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The development of Religious Education (RE) in Estonian schools, which began again about ten years ago, has encountered vivid public interest. In the situation in which the influences of the Soviet atheistic past are still recognisable in peoples’ mentality (Valk, 2000), where discussions about RE brought out several prejudices, fears and lack of knowledge (Valk, 1999), the study of the context in which RE has to be taught becomes substantially important.

In the following article one aspect of such a study, based on empirical research into the attitudes towards and expectations for RE among secondary school pupils, teachers and school headmasters, is presented.

1. INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 


The current article is primarily based on the three following surveys.

1. A questionnaire of pupils (henceforth ‘pupils questionnaire’) was carried out at the end of 1998 by Outi Raunio-Hannula (Raunio-Hannula, 2001). 288 upper secondary school pupils from 15 classes in 8 different schools were asked about their attitudes towards RE. The sample of schools contained both, town and rural schools in different parts of Estonia. 65% of respondents were female, 35% were male students and 10% of respondents were members of the Church. All pupils attended RE classes. 

I would hereby like to express my gratitude to O. Raunia-Hannula for the kind permission to use the results of her research in my work.


Two other surveys were carried out by P. Valk in 2000 – 2001. 

2. The questionnaire of teachers (henceforth ‘teachers’ questionnaire’) was performed in 11 schools in 2001. Schools were chosen according to the following principles: 

· To cover different parts of Estonia. The sample of schools contained schools in larger cities (Tartu, Tallinn, Pärnu and Viljandi) as well as in rural areas (in Ahja, Pärnu-Jaagupi and Turba).

· To present different school types. Nine of the schools were upper secondary schools (Gymnasiums), eight had all 12 grades, and one had grades 10 to 12. Two schools in the sample were Basic Schools (grades 1 – 9).

· To present both schools with and without RE. Seven schools in the sample had and four didn’t have RE classes.


163 respondents, 144 women and 19 men with an average age of 42 were teachers of different subjects. Most of them had worked at the school for about 15 years. 31% (51) of the respondents were Church members (44 Lutherans, 1 Catholic, 1Baptist, 1 Orthodox, 1 Adventist). 

3. The questionnaire of school headmasters (henceforth ‘headmasters’ questionnaire’) was carried out in 2000 - 2001 via Internet using e-mail.  Questionnaires were sent out to all schools whose addresses were available from the Estonian Schools website. 115 headmasters returned fulfilled questionnaires, 56 of them were women and 69 men. The average age of the respondents was 47. 20% of respondents were members of the Church (22 Lutherans, 1 Catholic). 

In addition to the above mentioned researches, Lii Lilleoja’s survey about the development of RE in Estonian schools in 1989 – 1997 has been used to complement data about the teaching methods (Lilleoja 1998).

Some remarks about the research method


The aim of the surveys carried out among teachers and headmasters was to obtain a first survey about the attitudes towards and expectations for RE, to chart the very general outlook of the research field and to determine some problems and ‘common ground’ for dialogue and future development of RE. This aim justifies the using of convenience sampling where the specific rate of returned questionnaires is not of such importance (Tooding 2001, 168; Bryan & Cramer 1992, 105). This approach also determined the parameters of generalisation from the subsequent data analyses. As long as one can avoid the temptation of drawing profound and sweeping conclusions about the respondent’s competence in the specific issues of RE and the clear backgrounds of their attitudes, collected data could be considered sufficient. The surveys enabled to point on the issues of educational policy, RE curriculum development and teacher training. 


Questionnaires were analysed using the data processing program STATISTICA. 

Before presenting the main results of the analyses, some comments have to be made about some grouping variables. If one takes into consideration the official rate of church membership in Estonian society, which totals about 15% (Au & Ringvee, 2000), one can note the higher proportion of church members among the responded teachers and also headmasters. Analyses didn’t reveal any remarkable differences between the answers of church members’ and the non-members’ ones. Thus, one can assert that the church members were more eager to answer the questionnaires but their attitudes towards and expectations for RE didn’t depend on their belonging to the Church. 


Also the gender and age of respondents didn’t correlate with any certain answers. 

