism was laid on parents and Masters. The Church, represented by the
priest, would control the knowledge in annual catechetical meetings [Swedish:
husforbir]. In Sweden, this arrangement persisted even after a general elementary
school had been established in 1842. To be able to read the Bible and know the
Catechism was the qualification for taking Holy Communion, which in turn was
the requirement for becoming an accepted member of society (Alberts, 2007,
Hartman, 2000). The roots of what we now call RE therefore constituted the
very reason for the creation of the public educational system, and RE was the
early school's main assignment, accounting for the bulk of instructional time.
For an overview of Religious Education in Swedish grammar school and upper
secondary school 1807-1911 including curricula/policy documents, names and
teaching time, see Appendix 1.

RE and the emerging democracy

In the political discussions about general education that took place during the
nineteenth century the Liberals emphasized the importance of education and
civic knowledge for both individuals and society, while conservative
commentators saw risks in educating the general public. The solution and
compromise resulted in Christianity playing a prominent role in the new
elementary school. The minister became chairman of the school board and one
of the aims of elementary school was to prepare students for taking part in the
Confirmation of the Church of Sweden (Almén, 2000). Hartman (2000) argues
that there is a turning point in the late nineteenth century when schools became
responsible for religious upbringing. Compulsory school attendance was
introduced in 1882, and the responsibility for religious education was formally
transferred from the parents to the public school in 1883. It can be seen as a
paradox that the responsibility for religious upbringing was moved from the
private sphere into the public at the same time as Swedish society was moving
towards secularization in the sense that the influence of religion in the public
realm declined. RE was thus of significant importance in the early elementary
school, and the school's educational and fostering role was closely linked to the
subject of RE along with the teaching of Swedish and History.

The great social transformations of the nineteenth century related to
industrialization and urbanization led to changed demands on the kind of

knowledge the school was providing. Mathematics and science became more
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important, and there was a heated debate concerning the role of classical
languages versus modern languages in the upper secondary schools. “Subject
ovetrload” [Swedish: dmmnestringsel] was debated (see for example Nordlund,
1921) and it was argued that some subjects had to be left out or that time
allotted to them had to be reduced. RE was during the nineteenth century never
at risk of disappearing from the schedule, but in the reform of 1905, where the
government tried to tighten the regulations for the different kinds of upper
secondary school, the subject got less time except for those who chose the
classical program at upper secondary school (Nordlund, 1921). Meanwhile
popular movements such as the labour movement, the temperance movement
and the Free Church movement'” grew strong with demands of
democratization, universal suffrage and civil rights and freedoms. Within these
groups parents for various reasons opposed their children being taught the
Swedish Church doctrine in the form of Luther’s catechism. Parents belonging
to Free Churches considered starting their own schools (Getle, 2007). In this
situation, the authorities chose to prioritize school unity over religious unity.
This was done in 1919 by renaming the elementary school subject Christianity
(trom Biblical History and Catechism), and in 1928 the name of the subject at upper
secondary school was changed from Christianity to Knowledge of Christianity (See
Appendixc 7). The subject should, according to the syllabus, focus on the New
Testament, the Sermon on the Mount and some church history. Luther's Small
Catechism was no longer used as a textbook on the subject and the subject
would no longer serve as preparation for Confirmation in the Church of
Sweden (Alberts, 2007). Almén (2000) argues that this type of arrangement
became a precedent for how the Swedish school system would solve the

growing diversification in society:

The way Swedish authorities tried to solve this conflict discloses an attitude
which since then has grown into a specific Swedish school policy. The unity
of the school system was defended when the religious unity was lost. .. School
unity was defended out of fear of a segregated society. If all parents could
trust the same school, then all youth could be educated in the same milieu,
sharing a rich common frame of reference, having childhood friends with
backgrounds formed by other opinions and perhaps also by other social

17 In 1858 the prohibition to attend religious meetings outside the realm of the Church of Sweden
[Swedish: konventikelplakates] was abolished. In 1860 one was allowed to leave the Church of Sweden
on the condition of entering another denomination, a condition not abolished until 1951.
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conditions. This fear and this dream were important factors behind the
evolution of 'the Swedish model' (Almén, 2000, p. 63).

The subject became “broad” in the sense that distinguishing details of Christian
beliefs were avoided in order to make Christians of different denominations
accept the subject’s construction.'® Knowledge about “important non-Christian
religions” should also be part of the subject in upper secondary school
(Bergqvist &  Wallin, 1928). The school commission of 1946
(Ecklesiastikdepartementet, 1948) emphasised that the teacher when teaching
about Christianity, had to be aware of the students’ various backgrounds and
avoid everything that could be perceived as a “personal attack” [Swedish: sarande
angrepp] on somebody’s worldview and encourage permissiveness and
broadmindedness with regard to freedom of thought. In this document it is also
stressed that it is not the task of the school to influence the students to embrace
any specific worldview. Instead, through the teaching of RE the students should
get the opportunity to create their personal view of life
(Ecklesiastikdepartementet, 1948).

The “objectivity requirement”

Religious freedom in the sense that Swedish citizens could leave the Swedish
church without entering another denomination was not introduced until the
1950s.” In 1962 the nine-year compulsory school was introduced, and in that
educational reform the (civic) educational and fostering role was taken over by
the subject of civics. In the compulsory school, the name of the subject was
changed to Knowledge about Christianity |Swedish: Kristendomskunskap] and

18 The right of pupils of other faiths to opt out the teachings of Christianity can be found as early as
in the grammar school charter of 1859. Catholics and Jews were given the opportunity instead to
receive RE in their own community but this should not affect the possibility to graduate from upper
secondary school (Bergqvist, 1905).

19 Freedom of religion is guaranteed by the Swedish constitution: “The public institutions shall
combat discrimination of persons on grounds of gender, colour, national or ethnic origin, linguistic
or religious affiliation, functional disability, sexual orientation, age or other circumstance affecting
the individual [...] Everyone shall be guaranteed the following rights and freedoms in his or her
relations with the public institutions: freedom of worship: that is, the freedom to practice one’s
religion alone or in the company of others [....] No one shall in his or her relations with the public
institutions be coerced to divulge an opinion in a political, religious, cultural or other such connection.
Nor may anyone in his or her relations with the public institutions be coerced to participate in a
meeting for the shaping of opinion or a demonstration or other manifestation of opinion, or to
belong to a political association, religious community or other association for opinion referred to in
sentence one” (The constitution of Sweden: the fundamental laws and the Riksdag Act, commented and
translated by Isberg & Bradfield, 2012).
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objectivity requirements were introduced in the syllabus. A similar development
occurred at upper secondary school during the same period. In upper secondary
school, the issue of objectivity was stressed already in the 1940s
(Ecklesiastikdepartementet, 1947)* and in the proposal of the government
commission of 1960, the name was changed to Knowledge of religion [Swedish:
religionskunskap] (Ecklesiastikdepartementet, 1963) and implemented in the
curricula of 1965 (Skoloverstyrelsen, 1965). The teaching of RE was then to be
about religion, unlike before when teaching RE was equated with teaching 7
Christianity.

The RE syllabus of 1962, written for use in the compulsory school,
contained a detailed body of facts relating to the history of Christianity, church
history, and Bible knowledge. The selection of content was motivated by
cultural and historical arguments — in the syllabus it was indicated that contacts
with other cultures had increased, and because of this the students needed to
have knowledge of their own cultural heritage. But the subject was also
motivated through arguments that the subject included existential and universal
issues. The syllabus of Lgr 62 stated that the subject should to be objective:

Christian Religious Education must be conducted in a way that does not violate
the individual’s right to freedom of thought and belief. Therefore, instruction should
be objective in the sense that it renders factual knowledge about the meaning
and content of different creeds, without authoritatively seeking to influence
pupils to form an opinion (Skoloverstyrelsen, 1962, p. 121, italics in original
text, own translation).

At the same time, the subject was to educate and discipline the pupil:

Through facts dealt with within the subject, issues related to pupils’ own
attitudes toward life are actualized. Norms and ideals of life, which are
relevant to their personal growth and foster the pursuit of truth and
seriousness in life, can thereby be transferred (Skoléverstyrelsen, 1962, p.
121, own translation).

The “objectivity requirement” led to an animated debate (see for example
Algotsson, 1975; Hartman, 1996), which ultimately concerned the core of
religious freedom: what rights do individuals have to practice their religion in a

20 It is however questionable if the subject can be described as non-confessional before the syllabus
of 1965 as Christianity constituted the overwhelming majority of the teaching content and the
instructions are compared to more recent syllabi extremely detailed. Non-Christian religions were
described as “foreign religions” which then was changed to “non-Christian religions” in the syllabus
of 1965.
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society? Do parents have the right to choose to give their children a religious
education? What impact could/should schools, paid for with taxpayet’s money,
have on pupils? What beliefs and values are the smallest common denominators
in a diversified society, which is increasingly characterized by pluralism?

In the RE syllabus of 1965 for upper secondary school (Skol6verstyrelsen,
1965) traces of increasing secularity and the on-going debate about religion are
discernible. The subject was divided into six areas of content:

1. Analysis of the Human Condition in Modern Times
Ethical and moral questions
Christianity
The worldview debate

AR S

Non-religious Attitudes Towards Existence

6. Non-Christian religions
The subject thus dealt with the contemporary debates on religion and
worldviews. Under the heading “The worldview debate” issues such as religion
and the question of truth, Marx and Freud’s views on religion, religion and
science. Humanism, naturalism and existentialism are mentioned in the syllabus
as non-religious attitudes towards existence.

In the 1960s, a number of studies showed that students perceived the subject
as uninteresting. However, there was an interest in discussing existential issues
at a more general level, and this was introduced into the subject in the next
curriculum, which came in 1969. The subject in compulsory school was again
renamed and followed the example of upper secondary school and the name
was changed to Knowledge of Religions |Swedish: religionskunskap] despite strong
protests from representatives of the non-conformist churches (Algotsson,
1975).?! Ethics and life issues were introduced as explicit content within the
subject. Hartman (2000) argues that the greatest difference in the syllabus of
1969 compared to the older syllabus was the way to approach religion in
educational settings. Instead of exclusively focusing on the study of religious
scriptures and external religious expressions such as rites and rituals, the
students' own experiences and existential concerns were emphasized and were
introduced as the central starting points for teaching.

