RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN CATHOLIC SCHOOLS IN EUROPE.

Etienne VERHACK

This article is based on the answers given to the questionnaires by the following countries: Germany, England and Wales, Austria, Belgium (Flemish speaking and Francophone), Belarus, Bulgaria, Croatia, Denmark, Scotland, Spain, Finland, France (only Alsace and Moselle), Hungary, Ireland, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Serbia-Kosovo-Montenegro-Macedonia, Slovakia, Sweden, Czech Republic, and the Ukraine. Four of these countries have no Catholic schools: Belarus, Bulgaria, Finland, and Iceland. 

We will examine the situation of Catholic schools, the teaching of religion, the situation of teachers, the effects of religious education, so as to give an outline of the problems but also of the potential of this teaching.

CHAPTER I: THE SITUATION OF CATHOLIC SCHOOLS IN THE ABOVE MENTIONED COUNTRIES

	Country
	Number of schools

	Number of students
	Percentage

	Germany
	(1128)
	  300.000
	   3

	England and Wales
	(2360)
	  699.659
	 10

	Austria
	(321)
	    68.941
	   5,8

	Belgium - Flemish speaking  
	(2179) 
	  744.478
	 68

	Belgium - Francophone    
	(1086)
	  411.062
	 50

	Croatia
	     10
	     (2486)
	   3

	Denmark
	     21
	       8500
	  (1,2)

	Scotland
	   (404)                     
	  123.000                  
	 (21)

	Spain   
	  5882
	1.578.609
	 (20)

	France (Alsace-Moselle)
	
	     44.232
	

	Hungary
	    (187)
	    (51.649)
	  (3,3)

	Ireland
	    (407)
	   (190.000)
	  (30)

	Italy
	  (2380)
	    272.539
	

	Latvia
	          5
	           537
	

	Lithuania
	      (28)
	      11.494
	       2

	Norway
	          4
	         1100
	       0,17

	Poland
	     (452)
	     (57.000)
	       1,28

	Portugal
	     (576)
	     (87.066)
	      (3,7)

	Romania
	       (58)
	         7.000
	

	Serbia
	           2
	
	

	Slovakia
	       172
	       52.000
	       10

	Sweden
	           3
	            800
	

	Czech Republic
	         53
	        15.000
	         0,6

	The Ukraine
	           6
	             900
	


CHAPTER II : THE TEACHING OF RELIGION IN CATHOLIC SCHOOLS. 

II.1.  NON CATHOLIC STUDENTS IN CATHOLIC SCHOOLS.

The analysis of the presence of non Catholic students in Catholic schools reveals that their treatment is not the same in all countries. In England, they can receive alternative education that introduces other religious communities’ traditions. Decisions on the matter are made at local level under diocesan guidance. In Austria, non Catholic students follow courses on their own religion. Students without religious conviction must follow courses on a Christian religion. In Denmark, the course on Catholic religion is given separately to Catholic students – therefore being both education and preaching – and to non Catholic students. In Spain, it is compulsory for Catholic schools to offer the Catholic, Muslim, Jewish, or Protestant confessional course. Students or parents can make the choice at the time of enrolment or when passing from one school cycle to another. Students who choose not to attend the religion course must attend «lternative study activities », from which they can draw knowledge of a religious nature. In France, the course is conceived as a first announcement: it is a faith proposal. In Hungary, the Catholic Church, the Reformed Church, and the Lutheran Church signed an agreement in 2006 ensuring mutually, in their schools, the teaching of  the other’s religion for the students who wish it.. In Poland, all students must attend the course on Catholic religion. Portugal emphasizes that the compulsory religion course is integrated within a comprehensive pastoral plan, which is widely open. In one of the two gymnasium schools in Serbia, 84% of students are Muslim and attend the course on Islam. In Sweden, confessional religious education is banned. There is only a course on social sciences (3 hours), which includes: history, geography, social sciences and religion. Catechetical education is then available after school hours for those who choose it.