2. DOES RE HAVE TO BE TAUGHT IN SCHOOL?

This question was asked in all three surveys (pupils’ questionnaire, teachers’ questionnaire and headmasters’ questionnaire). The answers, illustrated in graph 1, show a remarkably positive attitude towards the need for RE.

Graph 1

Attitudes towards the need for RE
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80% of students, 78% of teachers and 74% of headmasters found that RE should be taught in school. The percentage of respondents who didn’t have a clear attitude was 11% among pupils, 13% among teachers and 8% among directors. 9% of pupils and teachers and 18% of headmasters found that there is no need for RE in schools. One can note quite a remarkable difference – two times higher - in the rates of negative opinions between headmasters and two other groups of respondents. The reasons for such a difference require future research.


It is interesting to compare this telling data with the results form the broader survey ‘Concerning life, belief and religious life in Estonia’, carried out twice, in 1995 and 2000 (Hansen, 2000, 8; 2001, 29) where the same question yielded the following answers:

The percentage of supporters of RE was 86% in 1995 and 88% in 2000. The proportion of respondents who found RE unnecessary decreased from 12% to 9%. Particular research also pointed to some differences among the age groups. The group that was most critical towards RE was the youngest group – respondents up to 25 years of age. 21% of them found RE in schools to be unnecessary. 


The figures are wonderful and promising but the reality is different. RE is not a very widespread subject in Estonian schools. Statistics from the Ministry of Education about the 2000/2001 school year indicate that RE was officially taught in only 41 of approximately 700 schools. For unknown reasons several schools where RE is taught were absent from the list. According to the latest data, the subject is offered in approximately 70 schools (Lilleoja 2002). RE is taught mostly in primary and upper secondary school classes. 

3. WHY IS THE POSSIBILITY TO STUDY RE SO RARE? 


In their questionnaire headmasters were asked why RE is not taught in their schools. They named the following reasons: 

- Parents and pupils are not interested (mentioned 33 times)

- The lack of competent teachers (mentioned 28 times)

- The curriculum is overloaded (mentioned 24 times)

- Some of the reasons mentioned were quite surprising, like the following - there are no churches in the region. 

The first three arguments deserve a closer look.

The first of them, lack of interest, raises some questions.  As presented above, there is a generally positive attitude in society towards the need for RE. Secondary school pupils also found it necessary. The case seems to have a more complicated, and to a certain extent even hidden background. One of the reasons for this could be the incompleteness of the legal framework of RE, which does not sufficiently clearly define the obligations of schools in organising RE. Schools are by law obliged to organise RE classes when there are at least 15 pupils at the school level who themselves or who’s parents are interested in it (Riigi Teataja I 1999, 24,358). But the procedure and precise responsibilities are unspecified. There are several ways to avoid real initiative or to put the question in a manner that pre-determines expected negative answers. For example: if pupils have no experience and knowledge of the aims and content of RE, if they have to choose between one more lesson or going home, if they have to choose between RE and, for example, computer training or other familiar and attractive subjects, one can be quite sure about the answers. The real question is - are headmasters really motivated to organise RE classes? Regretfully, positive attitudes towards RE don’t lead always to direct action.

The second reason, the lack of competent teachers, is a more serious one. RE teacher training began in 1989 and now there are teacher-training programs in all Estonian theological institutions of higher education. The number of trained RE teachers is approximately 300, but only about 50 of them work as RE teachers (Lilleoja, 2001, 67). The feedback from the teachers speaks of the difficulty of finding work as a RE teacher. They were told that there are no finances, no time table limit for lessons or the school is not interested in organising RE classes because nobody had asked for it. Several times RE teacher candidates have mentioned a rather distrustful atmosphere when meeting school authorities and asking for the job. Some schools have also experienced failures with RE. When the teaching of RE was first permitted, many eager people without teaching experience and professional skills rushed to teach it. Unfortunately individual failures have been exaggerated and generalised and pointed to as reasons for leaving RE off the curricula in many schools. A similar problem also occurred in the pupils’ survey. The main reason for disappointment with RE was related to the low level of teachers’ professional skills (Raunio-Hannula 2001, 86). 