2 The changes in the syllabus of RE together with a decrease in teaching time in both compulsory
and upper secondary school led to protests. About two million people signed petitions opposing
these changes. From this wave of protest Lewi Petrus and Birger Ekstedt from the Pentecostal
Church took the initiative to form a new political party, Christian Democratic Coalition, (KDS),
which today has been renamed the Christian Democrats, KD.
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During the 1970s, “life questions pedagogy” was a dominant approach in
RE, at least in the syllabus of 1969, Lgr 69 (Skoloverstyrelsen, 1969) and 1980,
Lgr 80 (Skoloverstyrelsen, 1980). The life-question pedagogy developed in
relation to research on wotldviews and how people construct a personal
worldview and an interpretation of the meaning of life (Brikenhielm, 2001:
Hartman 1986a, 1986b; Jeffner, 1973; Lofstedt, 2013).>* Hartman (2000) argues
that through using this pedagogy, based on the students' own existential
questions about life, the teachers were able to deal with the factual content of
RE in a better way, as it satisfied the objectivity requirement but in an
individualized way which lessened the anxiety about not being objective enough
and loosened up the “objectivity cramps”, that many teachers experienced

(Hartman, 2000).

Fundamental values

Christianity as a unifying set of values in the school has been replaced by the
values of democracy, equality, freedom of choice, and human rights. In Swedish
secularized society, the so-called fundamental values [Swedish: vdrdegrunden] have
replaced the function previously held by Christianity as a moral compass, even
though some wording related to Christianity still exists in the curricula.
According to Colnerud (2004), concepts of fundamental values can be seen as
“an expression of the secular school's attempt to reconnect with a moral
curriculum code” (Colnerud, 2004, p. 81, own translation). So of what are
comprised the fundamental values in the two most recent curricula Lpf 94
(Skolverket, 2006a) and Lgy 11 (Skolverket, 2011b)? The values society desires

pupils to embrace are formulated in this way:

The inviolability of human life, individual freedom and integrity, the equal
value of all people, equality between women and men, and solidarity with the
weak and vulnerable are the values that the school should represent and
impart. In accordance with the ethics borne by Christian tradition and
Western humanism, this is achieved by fostering in the individual a sense of
justice, generosity of spirit, tolerance and responsibility. Teaching in the
school should be non-denominational (Skolverket 2011b).

Especially the formulation “Christian tradition and Western humanism” has
been contested and debated. Is there one single Christian tradition? And which
branch of humanism does the syllabus refer to? Different traditions both within

22 Wotldviews will be further elaborated on in Chapter 3.
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Christianity and the humanist tradition could be contradictory at certain points
while others are compatible (Sigurdson, 2002). Moreover, it is stated in the
Education Act (SF'S 2010:800) as well as in the curriculum of L.gy 11 (Skolverket
2011b) that teaching should be non-denominational. Hence, the values school
should represent and impart rests on religious grounds, but has been
disconnected from them. Sigurdsson (2002) chooses to interpret the
requirement of non-confessional education as a requirement of inclusiveness,
and not an exclusive approach to a particular tradition relating to other
traditions and the common life of the community.” Sigurdsson (2002) argues
that fundamental values as formulated in the curriculum can contribute to
education by the assumption that every individual is a free, responsible human
beeing, and has the ability to practice critical thinking. He also believes that
fundamental values can add a critical distance to the nation-state and instead
contribute to solidarity generated from below: “The kingdom of Sweden is not
the only (or primary) significant identifier of the individual, but the traditions
offer a number of ways to realize Swedish citizenship, ways that also both can
challenge current customs and the prevailing legislation” (Sigurdsson, 2002, p.
147, own translation). In this way, the formulations of the curriculum can play
a role in strengthening the democracy.

In RE questions of ethics and values are central and this becomes a more
complex task with increasing pluralism in Swedish society: Hartman formulates
the dilemma as follows: “How should we, as part of a mandatory united school
system and in a society characterized by increasing pluralism, teach in and on
matters of wotldvieww character”? (Hartman, 2000, p. 238, own translation).**
Franck (2008) argues that RE has the potential to be a forum for inter-cultural
communicative dialogue even if this means that a number of tensions arise
which teaching cannot sidestep. These tensions can be found in the very aim of
the subject in the syllabus:

Teaching in the subject of religion should aim at helping students broaden,
deepen and develop knowledge of religions, outlooks on life and ethical
standpoints, and where applicable different interpretations of these.
Knowledge and understanding of Christianity and its traditions are of special
importance since this tradition has nurtured the values underpinning the

2 Testahuney (1999) does not discuss fundamental values per se, but argues that education can be
described in terms of a mono-cultural and ethnocentric project.

24 Upper secondary school is in theory not mandatory, but 98% of all teenagers attend one of the 18
national programs, and RE is a mandatory subject. Therefore, the dilemma expressed above is as
relevant in upper secondary school.
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foundations of Swedish society. Teaching should take as its starting point a
view of society characterized by openness regarding lifestyle, outlooks on life,
differences between people, and also give students the opportunity to
develop preparedness for understanding and living in a society characterized
by diversity. Students should also be given the opportunity to discuss how
the relationship between religion and science can be interpreted and under-
stood, regarding, for example, questions about creation and evolution.

Teaching should lead to students developing knowledge of how people's
moral attitudes can be understood on the basis of religions and outlooks on
life. They should be given the opportunity to reflect on and analyse people's
values and beliefs, and thus develop respect and understanding for different
ways of thinking and living. Teaching should also give students the
opportunity to analyse and assess how religion can relate, amongst other
things, to ethnicity, gender, sexuality and socio-economic background
(Skolverket, 2011a).

In the quote above, it is clear that the subject moves within the fields of tension
concerning pluralism and is to handle precisely the challenges that a pluralistic
society entails. While the Christian heritage and its impact on Swedish society
are distinctively formulated, the teaching is to be based on the premise of

openness to different views.

Summary of the history of RE in Sweden

Using Grimmits’ (1987) terms, Swedish RE developed during the twentieth
century to become a subject that included teaching and learning about religions
as well as teaching and learning from religions, but not 7 religions. The
development of the subject of RE during the 1900s can be described as
progressing from a subject of both educational and fostering character as well
as a subject with a societal conservation function to become a subject of
individual liberation and societal analysis and mirroring. In the Lpo 94
(Skolverket, 2006b) and Lpt 94 (Skolverket, 2006a) RE can be characterized as
being more focused on individual and community development as ethics and

the relation between individuals and society became a more prominent theme

(Olivestam, 2000).

Pupils reflect individually and in groups on what it entails to be tolerant
towards different people's ways of viewing life. Pupils argue for their own
way of interpreting the meaning of life with respect for the rights of others’
interpretation of the meaning of life (Skolverket, 2000a, own translation).
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In the current curriculum, Lgr 11 (Skolverket, 2011c) and Lgy 11 (Skolverket,
2011b), the personality development elements have been toned down in the
syllabus for RE (Skolverket, 2011a, 2011d) in favour of facts about religion and
the role of religion in society (Bjorlin, 2011; Selander, 2011). In summary, the
development of RE in compulsory school can be described as stemming from
pure teaching of the Lutheran Protestant faith to the teaching of Christianity
(1919), the study of Christianity (1962), the study of religion (1969) and ending
in the teaching about religion and life issues (1980, 1994). Willaime (2007) and
Tomasson (2002) point out that RE in the Swedish schools is a good example
of how secularization has become increasingly widespread in a country, and
perhaps even contributed to it.

One question is whether RE throughout history can be regarded as one
subject, or several? Goodson, Anstead, and Mangan (1998), highlight that there
is a tendency to over-emphasize historical continuity. It is at least possible to
perceive RE before the 1960s with its strong confessional element as essentially
different from the contemporary Swedish subject of RE. The table in Appendix
1 tries to summarize the development of the subject of RE in the grammar

school that eventually evolved into the present upper secondary school.

The development of upper secondary school

It is not easy to follow the course taken of a school subject in different school
types as over the years there have existed parallel and overlapping types of
schools. Is it possible to talk about the same subject when the aims and contexts
vary to such a great extent?

Upper secondary school [Swedish: gymnasium| was originally a school to
which only the privileged elite had access. Upper Secondary Schools were
established in the seventeenth century and originally had a close connection to
the existing cathedral schools and later on so called #rzvial schools. The training given
at these early schools resembled the university education with disputations and
it was possible to take a degree in philosophy or theology. In 1649 the Swedish
government stated that that there should be three different school types: Trivial
schools, upper secondary schools and universities. Under this reform education

of priest were moved to the university. Trivial school comprised four years, and

% For a similar overview of the development of RE in the early Folk school and the compulsory
school, see Hartmann, 2000. Because until 1962 there existed a “parallel school system”, some of the
school forms were partly overlapping and the table should be read with this in mind.
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could be extended two years with more practical and commercial-oriented
training, so called Apologist Class. Upper secondary school had its position
between the Trivial school and university. Latin and Catechism were the main
subjects, but gradually more classical subjects such as Greek, Hebrew, theology,
history and poetry were introduced. Modern languages, practice-oriented
mathematics and science were first added into the Apologist classes, but were
then gradually introduced into upper secondary schools. In 1849 Trivial
schools, Apologist classes and upper secondary schools were merged into one
organization, the so-called grammar schools [Swedish: /iroverk], but the
organization of the different types of schools and progression in the school
system are partly unclear (Florin & Johansson, 1993; Hartman, 2005).
Throughout the nineteenth century, there was a lively debate on the position of
classical education in relation to more utilitarian-oriented knowledge and
between the classical languages versus the modern languages. The result was a
division into different programs where the students could choose a
specialization between a more science-oriented program and the more classical
Bildung-oriented program. Gradually the possibility to opt out of certain subjects
increased. In 1842 the government introduced a law [Swedish: folkskolestadgan]
(SES 1842:19) that required each municipality and parish to offer all children
education, and in 1909 a “middle school” was established, which meant a total
of 6 years of compulsory schooling. With the passing of the school charter of
1905, grammar school [Swedish: Ziroverk] was divided into higher and lower
schools [Swedish: realskola) in which the lower part was based on the first three
years of elementary school. In theory this meant that it was possible for children
of non-privileged families to advance in the educational system. This reform
also allowed for coeducation, which meant that girls were admitted to secondary
school. In 1928 it was stated that the lower part of grammar school [Swedish:
realskola) or girls' school were entry requirements for upper secondary school
studies. In 1962 the parallel school system with elementary school, secondary
school and grammar schools was abolished and a 9-year comprehensive school
was introduced. Vocational training had traditionally been handled by the guilds
or industry, but in 1964 vocational education in so-called fackskolor was
incorporated into the general upper secondary school. Until 1994, the
vocational courses were part of a two-year program while the preparatory
programs for higher education comprised three or four years of study. Today,
all programs comprise three years and by choosing certain courses, a vocational

program might lead to eligibility for higher education, even if this possibility
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was limited with the current curricula of Lgyll (Skolverket 2011b). So from
being a theological seminary for the elite only, upper secondary school today is
attended by 98% of all students, distributed among the 18 national programs:
twelve vocational programs and six preparatory programs for higher education
(Arfwedson & Arfwedson, 2002; Korp, 2006; Lundgren, 1989; Lundgren, Salj6
& Liberg, 2012; Richardson, 2010; Skolverket, 2011b; Thelin, 1981).