II.2. NUMBER  OF HOURS  OF RELIGIOUS EDUCATION .

Germany
            2 or 3h  (+ 1h of evangelical course)

England
Compulsory ed. : 10% of hours ; Post-compulsory ed. : 5 % of  hours



Austria                   
2

Belgium Fl. speaking  prim. sch. 3 ; sec. sch. 2

Belgium Francoph.  
2

Croatia                     
prim. sch. 2h (45’ each) ; sec. sch. 1

Denmark                
2 (1h more than in state sch.)

Scotland                      prim. sch. 2 1/2h (15% of total number) ; sec. sch. 2h

Spain                    
The LOE will reduce the number of hours by one third

France                       
prim. sch. 1 or  2 ; sec. sch. 2 ( 1h of RE + 1h of religious culture)

Hungary                     
2 (74h annually)

Ireland                       
prim. sch. 3 ; sec. sch. 2h in 3 lessons weekly

Italy                          
minimum : nurs. sch. 1 ½ ; prim.sch. 2 ; high sch. 1 ; lyceum 1

Lithuania                     2

Norway                     1 or 2

Poland                     
2

Portugal                    
prim. sch. 40’ ; sec. sch. 90’

Romania                 
1

Serbia                       
1

Slovakia

2

Sweden  

3 ( within the course on social sciences) + RE after school hours

Czech Republic
1

The Ukraine

1            

.

II.3.  EVALUATION OF THE RELIGIOUS EDUCATION COURSE IN CATHOLIC SCHOOLS.
Germany : evaluations count towards  the average mark. RE can be an examination subject for the diploma.

England and Wales: evaluation of  the  knowledge acquired according to « learning levels». Learning and its progress are central.

Austria : evaluation through marking, as  for  the other subjects which count towards the  pass mark. RE can feature as an oral subject for A-levels.

Belgium Flemish speaking and Francophone : exams and marking.

Croatia : evaluation through a  descriptive comment and marking.

Scotland : exams : the level of individual growth in faith is not evaluated.

Spain : marking  like  in other subjects in primary and in high school, but not in lyceum.

France : at primary level : marking. In secondary school : compulsory marking, which does not count towards the pass mark.

Hungary : marking like in other subjects.

Italy : RE is not  an examination subject. Ban on marking. The  teacher participates in the deliberations.   

Latvia : descriptive evaluation. It does not count towards the general average.

Lithuania : in some schools RE is evaluated with marks, in others it is not.

Norway : exam.

Poland : evaluation like  other subjects.

Portugal : evaluation like other subjects. It does not count towards deliberations.

Romania : evaluation like other subjects.

Serbia-Kosovo-Montenegro-Macedonia: appraisal, but but no marking.

Slovakia : evaluation like other subjects : exams and marking.

Czech Republic : evaluation like  other subjects ; can be an A-levels examination subject 

The Ukraine : no evaluation.
CHAPTER III : RELIGION TEACHERS.

III.1. STATUS AND SALARIES
In most countries, religion teachers enjoy the same juridical status as the other teachers
. In Belgium the status differs in the contents and in the methodology. In Spain, teachers receive a fixed term work contract for the duration of the school year. We will have to see how the new LOE law will deal with this matter. Some Italian religion  teachers also have a fixed term work contract (only 30%).

Salaries : most States pay their salaries. In Hungary, religion teachers who teach in religious schools are paid by the competent authority. In Portugal, it is the schools themselves that pay them from their own funds. The same situation exists in Serbia and the Czech Republic. In the Czech Republic it is the diocese that pays the religion teacher when there are less than seven students attending the course. 

III.2. APPOINTMENT OF RELIGION TEACHERS.

In many countries
 religion teachers are appointed either by the competent authority or by the school headmaster. The appointment is made upon a proposal by a Church authority and they nominate only those teachers  who have received the « missio canonica ». In France, for primary level, and in Hungary, the parish priest recommends them. En Lithuania, the responsibility  belongs to the diocesan catechetical centres, and in Portugal it is the education services that recruit them.