Thus RE teacher training faces serious challenges. We need well-trained and highly motivated teachers, personalities who are able to overcome such objective and subjective difficulties. To guarantee the possibility to teach RE in all schools, many more teachers must be prepared. Also, the legislative framework of RE needs to be more specific. This is a question of educational politics.

The third reason, connected with the overloaded curriculum, is the most important and complicated one. Teachers mentioned that it is almost impossible to find space for one more lesson in the school timetable. It is also a question of priorities. In the current situation schools are strongly orientated towards the results of the state exams at the end of the upper secondary level, which serve as a kind of ‘quality certificate’ to evaluate the formal teaching level of the school. Thus, all available lessons are divided between these subjects. The capability of RE to contribute a lot through integration with the other subjects and thus also to play a part in preparation for the final exams by supporting the development of the whole person, knowledge and skills, is almost completely unrealised. One more personal and delicate issue has to be mentioned here. As long as teachers are paid according to the number of the lessons they give, most of them are interested in as many lessons as possible. Losing lessons to somebody else can create a great deal of tension between colleagues. Thus this is also a problem that needs to be solved through the changes at the level of the national curriculum. And it is also a question of educational politics.

4. HOW DO TEACHERS UNDERSTAND THE AIMS OF RE?

In the teachers’ questionnaire respondents were asked to point out three aims for RE in order of significance. The aim that came in first place on the list was evaluated in the analyses with 3 points, the second with 2 points and the third with 1 point. During the analyses the aims were grouped into three larger blocks: 1) imparting knowledge; 2) aims connected with Moral education; 3) deeper learning skills. In all blocks five more specific groups were formed. 

Table 1 provided an overview of the aims of RE as teachers saw them. The first column presents the blocks and groups of the aims. The second column indicates how many times the current aims were mentioned (N). The third column exhibits the weightiness of the aims presented - the number shows a sum of the points earned by the current aims.

Table 1

Aims of RE through the eyes of Teachers

	Aims
	N
	Points

	Imparting knowledge
	169
	276

	Broaden students’ outlook, general knowledge of religions
	55
	134

	Relationships between religion and culture
	48
	97

	World religions
	31
	70

	Christianity
	26
	55

	Philosophy of religion
	9
	17

	Aims connected with Moral education 
	121
	285

	Moral education
	68
	169

	Developing virtues and attitudes
	26
	61

	Knowledge of ethics
	13
	29

	Development of personality
	12
	24

	Religious nurture
	2
	2

	Deeper learning skills
	29
	52

	Formation of worldview
	11
	21

	Orientation in religious questions
	9
	16

	Analytical skills
	4
	7

	Decision-making skills
	3
	4

	Evaluation skills
	2
	4


Analyses of the above-mentioned aims brought out the key word among the aims - ‘to know’ - first the knowledge of religions, the broadening of outlook, the recognition of the relations between religion and culture. These types of aims were mentioned 169 times (276 points). Among others, imparting knowledge about world religions was mentioned 31 times (70 points), the need to learn more about Christianity 26 times (55 points).

The other main group of aims was connected with Moral Education, which was mentioned 121 times (285 points). Deeper learning skills, such as for example, analysing, understanding and supporting the development of one’s personal worldview, were mentioned only 29 times (52 points).  

Emphasising knowledge proves indirectly that our school system is very deeply knowledge-centred. It could be that in the case of RE this is even more strongly amplified. Here one can presumably identify the fears and shadows of the totalitarian educational system – painful experiences from our recent history. People are afraid of new ideology and ‘brainwashing’. Such an interpretation could be supported by analyses of the debates over RE in the media (Valk 1999). In several discussions about RE, the fear of converting pupils and a hidden mission has been a clear ‘red line’. In RE, knowledge seems to be a neutral ground. The validity of such an opinion could easily be questioned, but it not a topic in this article. Nevertheless, this circumstance is a very important one that must be taken into consideration in developing the concept of RE as well in RE teacher training. 