RE in comprehensive school and upper secondary
school

Is there any difference between the subject of Religious Education in
compulsory school compared to the subject of RE at upper secondary school?
When the subject is discussed debaters rarely differentiate between the different
types of schools. However, the different types of schools have had to adapt to
different conditions, for example how to conduct teaching in terms of time
available, and the age of the students. RE-teaching of older pupils originally had
clearer links to a school whose main purpose was to provide an education for
the clergy while the purpose of teaching younger children was to be educational
and fostering. With the educational reform of 1905, the primary school was
established for young children and secondary and upper secondary school for
older children. At grammar school, university-educated teachers of different
disciplines taught the different subjects. These teachers were almost exclusively
male (Florin & Johansson, 1993). This contributed to the fact that the university
discipline had a stronger impact on education for older students than younger
ones.*

Reforms of RE have caused heated public debates, whether they concerned
changes in compulsory school or in upper secondary school. Still it seems that
commentators in the 1960s found it somewhat easier to accept changes in upper
secondary school than in primary school, for example when the name of the
subject changed to Religious Education [Swedish: religionskunskap), or it was
decided that the subject was to be non-confessional (Algotsson, 1975). The
debate when writing the current RE syllabus mainly concerned whether

26 Originally teachers of all levels in the school system were men. Women were admitted as teachers
primarily for younger children, but were excluded from teaching boys in secondary schools until
1918. After a hard struggle led by female academics, unmarried women were allowed to be appointed
to senior lecturer or lecturer at a grammar school. Classroom teachers in primary schools, preferably
female teachers, were educated at teacher-training seminaries and not at the universities (Florin &
Johansson, 1993).
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Christianity should be mentioned explicitly, thus having a special status, or if
the formulation that the subject should deal with “world religions” would be
enough. Again, a distinction was not made in the debate between the subject in
primary school or in upper secondary school. In the final version, Christianity
is specifically mentioned both in the syllabus for comprehensive school and

upper secondary school:

Through teaching in the subject of Religious Education the pupils shall be
given the opportunity to develop their ability to analyse Christianity, other
religions and worldviews and different interpretations and practices within
these (Skolverket, 2011c, own translation).

Teaching in the course should cover the following core content: Christianity,
the other world religions and different outlooks on life, their characteristics
and how they are expressed by individuals and groups in the present, in
Sweden and the world (Skolverket, 2011a).

The syllabi for RE in 1994 and 2011 - a comparison

As participant observations were conducted during the school-year of 2011-
2012 when the curricula for Lgy 11 (including a new RE syllabus) was
introduced, participant observations were made both at lessons where the
teaching was to be organised according to Lpf 94 and Lgy 11, the two syllabi
will here be compared. According to the National Agency of Education there
are few changes in the subject between the two syllabi.

It is somewhat problematic to compare Re 1201 (Skolverket, 2000a) with
the Religion 1 (Skolverket, 2011a)?” as they ate formulated to describe what
students should be able to know in two different grading systems. Both operate
within the framework of goal-related grading criteria for the different levels, but
Re 1201 (Skolverket, 2000a) starts with a number of goals that students must
attain and is then followed by the criteria for Pass [Godkdnd — G|, Pass with
Distinction |Val Godkdnd — VG| and Pass with Excellent Distinction [Mycket 1/l

27'The curriculum consists of one general part. The present curricula (Lgy 11) have for example four
main sections: core values and tasks, overall goals and guidelines, goals for all national programs and
upper secondary school subjects. All subjects have a specific syllabus. In Lpf 94, the syllabus is
structured based on aim, goals to strive for, the character and structure of the subject, goals the
student is to achieve and assessment criteria. The mandatory course of RE in Lpf 94 is named
Knowledge of religion A [Religionskunskap A| and has the code Re 7207. In Lgy 11, the syllabus is
structured based on aim, core content and knowledge requirements for different marks. The
mandatory course of RE in Lgy 11 is named Knowledge of religion 1 [Religionskunskap 1] and has the code
RELREILOT.
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godkdnd- M17G). The link between objectives and grading criteria is not entirely
clear. There are, for example, content and abilities in the criteria not specitied
in the objectives. To obtain a VG, the student must have reached the criteria
for G, and an MVG student must have reached the criteria for G and VG. The
syllabus for Religion 1 (Skolverket, 2011a) has a design in which “overall aims”
are stated and then it presents a list labelled “core content” which is intended
to shape the content of teaching. Then the criteria for the marks E, C and A
follow, where A is the highest. To get the mark D, the criteria for E have to be
achieved and the “predominant” part of C criteria, and to get a B, all of the C-
criteria have to be attained and most of part A requirements. The criteria do
not have the character of a list, but should be the basis of an overall assessment
of the pupil’s knowledge (Skolverket, 2011a). The same factual content is
involved at all levels, but the pupil demonstrates that he or she can engage with
the content at different levels of quality. For a comparison between the two
syllabi concerning content and skills, see Appendix 2.

In sum, world religions and worldviews, how they are expressed and ethical
models are the core of both courses. Religion 1 more cleatly emphasizes the
importance of religion as a social phenomenon than Re 1201, which instead
emphasizes the pupil’s own reflections, understanding and position. In Re 1201
the declared objective is understanding: “The pupil presents knowledge of
Christianity and other world religions and outlooks on life that enhance
understanding of different lifestyles among people in the pupil’s immediate
surroundings” (From the criteria for Pass, Re 1201, own translation, Skolverket,
2000a) and the student must take a personal stance. Several criteria are value-
related rather than knowledge-related, for example as the pupil must respect
other people's interpretation of life to get MVG: “The pupil argues for her/his
own way of interpreting the meaning of life with respect for the rights of others
to their interpretation” (From the criteria for Pass with excellent distinction, Re
1201, my own translation, Skolverket, 2000a). In Religion 1 the pupil’s analytical
skills rather than personal development are at the centre. This can be seen as a
return to the syllabus of the 1960's, with its emphasis on learning about rather
than from religions. The pupils are to present interpretations, perspectives, draw
valid conclusions about different relationships, but the student's relationship to
facts is not subject to assessment. However, a new theme has been introduced
- faith and science, and the teaching shall include different views of the relation
between religion and science in the public debate. In Re 1201 there is also a
gender dimension that addresses the relationship between the sexes with
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respect to religion. In Religion 1 the intersectional perspective is articulated
more distinctively as religion in relation to ethnicity, and sexuality and socio-
economic status are explicitly mentioned as part of the core content. The course
must also include teaching about how identity is created in relation to religion
and how matters relating to views on the meaning of life are made present in
written sources, as well as in traditions and historical and contemporary events.

The National Agency for Education declares that the subject at upper
secondary school has not undergone very large changes compared with the
previous curriculum, apart from the fact that religion in contemporary society
is emphasized more, and historical aspects are included in the compulsory
school curriculum. There is also an intersectional perspective and new content

involving faith and science.

Previous research

In the present study the social construction of the subject is perceived as an
interplay between articulations of teachers and students concerning the content.
Neither students nor teachers enter the classroom as a tabula rasa but have
experiences, impressions and opinions influencing the classroom discourses. In
this sense the classroom is part of society and discourses prevalent in other
arenas becomes thus part of the classroom discourse. Thus this section will
highlight research contributing to the understanding of how young people deal
with, position themselves and manoeuvre in the religious pluralistic landscape.
As mentioned in the introduction, there are few studies focusing on the
classroom of RE which makes it even more important to elucidate what we do
know about this field in order to develop knowledge within the field of
Religious Education didaktik and a systematic review of classroom research
within RE has been undertaken.

The religious landscape

How do young people in today's society perceive and talk about religion? How
do migration, globalization and secularization influence young peoples’
attitudes to religion? This study's focus is to describe the school subject of RE,
and previous sections pointed to the fact that subjects must be understood in
relation to their historical, political, social and religious contexts. This section
aims to describe some aspects of the religious landscape and young people's
perceptions and attitudes towards religion based on research in the field that
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constitutes the context of RE. In descriptions of religiosity in the Western
world, not least in Sweden, secularization is a concept that has been used in
order to describe the changes society has undergone. However, the concept is
contested and scholars disagree on what it means and whether it is a useful
concept to describe and understand religiosity in contemporary society.
Therefore I begin this section with a brief summary of different perspectives
on the concept of secularity before I go into research concerning the attitudes

of young people towards religion.

Secularity and pluralism

Sweden is often referred to as one of the most secularized countries in the world
not least by Swedes themselves (af Burén, 2015; Thurfjell, 2015; Zuckerman,
2009). In the academic debate on secularity it is emphasized that secularity can
mean slightly different things. In sum, secularity can be characterized as a
transformation process in which secular institutions are increasingly taking over
previously religiously dominated tasks such as education, healthcare and social
security. It can also be described as a decline in religious beliefs and religiously
motivated acts and a separation of religion from the public sphere into the
private (Cassanova, 2003; Dobbelaire, 2009; Taylor, 2007). In this sense, the
expansion of the welfare state, where the state stands as the patron of citizen
security can be seen as one major cause of secularization. In a secular society
religion and politics are separated and scientific knowledge is considered the
only source of valid knowledge. According to the secular rationale, people
should manage their lives based on rational principles (Davie, 2007).

Bruce (1996) recognizes individualism to be of crucial importance to the
secularization process. He sees the Lutheran Reformation as the starting point
for increased rationality and individualism, which undermined the collective
religious beliefs. Other studies argue that secularity does not mean that religion
disappears, but rather that it reduces the influence of religious thinking; religious
practices and religious institutions in society at large, i.e. the role of religion is
diminishing (Demerath III, 2007). In trying to understand what aspects have
changed, Hervieu-Léger (2000) highlights the significance of language, as she
describes religion as “chains of memories” that relate the individual to
traditions. She argues that the quest for meaning has not decreased, but that
secularization has entailed a breakage of the chain of collective memory due to

modernity, fragmentation and individualization. Secularization thus involves a
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kind of collective loss of memory where fewer and fewer individuals share the
same interpretation of symbols and language to talk about religious phenomena.

Others emphasize the importance of pluralism® to understand
secularization (Berger, 1969; Taylor, 2007). Berger (1969) coined the phrase
“the sacred canopy”. This refers to the systems of meaning that protect
individuals by providing context and meaning. In a secular society competing
meaning systems emerge, and the plurality of meaning-systems in itself
contributes to secularization. Davie (2007) states that although pluralism can
obviously have different consequences, pluralism affects how we think at a
fundamental level. In a society where there are no established truths,
individuals must make their own decisions about how to relate to different
traditions. Unlike in a non- pluralistic society (if there ever was such a thing?),
all people have to choose and this could of course mean that some opt out of
religion as their sacred canopy. Taylor (2007) underlines the multitude and
plurality of choices as one of the most crucial and important aspect of secularity:
“The shift to secularity in this sense consists, among other things, of a move
from a society where belief in God is unchallenged and indeed, unproblematic,
to one in which it is understood to be one option among others, and frequently
not the easiest to embrace” (Taylor, 2007, p. 3). No matter what aspects of
secularization one chooses to emphasize, secularization affects what to define
as religious and not (Asad, Brown, Butler & Mahmood, 2013).

In recent times the concept “postsecular” has been coined in order to
describe changes in contemporary society where the role and function of
religion in the public sphere has been transformed, but not in the way that the
enlightenment and modernistic theories of secularisation expected. To refute
and nuance theories of secularisation postsecularism is used to point to the
empirical fact that religions have not disappeared, neither as a private
interpretation of the meaning of life, nor in the public realm as predicted by
secularisation theorists. The expression “the new visibility of religion” seems to
be used interchangeably to grasp the social and political changes in the wake of
increasing globalisation, migration and thus growing diversity within societies

28 Pluralism can be used as a descriptive concept, trying to grasp varieties in background and views
in various contexts. The concept can also be used normatively and thus associate pluralism with
positive values attributed to religious diversity (cf. Beckford, 2014; Skeie, 2002). A premise in this
thesis is that the contemporary world is characterized by increasing pluralism in the sense that
different views and worldvies, religious as well as non-religious, coesxist within society, and the
concept is thus used descriptevly.
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and the development of media through which attention in the last decades is
brought to religion as a social and political phenomenon. Postsecularism is also
used to mark the development of numerous parallel interpretations, which
might include a religious/spiritual dimension or not — it is up to the individual
to decide and thus gives way to a certain degree of relativism. Habermas uses
the concept in a normative way and sees mutual recognition between religious
and non-religious individuals as a prerequisite for handling differences and
diversity in a pluralistic society (Catlsson & Thalén, 2015). Sigurdson (2009)
perceives the postsecular turn as a change in how to understand the present
where the religious and the secular can’t be separated but constitute a hybrid.
Both aspects of secularity, postsecularity and pluralism might be possible to
prove or rebut empirically, but they nevertheless all comprise imaginaries of the
contemporary and thus influence the conversation about religion(s) and the

secular in the RE-classroom.

Youths, secularization, pluralism and individualism

How do teenagers manoeuvre in this pluralistic secularized landscape? Here
studies concerning religion and youth from Europe and the USA will be
presented. Knauth, Jozsa, Bertram-Troost & Ipgrave (2008)* discern two
opposing trends — on the one hand, secularization is spreading in the sense that
religion is becoming less socially significant. On the other hand, there are signs
that participation in religious rites such as church services in Pentecostal
churches in England are on the increase. There are findings suggesting that
religion is becoming more privatized. For example, in a study of Russian
adolescents, only 2% reported that they attended religious services, but 50%
believed in God (Bertram-Troost, Ipgrave, Jozsa & Knauth, 2008). This can be
seen as evidence that Davie (2007) is right when she says that the religious
change that took place during the 1900s can be described as people believing
without belonging to a specific group. The main conclusion from their study is
that the pluralism as a societal phenomenon really has won acceptance in the

new generation and there is a great awareness that there are a large number of

2 This study done by Knauth et al. (ed.) (2008) was part of the REDCo-project: Religion in Education.
A contribution to Dialogue or a factor of Conflict in transforming societies of European Countries (REDCo), which
was an EU-funded project between 2006-2009, aimed to increase knowledge about religion in the
educational sector. Participating countries were Germany, Spain, Norway, Estonia, France, the
Netherlands, Russia and England (REDCo, 2013).
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competing religions and conceptions of reality (Bertram-Troost et al., 2008;
Davie, 2007).

Obviously an enormous variation of ideas appear within a generation - there
are adolescents to whom religion is a central part of their worldview that
characterizes their daily lives, and there are young people for whom religion
plays no role whatsoever, and all varieties in between these positions. Madge et
al. (2013) classified attitudes of young people towards religion into four
categories: Strict Adberents to whom religion and tradition were central to their
lives; Flexible Adberents to whom faith was important, but who adapted beliefs
and practices in relation to the circumstances and also prioritized other things
in lite; Pragmatists who saw religion as important but did not strongly identify
with their faith; Bystanders for whom religion was unimportant. But regardless
of category it was crucial to emphasize that religiosity was an expression of
personal agency and an active personal choice. Some young people in the
Knauth et al. (2008) study described religion in a personal subjective way, while
others saw it more as a social phenomenon. Even if they belonged to the latter
category, however, they perceived religion as a way of viewing life that they
either embraced or were critical towards. To have a personal faith, a faith in
God, ideas about life after death, paradise, salvation, and the belief that the
world was created by a divine force, were perceived as relevant issues by the
young people in the study, and many also reported that they had had their own
religious experiences. Many stated that religion gave them comfort, support,
strength, and moral guidance to distinguish between good and evil. Religion
offered a sense of belonging, the feeling that they were part of a larger context,
and a sense of fellowship and group affiliation. But there was also a large group
of young people who stated that religion did not play any role in their lives
(Knauth et al., 2008). Demographic changes related to migration and increasing
ethnic, cultural and religious diversity influence how young people relate to and
identify with religious traditions.

The image of a pluralistic Europe where a large group of the teenagers can
be described as secular was confirmed in the quantitative REDCo study (Valk,
Bertram-Troost, Friederici & Béraud, 2009). Most secular is Estonia, where
only 15% describe themselves as believers, while almost two thirds in Germany
and Spain consider themselves believers. Between 10-20% of young people in
the study described themselves as Muslims, while other religious affiliations,
such as Judaism, Hinduism, Sikhism, New Age, etc. are too small to be evident
statistically. Basically the qualitative data that emerged in the previous study is
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confirmed in a quantitative study (Valk et al., 2009). The facts that many young
people lack experience of religious practice and that the family is the most
important source of knowledge and experience of religion were confirmed. It
was also shown that most teenagers do not talk about religion very often. The
question of whether they have a religious identity or not is not easy to answer
as this concept has different meanings. It is clear that organized religion does
not appear to be particularly attractive in the eyes of young people, but this
rejection of religion does not necessarily entail a clear atheistic stance. Between
30-40 per cent of the teenagers believed there is a higher power that in different
ways has control over various events. Many believe that religion has played an
important role in history, and some identify themselves as part of a Christian
culture. For one group, religion is very important to their everyday lives, and
this group is dominated by Muslims and charismatic Christians (Valk et al.,
2009).

Individualism and religion as a personal, active choice is stressed in several
studies. Flory and Miller (2010) conducted an interview study in an American
context and discerned a number of characteristic features of post-boomers’
positions in relation to religion (the age group which is currently around 30-40
years old). They perceive religion as a choice, not an imperative. Religious labels
are not particularly important for this group and a large majority are fairly
tolerant of other beliefs and appreciate religious pluralism. The post-boomers
take a sceptical stance towards external religious authorities and hierarchies and
see religiosity less as a fixed set of beliefs than a search for religious experiences
and higher values. The central concerns are authenticity, honesty and openness,
rather than religious authorities. They have no problem with being eclectic in
religious terms, and many create their own hybrid of religious beliefs. The post-
boomers want to change the world, and highlight that religion must denounce
and work against injustice and inequality. They are truly postmodernist and take
a sceptical stance towards all claims to universal, eternal truths, as everything

depends on the perspective from which something is described.

Family, friends and media —influences on young people's religions beliefs

The factor that has the greatest impact on young people's religiosity is the family
— if the family is religious, the likelihood that a young person identifies as a
believer in any sense is much larger than if the family is non-religious (Bertram-
Troost et al., 2008; Madge et al., 2013). Day (2011) conducted a study in the
British context and concludes that social affiliation, not religion, is central for
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meaning, morality and “transcendence”, even to young people who identify as
Christians. Being Christian in Day’s (2011) study is more of an ethnic
identification than a religious one. School (and not only RE), friends and media
are other influential factors. The non-religious young people build their
understanding of religion on mass media and to some extent school education.
That such a large group of young people in Sweden do not have any personal
experience of what religion can mean, has implications for how young people
understand the concept of religion and related issues (Sjoborg, 2012;
Torstenson-Ed, 2003).

Rejection of religion can also be seen as a question of the younger generation
questioning the hegemonic older generation. Kanuth et al. (2008) conclude that
young people describe their treligious/non-religious affiliation not only as a
repudiation of their parents' beliefs, but also in terms of representing a new
generation that rejects out-dated religious beliefs and religious oppression.
Friends and youth culture are more important for young people's opinions than
for previous generations. In several countries in the REDCo-study it was found
that religion is not something young people talk about and their social
environment of friends is characterized by a sceptical approach towards
religious ideas - to be religious is simply not cool and not associated with status.
It is also possible to discern a view of religion as something you can consume
or abstain from if you want, as you might turn to God, for example during life
crises.

Islam comes across as a special case among religions in several studies, and
the image of Islam and Muslims often appears one-dimensional. In their
research on the complexity and variability of Islam, Otterbeck and Hallin (2010)
illustrate the great varation in interpretations and attitudes, as well as the
importance religion has to a group of young adult Muslims in Sweden and
Denmark. In a study carried out in Norway, von der Lippe (2011) shows that
young people position themselves in relation to discourses of religion and
diversity which include themes such as: immigration as frightening, immigration
leading to increased crime, the Islamization of society, the Muslim terrorist,
Islam and Muslims as a homogenous group, and the norm of Norwegians being
white. These discourses influence perceptions of religion in general and Islam
in particular, regardless of whether the young person in the study was a Muslim
or not. One of many interesting differences between Christians and Muslims
was that Christians often played down their Christian identity in secular
contexts, mentioning that they were afraid of being teased and many of the
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Christians described themselves as ambivalent in their Christian identity. They
used, for example, expressions such as “jiggle Christian”, “Christian now and
then”, “very light Christian”, “occasional Christian”; “a bit Christian”. Being a
Muslim, which for many believers encompasses visible markers such as clothing
and food rules, was not described in the same ambivalent terms, even though
Islam in many communities has strong negative associations. Young people
with experience of migration (self or parents) and who belonged to a minority
group, to a greater extent expressed that religion was important in their lives
(Ipgrave & Bertram Troost, 2008).