The other remarkable outcome of the previous analyses is the weight assigned to moral education. Supporting pupils’ moral development has always been a central aim of RE. When looking at the general aims of education as determined by the national curriculum, one can mention the clear emphasis on moral qualities and the education of the whole person (Põhikooli ja gümnaasiumi riiklik õppekava). It is evidence that RE can play a certain role in the framework of the national curriculum. Its potential to support achieving the general aims of education deserves much more attention and needs more explanatory work to bring it into peoples’ consciousness. Especially in the situation where RE teachers are almost the only ones whose training includes courses in ethics (!).  

5. WHAT KIND OF RE IS ACCEPTED?

This It is a question of the nature of RE. Corresponding questions were included in the teachers’ questionnaire. They were asked whether RE should be linked to a particular confession. 88% of teachers argued for non-confessional RE. At the same time, most of them had nothing against positive co-operation between school and church in developing RE. Only 18% of respondents find such co-operation useless.

The other question – should RE be a compulsory or an optional subject – gave the following result: 72% of teachers argued for optional RE, 22% for compulsory subject.

The reasoning of the choice brought forward the following motives:

1) Supporters of the subject being optional emphasised the necessity of giving pupils the possibility to make a free choice (36 cases) and alluded to religious freedom (31 cases), while 9 respondents wrote that the curriculum is already too overwhelmed to add one more compulsory subject to it, 6 respondents argued that RE is a matter for the Church.
2) Supporters of the subject being compulsory referred to the necessity to offer knowledge about religion to everybody (17 cases) and 9 respondents wrote that there are too many prejudges, and that lack of knowledge prevents real choices. 8 respondents emphasised the need for moral education. 

It was surprising that not one of the respondents mentioned RE as a guarantee of religious freedom. This aspect of RE deserves to be made more widely known. The question is – how can the principle of religious freedom be observed in a society where people are religiously uneducated?


Thus the idea of compulsory RE can encounter serious opposition. At the same time here lies the ground for the most serious obstacles to the development of RE, a real ‘vicious circle’. It is a combination of several problems: the scope of lessons available for RE, the prestige of the subject, the motivation of headmasters to organise classes, the number of places in RE teacher training, getting a job as an RE teacher, money for continuing education and the publishing of study materials etc, etc. 

I personally see one of the possible solutions of the problem in the situation where RE will be to at least some extent compulsory. This could involve courses on ethics, world religions and religions and culture. Why? – the answer emerges in the following section of the article.

6. HOW ARE DIFFERENT TOPICS IN RE EVALUATED?


Teachers and headmasters were asked to evaluate different topics in RE curricula. The results are presented in table 2, where ‘T’ indicates teachers’ answers and ‘H’ those of headmasters. 

Table 2

Evaluation of different topics in RE

	
	+ %

Very important + important
	? %

Don’t know
	- %
Not important + unnecessary

	
	T
	H
	T
	H
	T
	H

	Bible studies
	75.5
	54
	18
	18
	6.5
	28

	Church history
	58
	53
	25.5
	22
	16.5
	25

	World religions
	92
	91
	5
	3
	3
	6

	Ethics
	95
	95
	4
	3
	1
	2

	Religion and science
	62
	76
	20
	10
	18
	14

	New religions
	50
	55
	30
	18
	20
	27

	Religion and culture
	92
	81
	5
	11
	3
	8

	Dogmatics
	41
	30
	25.5
	28
	33.5
	42



Thus the topics Ethics, World religions and Religion and culture were most highly evaluated. Among teachers they earned positive evaluations from more than 90% of respondents. Preferences among the headmasters were similar. The highest place, given to Ethics, indicates the recognised concern about moral developments in the school and society. Here lies the ‘common ground’ for co-operation between religious educators and the school. It is clear that the aspect of Moral education has to find a central place in the entire RE curriculum. 


The most unpopular topic was Dogmatics. It is noteworthy that this topic also obtained  the greatest number of ‘Don’t know’ answers. These attitudes most likely indicate an objection to clearly church-related content in RE. The low evaluation of New Religions topics was somewhat surprising. On the other hand this may be proof that New Religious movements are more topical in Church circles than in society as a whole. 