In a European comparison there are significant differences in experience
between different countries, but also within the countries in terms of experience
of heterogeneity and pluralism (cultural, ethnic, religious, etc.) (Jozsa &
Friederici, 2008). However, a clear dichotomy between believers and non-
believers is found in all countries. Those who discuss religion are often those
who themselves have a faith - but this also depends on the context in which
they live and if their friends share their interest in religious matters. Students
who attend schools where different religions are represented discuss religion to
a greater extent than students in more homogeneous schools, but there must
be a “critical mass” represented for the discussion to take place. Reasons for
students not to discuss issues related to religion were that they thought it was
boring, irrelevant, that they did not believe in God or did not believe that they
are helped in their lives through religion. Other reasons may be that it was
thought of as uncool, fear of being teased, or that religion is a sensitive issue
and can activate conflicts. In Spain, religion was perceived as a “girly” topic,
which is why guys rarely discussed the issue. In Estonia and Russia young
people say they do not discuss the issue because they did not know much about
religion, which can be a legacy from the socialist era. Young people across
Europe perceive religion as a private matter - in France the school based on the
principle of /aitité is perceived a public place, which is why religion should not
be discussed there. Young believers in France often discuss religion with others
who share their faith. These young people talk about specific matters of faith,
while non-believing young people (if they talk about religion) to a greater extent
take up issues identified in the media such as fundamentalism, terrorism, and
the papal elections. In Russia and Estonia more questions have the nature of
philosophical and existential reasoning (Jozsa & Friederici, 2008).

A large group of adolescents in the REDCo-study (Kanuth et al., 2008) lack

personal religious experience, and it is clear that young people understood the
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subject very differently. When describing their experiences of religion and
related matters the positive experience dominated and often involved taking
part in religious ceremonies or meeting a believer. The negative experience
included experiences such as forced participation in a boring church service,
but more often opinions were of a more general kind with reference to media.
It is interesting that the positive attitudes are based on personal experiences,

while negative attitudes have a more general and abstract character.

Tolerance

The hypothesis that religious people are less tolerant and less open to dialogue
than non-believers was tested but not confirmed in the REDCo quantitative
study (Valk et al.,, 2009). On the contrary, the answers indicate that young
believers are more tolerant and interested in dialogue with people of different
faiths. Tolerance is something that was perceived as favourable by all, both
believers and non-believers. Also, the reason not to discuss religious issues
might not be intolerance — it is possibly due to the possibility that if one lacks a
personal faith one might not have enough knowledge or language to talk about
these issues. Young believers expressed that they had great interest in discussing
religious matters (Valk et al., 2009). Madge et al. (2013) argue that the discourse
of tolerance and respect for liberal individualism that they found in their study,
serves as a unifying “glue” of society in a durkheimian sense.

Many express that they want to learn what religion means (learning about
religion). However, a majority do not want to receive teaching about religion,
at least not in school. Based on students' responses, it is difficult to determine
if the school subject of RE contributed to paving the way for diversity, tolerance
and dialogue, which to a great extent depends on the fact that teaching is
designed so differently in the different countries. An interesting result from
Germany is that it does not seem to be the teaching per se that had the greatest
influence on tolerance, but the experience of personal contacts and meeting
people from different backgrounds in the classroom that matters most. A
segregated society and not least a segregated school-system, where people of
different backgrounds are separated and never interact, has a crucial, negative
impact on the development of tolerance and respect (Valk et al., 2009).

When comparing the REDCOo-countries Béraud (2009) concludes that
individuals who belong to a religious minority, for example Muslims or
charismatic Christians in France, can be described as being the most openly
positive towards diversity and dialogue. Dialogue is seen positively by everyone,
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but many believe that it is not enough to guarantee a peaceful coexistence.
When students were asked about what is needed for a peaceful coexistence,
knowledge tops the list followed by common interests, having a joint project,
doing things together and personal contacts. Many express a vision and ideals
of tolerance, but at the same time many young people never meet people of
different religious, cultural or socioeconomic backgrounds, which means that
their ideals are not tested in practice (Valk et al., 2009).

An overwhelming majority of respondents believe that it is possible to live
together in peaceful coexistence despite belonging to different ethnic and
religious groups (Béraud, 2009). The keywords are described as tolerance and
respect. It is possible to discern a different attitude depending on whether you
are discussing pluralism in macro-, mezzo- or micro-level; on an abstract macro
level almost all people are positive. At the mezzo-level, it appears that certain
groups, such as “extremists” and some specific religious practices are perceived
as obstacles to a peaceful coexistence. On the individual micro level there are
many concrete examples showing that it is possible and rewarding to live in a
pluralistic society, and they mention friends, neighbours, classmates, and trips
to foreign places. When it comes to the most private, however, in the form of
inter-religious marriages, many people believe that it is too difficult. Possible
conflicts are identified between different religious groups, not between religious
and non-religious people. Religious pluralism is seen as positive in the sense
that everyone has an opportunity to choose their own life. The prerequisite for
pluralism is sharing some basic values such as tolerance and mutual respect
(Jozsa & Friederici, 2008).

Studies from the Swedish context are consistent with European and
American research. Risenfors (2011) suggests that the discourse of tolerance
and the importance of respecting other people's beliefs, that many young people
adhere to in theory, may conceal a great deal of disinterest and indifference -
they are simply not very curious about other people's beliefs. She describes
these attitudes as discourses of tolerance and consensus. The tolerance
discourse plays the role of a hegemonic discourse in which differences are

downplayed, and the pupils express an endeavour to reach consensus.

A distant relation - Swedish youth and religion

The image emerging in research about the relationship between Swedish youth
and religion does not differ to a very large extent from the picture above. In
both quantitative (L6vheim & Bromander, 2012; Sjéborg, 2012) and qualitative
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studies (von Bromssen, 2003, 2009, 2012; Risenfors, 2011) of how young
people view religion, a picture of an essentially individualized and privatized
religiosity emerges. The concept of religion has partially been emptied of its
traditional content. In the school context, talk about religion is more about
other people and their religions. Religion is not important in many young
people's lives, compared to other things (Lovheim & Bromander, 2012), and
being religious is not regarded as especially “cool” and is even considered out-
dated (von Bromssen, 2009, 2012). In interviews about meaning making with
young adults Gustavsson (2013) also concludes that individualism and the
personal life-project are central in the minds of her interviewees. She
distinguishes a realist, a spiritual and what she calls “a third” position in relation
to existential questions where the third position oscillates between a religious
and a non-religious interpretation of the meaning of life. Also af Burén (2015)
points to the fact that a large group cannot be described as either religious or
secular, but encompass positions that go beyond this binary categorization and
embrace seemingly contradictory views such as being partly Buddhist, Christian,
atheist or something else simultaneously. She uses the word “semi-secular” to
describe this position.

A clear majority (60%) of the Swedish young people define themselves as
non-religious, 32% see themselves as part of a Christian tradition, and 6% as
part of the Muslim tradition (Lévheim & Bromander, 2012; Sjéborg, 2012).
There is a sharp distinction between how believers of different affiliations look
upon religion compared to those who don’t perceive themselves as believers.
Migration and ethnicity seems to be an important factor in understanding the
differences in how young people think and perceive religion. von Bromssens
(2003) study highlights the ethnification of religion in the talk of teenagers.
Religion was attributed to the “Ethnic Other” by pupils born in Sweden, who
had parents born in Sweden, while they mainly associated being Swedish with
having no religion. To pupils born outside Sweden or with a parent born outside
Sweden, religion to a higher degree entailed part of their identity. These
imaginaries in these different groups contributed to a situation in school where
pupils with different backgrounds, self-perceptions and views of religion “met
without meeting” and reinforced prejudices and stereotypical images of “the
Other”. Sj6borgs (2012) quantitative study points in the same direction and
shows that ethnicity, religion, gender but even class-background (in terms of
parents educational background and program at upper secondary school)
affected how students related to the subject of RE. Those who choose to define
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themselves as religious emphasize that this is a result of their own conscious
and active choice and the importance of positioning themselves in this way. In
Sjoborg’s (2012) study, religiosity of “the Other” is however to a larger extent
described as an expression of culture, tradition or oppression.

In the study by von Bromssen (2012) differences in approaches to religion
emerge between different schools, but also between different educational
programs in upper secondary school. For students who did not position
themselves as believers, religion was talked about as a private matter that was
neither important nor particularly “cool”. If religion was discussed, it was rather
as a cultural phenomenon, which in itself could help the individual to endure,
but could also be dangerous at a group and societal level and be a source of
conflict and war. Students argued that RE contributed to their knowledge so
that they were better able to understand and criticize religions. In the Science
programme [Swedish: Naturvetenskapsprogrammei], issues of faith and science
were often discussed and the scientific discourse was completely hegemonic.
Students who held a different opinion in these matters didn’t express this in
class for fear of getting lower marks. Students in the Nursing programme
[Swedish: Omwardnadsprogrammed] discussed religion from a somewhat different
perspective, which was more related to issues of cultural encounters and ethical
dilemmas in health care.

To summarize this section — in both Swedish, European and American
research a context emerges where many youths live in a pluralistic context and
encounter people of different background on a daily basis. Religion is, however,
seldom the topic of discussion among youths, and when religion is discussed in
school the research seems to indicate that it is generally constructed in a
distanced way, as something associated with “the Other”. Religion has become
one of many choices, not something unquestionable. Religions appear in many
contexts as out-dated, and individualism seems to be an overriding principle
and value. Different discourses of religion dwell side by side and some concepts
such as religion and tolerance seem to be floating signifiers that have different
meaning in different contexts and groups. This study does not focus on the
views of young people per se but on the social construction of RE in the
classroom. The subject is, however, seen as constructed in the classroom in the
interplay between students, teachers and content because the perceptions of

students also affect the construction of the subject.
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Classroom Research

As mentioned eatlier, research on Religious Education comprises several
scientific fields and has its roots in both educational science and fields
concerning aspects of school subjects and subject-matter didaktik but also the
disciplines of religious studies and theology. Classroom research has undergone
various phases and trends with various areas of focus, methods and theories. In
overviews of educational research (cf. Gordon, Holland & Lahelma 2007
LeCompte, 2009; Sahlstrom, 2008) the eatly classroom research is described as
mainly focused on external behaviour dominated by quantitative approaches.
In the last few decades, qualitative approaches that seek to contextualize
learning have gained more influence. Themes that have dominated classroom
research have been, for example, analyses of classroom rules for turn-taking
(Initiation-Response-Evaluation, IRE), who dominates «class room
conversation, and students' (lack of) influence in the classroom. More
sociologically and ethnographically inspired research has focused on various
aspects of gender, class and power, and the classroom as an arena to maintain
power structures in soclety. International as well as Swedish research in
educational science seems to move towards various aspects of learning and to
be more oriented towards research aimed at developing the classroom practice
and promote students’ learning (The Swedish Research Council, 2014). When
it comes to subject-related classroom studies focusing on the content of
subjects and learning, studies on language learning, mathematics and science
dominate (Sahlstrém, 2008). Classroom studies in other subjects, such as RE,
are in comparison extremely few (Johnsson Harrie, 2011; Osbeck, 2006, 2012).

Religious Education and Classroom™ - a systematic review

In order to somehow gain an overview of international research and thus the
current state of knowledge related to RE, with a special focus on research
concerning the classroom practice, I will here present the results from a

systematic review™ of recent reseatch in the field.”!

3 In the wake of the evidence-movement, systematic reviews of research are becoming more frequent even in
science education, although this is debated within the field (cf. Bohlin, 2010; Hammersley, 2007; Levinsson,
2013; Moon, Butcher & Bird, 2000). The present overview has followed the guidelines outlined in Eriksson
Barajas, Forsberg, & Wengstrom (2013).

31 One disadvantage with this kind of procedure, however, is that material published in the form of
books is not included why I want to account for themes in some central RE classroom studies from
the European and Nordic context: Within the framework of the REDCo-project classroom studies
with the aim of investigating what facilitates and obstructs dialogue in the classrooms (ter Avest,
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The words Religions Education and Classroom™ were used in the EBSCOhost
search engine that comprises multiple databases.> Of the 238 articles 129
concerned education in primary and secondary schools. Almost half of the
articles (n=109) were excluded because they dealt with, for example, higher
education or purely religious education by religious institutions outside the
compulsory school system. However, the remaining 129 articles were both from
confessional and non-confessional contexts, as the term Religious Education is
used for different formations of the subject. Upon perusal of the abstracts, 62
articles were assessed to be written based on a confessional RE basis, 52 articles
treated non-confessional and non-denominational RE and 15 just discussed the
issue of confessional education and dealt thus with both forms of RE. Here is
also the geographical spread and the contributions are largely characterized by
the conditions prevailing in the different countries for the school subject of RE.
An example of this is that most of the contributions from the UK (n=28),
where the non-confessional education dominates the publicly funded school
system, are articles refered to empirical material that involved schools that
offered non-confessional instruction (n=22), three that offered confessional
instruction, and three that offered neither. The 23 contributions from the
United States, where RE does not exist as a separate school subject in publicly
funded schools, 17 articles were categorized as confessional and these articles
were primarily based upon empirical material from religious schools. Moreover,
articles from FEuropean countries dominated, but all continents were
represented.

Jozsa, Knauth, Rosén & Skeie, 2009). Pluralism, individualism and the claim that the national
imaginary is related to Christianity even if one does not perceive oneself as religious, seem to be two
recurring themes (cf. Anker, 2011; Buchardt, 2008; Eriksen, 2010; Klingenberg, 2005; von der Lippe,
2009). Berglund’s (2009) classroom study is rare within the field of RE in that it focuses on the
content of teaching. Her study, however, concerns Islamic Religious Education (IRE) taught at
confessional Muslim schools.

32'The databases ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, Academic Search Elite, ERIC, Teacher
Reference Centre and Education Research Complete were selected. The search was limited to peet-
reviewed articles available in full text in English published in the last 10 years (2004-2014). The search
resulted in 373 hits: Education Research Complete (n=163), ERIC (n=118) Academic Search Elite
(n=79) ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials (n=13). When duplicates were removed 238
articles remained. The thesaurus terms that dominated were: Religious Education (n=147) Education
(n=43) freebies (n=39) Christian Education (n=30) curricula (courses of study) (n=29) learning
(n=29).
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Content analysis of abstracts

One result of the review of the 129 abstracts is that a clear majority of the
articles in different ways involve issues of RE in relation to societal religious
diversity and pluralism. How can teachers relate to and handle a pluralistic
society and classrooms that in different ways are characterized by diversity? (See
for example, Baumfield, 2007; Bender-Szymanski, 2012; Everington, 2014;
Everington, ter Avest, Bakker, & van der Want, 2011). How does this affect the
choice of teaching methods, selection of material? (ter Avest & Bakker, 2009;
Berglund, 2011; Green & Oldendorf, 2005; Parker-Jenkins & Masterson, 2013;
Rissanen, 2012). How is the multi-religious, pluralistic society mirrored in
curricula and the social construction of RE as a subject? (Alberts, 2010; Boeve,
2012; Cardinal, 2009; Fakirani, 2013; Mueller, 2005; Passe & Willox, 2009)?
What are students' experiences of diversity or belonging to a minority? (Moulin,
2011, 2015; Sjoborg, 2012; Thanissaro, 2011a, 2011b; Zilliacus & Holm, 2013).
It is interesting to note that the question of how schools should respond to and
manage diversity is just as relevant regardless of whether the article is written
based on confessional or non-confessional RE. Conversely, the solutions vary,
depending on different social, national, and institutional conditions. Briten
(2013), through document analysis, observations, and interviews, designed a
comparative model to analyse the reason for the responses to the challenges

being different in different countries.

Close reading classroom observations
As this thesis focuses on the design of Religious Education in the classroom, in
this overview I will primarily focus research on classroom observations. It's
worth noting that only 32 of the articles can be described as empirical classroom
studies - a large number of articles discuss classroom practice, how the subject
ought to be designed and taught, aspects that teachers should consider and
bring into the classroom, different models for education etc. In general, a large
number of these recommendations are merely opinions and theoretical
discussions, not recommendations based on findings from empirical studies.
With respect to the empirical studies of religious education in primary and
secondary education - what are they about and what can we learn from these
studies? Of the 129 articles, 32 were empirical studies of classroom
environments in Comprehensive Schools. Two major themes were discernible
— and they are connected — but they focus on different aspects of RE in the

classroom practice. One theme could be described as teaching and learning in
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RE. The other theme can be described as religious education as a tool for
gaining societal cohesion. The result of the content analyses of the 32 empirical
classrooms-studies will be structured along the content oriented themes of

Learning, Meaning, Dialogue, Identity and Implications of confessional/ non-confessional
models of RE.

Learning

In the discussion regarding what the subject of RE is, should be, and should
not be, the concepts of learning 7 religion, learning from religion and learning
about religion recur.”® Teece (2010) analyses a number of teaching sequences,
and argues that the concept of “learning from religion” that is held up high in
official documents in the UK is problematic: What is it to be taught? How?
How do we know what someone learned? Is it learning from religion, a specific
religion or religions in general? What do we mean by religion, as a general
concept?

The school is a complex context - on the one hand, the overall aim of
education is that the students should learn, reflect, develop and reach their full
potential, to become whole beings persons and be able to be active citizens. On
the other hand society, partly through laws and curricula, but not least through
different forms of summative assessment, governs what objective every
individual must reach and requires teachers to measure and assess whether the
students reach these objectives. This may be in conflict with the overall goal of
education. This dilemma is addressed by Dinama (2010), who analyses the
implementation of a multi-faith curriculum in Botswana. In the classroom
practice, the task of getting the students to pass the national exams rather than
getting them to reflect and participate in dialogue, became the priority as the
tests exclusively focused on facts, even though the overall aim of the curriculum
was to promote values such as independence, freedom, tolerance, and
understanding. A similar observation is made by van Eersel, Hermans and
Sleegers (2010) and Conroy, Lundie and Baumtfield (2012). In an action research
project aiming to improve the classroom practice through the use of self-
assessment and reflection upon learning as a tool for learning, Fancourt (2010)
shows how students' meta-reflections on learning can be used as a resource in
teaching. O'Grady (2010) argues that reflection and learning cannot be
separated, they presuppose each other. Reflexivity of position and practice is

3 Cf. Grimmitt (1987).
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also highlighted as absolutely central to professionalism in the teaching
profession (Schweitzer & Boschki, 2004; White, 2010). From a German
confessional context Heil and Ziebertz (2004) discuss the conditions for the
RE-teaching profession. They argue that society is characterized by pluralism
and that individuals in varying degrees relate to the Christian content because
teachers need to assume an abductive approach where the teacher constantly
oscillates between what should be taught, students' understanding, and
modification or transformation of Christianity in order to make teaching
relevant and effective.

What is being taught in the classroom and what ought to be taught? These
issues are addressed in the articles, but usually the actual content is not subject
to analysis, with the exception of Naeslund (2009) who discusses what invited
representatives of different communities actually say during Religious
Education classes. Most articles provide references to specific subject matter,
but they emphasise more general themes and discuss for example the notion
that students should have the opportunity to gain some perspective on their
own learning (Heil & Ziebertz, 2004) and develop an understanding for other
ways of thinking (ct. Watson, 2011).

Not just what the teaching was about but also Aow teachers and students
talked in the classroom affects the learning of RE. The study done by Osbeck
and Lied (2011) focuses on learning in RE and how it is related to hegemonic
speech genres in the RE-classroom. They highlight two dimensions in the
classroom discourse as principally significant: respectful or mocking valuation
of religion, and whether the boundaries of religions and beliefs are defined as
tixed or open. The discourses in the classroom affected what it was possible to

learn.

Dialogue

Dialogue and wvarious aspects and models of dialogue pedagogy were
highlighted in several studies (Castelli, 2012; Osbeck & Lied, 2011; Schweitzer
& Boschki, 2004; van Eersel et al., 2010; Watson, 2011). Bahktin and reasoning
about the importance of dialogue for learning and human interaction, constitute
the theoretical inspiration for several of these studies. Partly, dialogue is
examined in relation to how teachers use dialogue as a pedagogical tool with a
didactic, educational science focus (Schihalejev, 2009; van Eersel et al., 2010).
Schihalejev (2009) describes factors such as teaching methods, how teachers

formulate questions and the atmosphere in the classroom as important to

60



2. BACKGROUND

facilitate or obstruct dialogue. Partly dialogue in RE is discussed as a way to
contribute to positive social development and social cohesion (Castelli, 2012;
Watson, 2011). Watson (2011) builds on theories of interfaith-dialogue and
classroom dialogue as a basis for the development of children's spirituality.
Based on results from empirical classroom studies she sees dialogue as a
possible way to create social cohesion. Castelli (2012) argues that dialogue is
developing an understanding of others, but also pupils’ ability to articulate their
own belief system, which is of central importance in a society where we as

human beings constantly encounter different beliefs, religious and secular.