The notable difference between attitudes towards Bible studies among teachers and headmasters is remarkable. The reasons for this need to be more closely examined in future surveys. 


To complete the ‘topic of RE topics’, I would like to add the Top-10 of pupils’ favourites from O. Raunio-Hannula’s research. Pupils were asked to evaluate different topics on a scale of one to five (from 1- not at all interested to 5 – very interested). As the next step they had to evaluate how much attention teachers devoted to the same topics in RE lessons. The scale also had five steps (from 1 – not at all, to 5 – much attention).

Table 3

Top-10 of pupils’ favourite topics for RE

	Topics
	Average evaluation
	Attention paid in lessons

	Sexuality, relations between boys and girls, marriage
	3.9
	2.0

	Love
	3.9
	2.2

	UFOs and life in the Universe
	3.8
	1.5

	World religions (Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Religions in China and Japan)
	3.7
	4.1

	Destiny
	3.7
	2.4

	Is there life after death
	3.7
	2.7

	Alcohol and drugs
	3.7
	2.1

	The soul, spirits and ghosts
	3.7
	1.9

	Reincarnation
	3.7
	2.5

	Problems of violence
	3.6
	2.1




The most unpopular themes among pupils were Mission (average evaluation 2.3/ attention paid in lessons 1.6), Christian festivals (2.3/ 2.4), Prayer and praying (2.3/2.4), Church history (2.2/ 2.7), Nurture of the personal religious life (2.2/1.8), Christian worship (2.1/2.1), Church life (2.0/1.7). The maximum mark for a specifically Christian theme was obtained by Bible history with 2.8/2.8; the life of Jesus gained 2.6/3.0 points.


If one adds some topics where the difference between the average value and that offered by teachers were remarkable, the following themes should be added. End of the World 3.5/2.2; The meaning of life 3.3/2.6; Abortion 3.3/1.6 (!); Human relationships and the Christian way of life 3.3/2.3; Euthanasia 3.2/1.8; The environment 3.1/1.5; New Age and New Religious Movements 3.0/1.8. 

 

Thus one can see quite a clear gap between pupils’ expectations and real lessons. It was especially sad to note that several issues of moral education obtained much less attention from teachers than students had expected. This circumstance points to serious didactical problems and has to be taken into consideration in RE curriculum development, where pupils’ interests must find more response. This does not mean that the question of the content of RE has to be solved by pupils. But bearing in mind the constructivist theory of learning (Seppälä 1998, 105), I argue that taking pupils’ interests into consideration is an important source of study motivation and helps to make the learning process more targeted. 

7. HOW SHOULD RE BE TAUGHT?


Thanks to the research of O. Raunio-Hannula (Raunio-Hannula 2001, 76) there is a possibility for the first charting of the teaching methods through the eyes of pupils. She asked upper secondary school students to evaluate different teaching methods on a scale from one to five and at the same time to indicate how often teachers use them. A mark of ‘1’ indicated in the first case the least attractive methods and in the second case indicated that teachers never use them; a mark of ‘5’ indicated the opposite. A selection of some of her findings is presented in table 3.

Table 3

Evaluation of teaching methods in RE and their use 

from the viewpoint of secondary school students

	Methods
	Evaluation by pupils
	Used by teachers

	Field trips
	4.0
	1.4

	Free conversation
	3.8
	3.0

	Visits of quests and experts
	3.7
	1.5

	Group work and discussion
	3.5
	2.4

	Using music (singing, recordings)
	2.9
	1.2

	Storytelling
	2.8
	1.9

	Games
	2.8
	1.1

	Interviews performed by pupils
	2.7
	1.2

	Drawing and handwork
	2.6
	1.2

	Holding exhibitions
	2.6
	1.1

	Teacher’s oral presentation + pupils taking notes
	2.3
	3.2



The overview above reveals a clear prevalence of active and creative teaching methods in students’ expectations. Two of the first four methods that gained more than 3 points indicate the longing for discussion and interaction. The 3.7 points given to visitors indicate interest in meeting different people who could share their knowledge and attitudes with adolescents. The highest score, given to field trips and the biggest gap with the reality has to be a serious reminder for teachers and to encourage them to organise such activities. It is notable that even secondary school pupils desire more music, stories and games in RE lessons. The last row in the table points to a sad circumstance – it was the only method with the much higher rate of use in comparison with its evaluation by students. 