Meaning

The concept of sense and meaning is emphasized as central to the RE in several
of the articles. Some feature learning as synonymous to meaning-making (Eke,
Lee, & Clough, 2005; Osbeck & Lied, 2011) and Lehmann (2008) describes
discourse in RE and the English classroom as “situated meanings”. The
teacher's work is thus to assist the students' construction of meaning. Conroy
et al. (2012) describe the discourse that shaped the goals of RE, implying that
the search for truth has been replaced by the search for meaning. They argue
that the subject of RE (in England) contains complex and conflicting objectives,
which means that students perceive the subject as vague and unimportant. One
way to resolve the problem of meaning in non-confessional RE is, according to
Lundie and Conroy (2012), to organise instruction around contested issues and
even more important, to organize teaching based on student’s experiences and
perceptions. In both confessional and non-confessional RE the phrase
“spiritual education” occurs. The term is defined in slightly different ways, but
Hyde (20006) argues that spiritual education concerns the notion that education
should convey a sense of fellowship, connectedness with the self, with others,

and with the transcendent universe.**

Identity

Several studies discuss identification and positioning. Buchardt (2010) displays
how Muslim-ness is constructed in the Danish RE [Danish: Kristendomskundskap
i.e. Knowledge of Christianity| that ought to be non-denominational and non-
confessional. In the classroom Danishness is equated with Christianity. Muslim

34 There are different definitions of Spiritual Education, but the concept usually refers to education
as meaning-making, to see the whole human being in every pupil. “Spirituality” in this educational
context refers to the relational dimension of being or relational consciousness (Hay & Nye, 2000).
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and Danish become incompatible positions. This is in clear contrast to the
Finish Muslim RE teacher in Rissanen's (2013) study who emphasizes that one
can be both Finish and Muslim and that there is no conflict between these
identities, or the Swedish Muslim teachers in Berglund's (2011)* study who
want to emphasize that there is no contradiction between science and religion,
between a secular or religious worldview but that it is possible to embrace both.
Berglund (2011) describes it as “a struggle of space”: First, there is an internal
struggle for precedence about which interpretation of the religion is valid, but
also an external struggle in order to make their voice heard in the community.
Lehmann (2008), who compares English class instruction and the teaching of
religion (Humash-classes) in an orthodox Jewish secondary school, also notes
that teachers expect different identities in the various subjects. In the Humash-
class, there is an assumption of a “we”, that is “we Jews”, while more and
different identities occurred in English class. In a German project with
cooperative RE where Catholic and Protestant teachers worked together also
talk of “us” and “them” occurred: “We do not do that in our church” and “We
pray to the saints; they don’t” (Schweitzer & Boschki, 2004). Parker-Jenkins and
Masterson (2013) point to the way Irish schools occupy an unreflective attitude
when it comes to issues of race, culture and religion. The Irish self-image
includes a notion that the Irish society is Catholic, white and Gaelic, which is a
description that can be problematized and nuanced as it is no longer correct,
and also prevents individuals from gaining access to their rights of freedom of
religion. Van Eersel et al. (2010) discusses how to use just the term “other” as
a tool for learning - we are all “other” in relation to something else and learning
is about being able to take different perspectives and problematize our own
views. Van Eersel et al. (2010) shows that teachers often stop at the first step
of just describing difference and that much of the time used for instruction will
be about the facts and to get students to deliver the “right answer”, not to

analyse similarities and differences in perceptions.

Implications of confessional/ non-confessional models of RE

In many countries RE means dividing students into different groups based on
denominational affiliation. A number of the contributions discuss the
implications of this approach. Is divided or segregated RE divisive or unifying?

35 Both Rissanen (2013) and Berglund (2011) made observations on Islam Religious Education (IRE).
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Cardinal (2009) has compared the Muslim and Christian RE in Syria.”® Students
are divided on the basis of religion but all Christians and all Muslims study
together, regardless of denomination, so in that sense the curriculum is
ecumenical. And there are also many similarities between the different courses
in terms of structure and themes; tolerance, human rights, citizenship, women's
rights, religious pluralism, national unity. In the classrooms there are also many
similarities in the way teaching is carried out. Cardinal (2009) argues that the
confessional system can be as unifying as the non-confessional and integrative
RE - the purpose is to create dialogue and mutual understanding between
different religious groups. RE in Syria is according to Cardinal (2009) an attempt
to find a balance among religious autonomy for different groups but would
implement a sense of belonging to the same nation. Nationalism is emphasized
in both Muslim and Christian RE as the unifying glue. Rissanen (2013) as well
as Zilliacus and Holm (2013) touch upon the same discussion but base their
results on empirical findings from the Finnish context. In Finland there are 13
different types of RE and the Christians are divided into Protestants, Catholics,
Orthodox, Jehovah's Witnesses, and others. Although the students are divided
based on religious affiliation the subject is characterized as non-confessional as
there occur no religious practices such as praying in the classroom, but the
subject aims at strengthening the religious identity. It appears that the students
appreciate the opportunity to meet others who share their faith, but there is also
a downside to differentiating the students - they want to be like everyone else
(Zilliacus & Holm, 2013). In groups where the students are divided up on the
basis of faith, students are expected to assume an insider perspective on
religion. Sometimes there are tensions in the classroom when the group is
expected to share the same beliefs, and many of the articles bring up how to
handle different perceptions of religious beliefs, as there are many different
interpretations and perceptions within the same religion. This sets the scene for
teaching where there is a right answer in a completely different way than in non-
denominational RE (Heil & Ziebertz, 2004; Rissanen, 2013; Schweitzer &
Boschki, 2004; van Eersel et al., 2010), or other school subjects (Lehmann,
2008). The confessional element also affects the perception of the teaching
profession and the teacher's authority. Lehman observes that in religion class

36 Cardinal’s study (2009) was conducted before the war that is going on in Syria when this thesis was
written in 2015.
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there was a practice that can be summed up thus: “Essentially, the tradition
spoke and the classroom participants listened” (Lehmann, 2008, p. 312).

In denominational and confessional RE, including students’ prior
understanding is emphasized as a pedagogical method and tool to get the pupils
to grasp the content of the subject and this orientation of RE has a clearer idea
of what they want students to think and believe about specific religious issues.
In class the teacher presents the notion that there exists one Christian view of
marriage (Heil & Ziebertz, 2004), a limited number of interpretations of
Mikra'ot Gedolot (Lehmann, 2008), or a Muslim view of homosexuality
(Rissanen, 2013). In the non-confessional realm it was more common that the
teaching instead of being content-oriented was student-oriented, where
students' own thoughts and beliefs about content are at the centre and form the
hub of the actual teaching (Conroy et al., 2012; Eke et al., 2005; Engebretson,
2004; Fancourt, 2010; Stern, 2010).

Regarding non-confessional RE, studies draw attention to the fact that the
subject is not as neutral as it claims to be. Thomas (2011) shows that teaching
about African Traditional Religion (ART) is not given equal space in Ghana
compared to the majority religions of Islam and Christianity. A similar
conclusion emerges from Kittelmann Flensner and Larsson's (2013) analysis of
videotaped Swedish RE lessons in the 1960s. Although the curriculum declared
that teaching would be neutral, the dominance of Christian content meant that
the teaching could not be characterized as neutral and objective. Croché (2013)
examines the conflict between the Western scientific discourse and religious
discourses in Senegal, and finds that a religious discourse dominates classroom

speech, which she believes is problematic when teaching about science.

Previous research in relation to this study

The section on previous research aims to contextualize the thesis in relation to
contemporary society, which is characterized by features of secularization and
different aspects of diversity. How do young people relate to religion in this
context?

The systematic review of classroom research of RE shows that social, ethnic
and religious pluralism and diversity have a great impact on the RE-classroom
all over the world, regardless of whether it is a confessional or non-confessional
RE-classroom. The pluralism in society and classrooms raises questions of

neutrality but also how to draw the line in relation to “us” and “the Other”.
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Religion emerges as both a unifying and disruptive force, just as nationalism
and the question about the extent to which religion is related to national
imaginaries. Thus, possible positions for different people in relation to religion
and nationalism are also issues dealt with in the research. Among the studies
there is also research with a focus on learning, meaning-making and dialogue.
This thesis aims to analyse how the subject of RE is constructed in the
classroom practice through the discourses of the classroom. Entering a Swedish
RE-classroom one is struck by the diversity of backgrounds and views
regardless of whether the classroom can be described as “multi-
ethnic/multicultural” or not. As will be shown in the findings, the questions
and problems presented in the articles are highly relevant in relation to this
study. However, all studies have different focuses, and for example the question
of secularity was not very prominent in the articles, but was a striking feature in
the classrooms of this study. In Chapter 9 the findings of this study will be

discussed in relation to the previous research presented above.
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A school subject is in this study perceived as socially and discursively
constructed. The theoretical framework underlying aims, research questions,
design and analysis of this study has its roots in discourse analysis and
curriculum theory. The thesis examines discourses articulated by teachers and
students in relation to the RE classroom-practice as these articulations due to
this perspective are seen as constituting and constructing the subject. In this
chapter, basic assumptions of discourse analysis will be described and related
to curriculum theory and Didaktik of RE and to central concepts within these
approaches and how these will be used in this study.

Discourses as constructions of meaning

Discourses are closely linked to the concept of meaning. In sum, a discourse
can be described as a specific way to talk about and understand various
occurrences, which allow certain practices and positions, and restrict others.
Wetherell, Taylor, & Yates (2001a) define the study of discourse as:

... The simplest answer is to say that the study of discourse is the study of
language in use. [...] Another relatively straightforward response is to say that
the study of discourse is the study of meaning making (Wetherell et al., 2001a,

p. 3).

There ate a plethora of different discourse analytical orientations,” but all share
the view that language is constitutive of social reality, and the meaning of the
same word is dependent on the specific context or the discourse in which the
word is uttered. Discourses can be described as “formation systems” which in

turn shape perceptions of objects, concepts, subjects and approaches.

37 There are several discourse analytical approaches with somewhat different focus and ontological
orientation: Foucault and Laclau and Mouffe can be described as poststructuralists focusing on major
societal discourses at the macro level (Howarth, 2000; Winther Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002), discourse
psychology which more clearly focuses on social practice, the micro level, but simultaneously relates
the concrete articulations to a larger societal context (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell & Potter,
1992). Other branches within the field of discourse analysis are more linguistically oriented, see for
example critical discourse analysis (CDA), conversation analysis (CA) and functional analysis (Hyland
& Paltridge, 2011; Wetherell, Taylor, & Yates, 2001b; Winther Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002).
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Discourse analysis can, as in this thesis, be used as a method for analysis of
text and speech, but the approach also assumes an ontological position, a way
of seeing the world. How the world is perceived and understood from a
discourse analytical perspective is dependent on the way we talk about it
(Howarth, 2000; Laclau & Mouffe, 2001; Wetherell et al., 2001a). Ontologically
the approach assumes a social constructionist stance based on the premise that
how we talk about things shapes the way we see and understand them, and in
this sense language creates the world (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Winther
Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Put differently, reality is discursively constructed
(Howarth, 2000; Wetherell et al., 2001a). This does not mean that everything 7s
language, but all meaning is conveyed through language. This also has
implications for the view of scientific knowledge and “truth”. There is no
“neutral”; “objective” knowledge, but all descriptions of reality are based on a
specific perspective. Howarth (2000) formulates a discourse analytical premise

as:

Discourse theory begins with the assumption that all objects and actions are
meaningful, and that their meaning is the product of historically specific
systems of rules. It thus inquires into the ways in which social practices
construct and contest the discourses that constitute social reality (Howarth,
2000, p 8).