Lii Lilleoja’s research can be used to obtain some overview of the teaching methods at the basic school level, especially in the primary classes, (Lilleoja, 1998). She questioned 62 RE teachers, most of whom worked with primary classes. According to the responses, the most widespread teaching method was conversation about different life issues. 60 respondents wrote that they use this method often. 54 respondents marked frequent use of storytelling in teaching Bible stories. The reading and analysis of Bible stories was also quite popular. In addition teachers mentioned creative activities, singing and drama. In most schools the use of audio-visual materials was restricted by the lack of equipment. In her conclusions Lilleoja maintained that the RE lessons of respondents appeared to be methodologically varied. 

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
There is a generally positive attitude towards RE among pupils, teachers and headmasters surveyed. Using the outcomes of additional research, one can argue for a similar attitude in society as a whole.

Previous analyses of the surveys among pupils, teachers and school headmasters enable one to draw three groups of conclusions:

1. Issues of educational policy and the legal framework
1.1. Taking into consideration the notably high range of positive attitudes towards the need for RE, its status in the framework of education needs to be improved. 

1.2. The proposal to transform some parts of the RE curriculum from optional to compulsory status requires that a position be taken. The idea concerns first of all the courses Ethics, World Religions and Religion and Culture as the most evaluated RE topics among teachers and headmasters. 

1.3. Making space for RE in the national curriculum is a problem that needs to be solved by educational policy decisions. In the current situation it might be complicated to leave these decisions only to the schools. 

1.4. Some problems of RE point to the insufficiency of the legal framework. The obligations of schools and the procedure in organising RE classes must be regulated more clearly.

1.5. RE should not be taken as ’a branch of the Church’ in school. Non-confessional RE is not aimed at bringing up Church members. Its aims are primarily educational. Several possibilities for positive co-operation between schools and churches are not, however, excluded.

2. Issues of RE Curriculum Development.

To become an integral part of the whole educational process in schools and to be targeted, the RE Curriculum has to find a ‘common ground’ for all participants. It has to take into consideration the general educational aims of the national curriculum, the attitudes and views of colleagues and interests and expectations of pupils. 

2.1. Among the aims of RE, attention paid to moral education should be a pervasive aspect. 

2.2. Among others topics, World Religions and Religion and Culture should deserve more attention. 

2.3. The lower evaluation given to topics pertaining to Christianity raises didactical questions that need to be taken seriously. Teaching about Christianity after a long period of atheistic propaganda could be quite a challenging task. Such teaching has to address people’s prejudges and provide knowledge that could lead to reasoned attitudes.

2.4. The emphasis on ‘imparting knowledge’ among the aims of RE, as teachers saw it, seems to point also to the fact that a fear of ‘conversion’ and evangelisation needs a special sensibility. 

2.5. The RE curriculum needs some space to include topics raised by pupils themselves. Such an approach can guarantee that pupils’ interests and expectations are met and thus learning motivation increases.

3. Issues of RE teacher training.

3.1. The deficit of RE teachers requires special attention. To make sure that all Estonian schools will be able to offer RE classes in the near future, the number of RE teacher training students must be increased. Complementary in-service training courses must be offered to prepare more teachers for RE. 

3.2. RE teacher training programs have to devote attention to the development of the personal qualities of future RE teachers. There is a need for mature open-minded personalities who know the context of their work and who are motivated and able to overcome objective and subjective obstacles in their work.

3.3. RE teachers have to be prepared to use a wide range of active teaching methods pupils expect. Also readiness for dialogue, sensitivity and respect towards pupils and their questions are needed. The ability to build bridges between the content of RE and pupils’ everyday life and present problems is a necessary skill. 

3.4. Special attention has to be paid to developing teachers’ creativity. Often they have to manage in a situation in which the lack of good study materials is a serious problem. Thus they have to be able to prepare by themselves.
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