Thus the first research question in this thesis aims to identify discourses of
religion articulated in the classroom practice of RE, as school subjects are
assumed to be constructed through different ways of speaking, i.e. through
discourses. In relation to curriculum theory, I interpret Englund’s (1997, 2004b)
description of teaching as a contribution to the creation of meaning or providing
opportunities of meaning-making® in line with discourses as constructions of
meaning. Englund (1997, 2004b) uses the Swedish word [meningserbjudande| —
which literal translation is “an offer of meaning”. Another possible translation
is “sense-making” (cf. Liljenberg, 2015; Nordholm, 2014). From a social
constructionist perspective of learning Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (1999) stress
sense/meaning making in educational settings as related to processes of
dialogue and critical reflection, where learning is understood as social, relational

38 A similar concept is affordance, in this context coined by the psychologist Gibson (1977, 1979).
According to Gibson affordances can be understood as possible acts or functions provided the
individual by environments or objects. Affordance has been used in educational science (see for
example Billet, 2000; Singleton & Aronin, 2007). According to Samuelsson (2010) the concept of
teaching as an offer of meaning used by Englund is developed from the concept of affordance.
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constructions of meaning. This thesis aims at analysing the school subject of
RE, and the classroom practice is seen as an arena where meaning is created
through language use; hence, the analyses will focuses the discourses at play in

the classroom.

Contingency

Discourse analyses take notice of the relational character of articulations - the
same word (i.e. sign) can mean different things in different contexts and
definitions are constructed through connotations and in contrast to other signs.
Definitions of signs are not obvious in advance but created through negotiation.
Since there are different ways to talk (i.e. different discourses) about objects and
events, different aspects appear in different discourses. Articulations can thus
be described as contingent — they have different meanings in different
discourses and these discourses are influenced by historical, political, social,
religious etc. contexts. For example, in the results of this thesis, the sign
Christianity had different connotations in the classrooms depending upon
whether it was talked about as an example of religion in general or talked about
in relation to Islam.

Englund (1997, 2004b) describes teaching as social action and argues that
school subjects must be seen as contingent, i.e. not obvious in advance. The
content of the subject is shaped by historical and social factors and can be seen
as an expression of political ambitions to control knowledge and school.
Curricula, textbooks, but also teachers' choices of content can be seen from this
perspective. However, when the content is introduced in the classroom I argue
that further aspects of contingency are added since the school, the program, the
class and the individuals contribute to influencing the context as the classroom

practice is a social practice and thus ever-changing and unfixed.

Didaktik of RE

This thesis is academically situated in the intersection of Religious Studies and
Educational Science. These disciplines are connected in didaktik of RE and 1
thus want to describe this study as a thesis in the field of Didaktik of Religious
Education.” What is didaktik and Didaktik of Religious Education? A common

3 As mentioned in the introduction, the Swedish use of the word didaktik is closer to the German
concept of didaktik than the English word didactics, which is why I follow the example of Kansanen
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description of didaktik is as “the art of teaching”.* The word “didaktik” has its
root in the Greek word didaktos, which means “taught”, the past participle of
didaskein, “to teach”. In the seventeenth century Johann Amos Comenius wrote
Didacta Magna where one of the key elements is the perception of teaching as
a process where content and method are intertwined (Kroksmark, 1989).
Questions often referred to as “the didaktik questions” that all teachers on a
daily basis deal with are traditionally formulated as:

e What? (selection of content)
e How? (instruction strategies)
e Who? (prerequisites for the specific group of pupils)

e Why? (motives for selection of content)

These questions can also serve as a starting point for analysing education and
school subjects. However, didaktik must be seen as consisting of both
theoretical and analytical aspects as well as practical. The analysis can, for
example, be concerned with the content of subjects on the syllabus, textbooks
or teaching, how the teaching is performed, how students perceive different
features, what they learn etc. Gundem (2011) identifies three levels of didaktik:
a theoretical level related to a specific area of research, a practical level in which
the teaching takes place. The third level of didakttk Gundem describes as a
discursive dimension where didaktik contributes to a common framing that
allows teachers and researchers to enter into dialogue about the subject.
Didaktik as a field of research and didaktik as a field of practice are therefore
not possible to separate but can be seen as a continuum (Englund, 1997).
Klatki (1997), who has had a great influence on the development of the
concept of didaktik, maintains that didaktik is action-oriented and consequently
normative as it aims to develop practice. The task of didaktik is to analyse and
highlight obstacles that prevent teaching from developing self-determination,
co-determination and solidarity. Klafki (2000) has constructed a model for

(2009) and Riquarts and Hopmann (1995) and use the German word didaktik as this better
encompasses the content I want to describe. Rather than refer to an area of knowledge, didactics
seems to refer to mere technical teaching instructions and methodological approaches limited to the
how-question (Hamilton, 1999; Kansanen, 2009).

40 A similar concept to subject-matter didaktik is Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) coined by
Shulman (1987), which also elaborates on the content of teaching as a central factor for understanding
teaching and learning. For a comparison of subject-matter didaktik and pedagogical content
knowledge see Kansanen (2009).

70



3. THEORETICAL APPROACHES

analysing content in teaching from the perspective of the student’s personal
development as a human being and as a citizen of a democratic society.
Accordingly he widens and problematizes analysis of content within school
subjects in relation to democratic values and the challenges of contemporary
society.

In Didaktik a common distinction is between General Didaktik [Swedish:
allmandidaktik] and Subject-matter Didaktik [Swedish: a@mnesdidaktik]. In the
German tradition General Didaktik is closely related to the concept of bildung
and general theories of education concerning learning and personal
development. In this tradition of General Didaktik the question of selection of
content (what) must be seen in relation to this overarching aim of education. In
Subject-matter Didaktik, the content and special features of each subject are in
focus. An assumption is that different subjects have their special character that
needs to be considered when teaching or studying the subject.

How can these theories of didaktik be related to the subject of RE? Didiaktik
of RE is one of many Subject-matter Didaktik.** Consequently Didaktik of RE
can be described as the intersection and hybrid of Religious Studies and
Didaktik. Based on a definition of subject-matter didaktik by Aase (1998),
Andreassen (2012) defines Didaktik of RE as:

Didaktik of Religious Education comprises all reflections linked to the
subject of Religious Education and to teaching within this subject, which can
give more knowledge about religion and the role of the subject of Religious
Education within the school system, about legitimation of Religious
Education and about how knowledge about religion and worldviews can be
appropriated, taught and developed (Andreassen, 2012, p. 39, own
translation).

Definitions have the disadvantage of limiting and maybe excluding relevant
perspectives, but have, on the other hand, the advantage of making explicit how
the field of Didaktik of RE can be explored and analysed. According to this
definition, Didaktik of RE consists of meta-reflections upon different
perspectives on the school subject of RE. Those reflections could, for example,
concern history, social construction and legitimacy of the subject as well as

include reflections on educational research and theories of teaching and

4 For a discussion of the concept of general and subject-matter didaktik, see eg. Seel (1999). In
addition to general and subject-matter didaktik there are a plethora of different competing didactic
models, see for example Meyer (2012).

42 Didaktik can in turn be seen as a subdicipline of Pedagogy (Englund, 1997).
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learning related to the subject of RE. The above definition of Didaktik of RE
opens up for a definition that, in line with the critical constructive Didaktik of
Klaftki, relates the subject of RE to a broader societal context. It is normative,
as it wants to contribute to the knowledge about and development of the
practice of RE. This study can, as mentioned, be described as a study of
Didaktik of RE as it aims at analysing what discourses of religion(s) and
worldviews are articulated in the RE-classroom, how they are articulated and

what implications this might have for the construction of the subject.

Religious Education and Religious Studies

In literature concerning school subjects there seems to be an agreement that it
is problematic to perceive subjects as simply transferred university disciplines
(Deng & Luke, 2008; Englund, 1997; Goodson et al., 1998; Goodson & Marsh,
1996; Ongstad, 2012). As one of the characteristics of a school subject is
communicative and the overall aim is to ensure that students gain new
understanding and knowledge school subjects must be seen in context. Ongstad
(2012) concludes that teaching is always about something, said by somebody to
somebody. He maintains that the focus of research in educational science in
recent years has shifted from content-related aspects of the subject to the
teaching process. Hence, it is not possible to separate the Didaktik questions
about selection of teaching content, how it should be taught, or speak of “pure”
knowledge of the subject but the subject knowledge is tinted by the context in
which it occurs, and the fact that the subject content knowledge is didaktized,
i.e. that the subject has developed practices and discourses in the educational
context.

To give an example from the field of RE, research emphasizes that non-
confessional RE shares the aims of Religious Studies*’ concerning the analysis
and understanding of different aspects of religion(s). It is, however, not possible
to perceive Religious Education as a mere simplification or a “watered down”
version of Religious Studies. RE and Didaktik of RE comprise a branch of
Religious Studies but is a field of its own with its own specific conditions and
aims (Berglund, 2010; Lofstedt, 2011). These additional objectives concern for

example goals of critical thinking and democratic values stated as general

4 As the Swedish subject of RE is non-confessional I consider the academic discipline of Religious
Studies and related subdisciplines to be the academic “mother discipline” of RE as it draws most of
its facts, perspectives and theories from research within this academic field.
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objectives in all subjects in the curricula. As outlined above concerning Didaktik
of RE, RE also includes pedagogical considerations of, for example, how to
organise teaching for different students in order to enhance learning, drawing
on theories of learning and applied to the subject of RE. Alberts (2007, 2008)
argues that RE has been neglected within the field of Religious Studies. Cush
(1999) discusses possible reasons for this neglect in the article Big Brother, Little
Sister, and the Clerical Uncle: the Relationship Between Religions Studies, Religions
Education and Theology where she analyses the relationship between Religious
Studies and theology on the one hand and RE on the other. She opposes RE
being a “second order activity of lesser status” and highlights the relationship
between theory and practice in RE. Cush and Robinson (2013) argue for
narrowing the gap between the academic subject of Religious Studies and the
school-subject and to include more contemporary research from a postcolonial,

feminist and queer perspective in RE.

The subject and the classroom as discursive
practices

In this thesis, the RE classroom is understood in terms of a specific discursive
practice where speech and actions take place and frame the discourses in certain
ways (cf. Corsaro, 2005). The questions of what a school subject is or can be
and how it is constructed in practice has been present throughout the research
process.

According to Ongstad (2012) all school subjects are characterized by
communicative aspects but different subjects are to varying degrees dominated
by five main constituent elements: form, content, action, time and place. These are
used to communicate and to, in various wa