III.3.  RELIGION TEACHERS’ ONGOING FORMATION.

Seven countries answer that ongoing formation is assured by the Church. In Germany for example, it is provided through courses, publications, religious education institutes, and a documentation internet site ( www.rpp-katholisch.de ). The same is done in Italy by professional organisations. Austria relies on universities and religious education institutes. In Denmark, in view of the small number of Catholic schools, it is the association of Catholic  schools that takes it upon itself to organize brief courses of pedagogical specialization.

Scotland  has accurately established a mandatory number of hours of  professional formation: 

35 hours. This obligation is included in the contract. The “Faith and Teaching” project 

enables Scottish teachers to self-evaluate and form themselves.

Italy proposes some web sites: www.chiesacattolica.it/irc
                                                            www.chiesacattolica.it/cci_new/index.html.

III.4.  RELIGION TEACHERS’  INITIAL FORMATION.

A certain number of countries differentiate formation for primary teaching from that for secondary teaching. This is the case of Austria, Scotland, Spain, France, Ireland and Italy.
Another differentiation concerns teachers who have a diploma  to teach a discipline other than religion, and teachers who have obtained a diploma in  theology or religious sciences. 

Eligibility to teach is mentioned by Austri, Scotland, France, Slovakia and Romania. Spain requires attendance to a  special didactics of religion course (18 credits).

In Hungary there is still 5% of teachers who  have never received formation. This is due to the political situation.

III.5.  MISSIO CANONICA.

About a dozen countries mention the « missio canonica »
. In Spain, the new LOE law will change the situation : the question is what will be the power of  the Church to withdraw the missio from a religion teacher for reasons established by Canon Law.    

III.6. THE INSPECTION.

It is carried out by the diocesan authorities. This topic is mentioned only by England, Austria, Belgium, Croatia, France, and Lithuania.

III.7. NOTES CONCERNING THE TEACHERS’ WAY OF LIFE.

Some countries mention the fact that the Church expects  religion teachers to observe the doctrine of the Church in their daily life (Germany) ; to lead a life in accordance with lthe teaching of the Church (England) ; to have the right doctrine and give witness of a Christian life (Italy). Poland  adds very specific pastoral obligations : during the school year, the teacher must prepare the Sunday and feast days liturgy, participate in the Mass with his students in the parish where  the school is situated, and accompany the students during the parish spiritual exercises at Advent and Lent (a minimum of three days). In Portugal, religion teachers are required to participate in Church activities, in pastoral work and parish work.

CHAPTER IV : THE EFFECTS OF RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN CATHOLIC SCHOOLS.

First of all, we could bear in mind that  very few studies have been made recently on the subject. Besides,  there is an appeal to realism, formulated by Austria: « It cannot be expected from religious education to remedy to all that is lacking due to a failing religious and ecclesial socialization».

What are the most importnt effects then? 

Religious education takes charge of the spiritual and ethical dimension. By offering a basis for faith, and value formation (Lithuania), it enables the gradual acquisition of faith maturity, which respects what the other is (France). It is equally Spain’s view,  which finds that the greatest effect is to be identified within the domain of knowledge of doctrine and morals, followed by the presentation of ethical demands.

Religious education contributes to the identity of the Catholic school (Belgium Flemish speaking). By sparking off  the students’ interest for religion (Belgium Flemish speaking), by studying the mystery of Christ and the teaching of the Church (England), religious education is an introduction to culture (Austria)  and to the dialogue between culture and faith  (Spain). This last aim, however,  has not been attained in Spain.

The religion course has a definite impact  on culture : through it young people  learn first of all to ponder about faith ( Belgium Flemish speaking, Portugal). It can be expected that the example given by the teacher’s lifestyle stimulates and fortifies them in their  spiritual development. seen later that It will be sometimes a problem is born on this point. At the  centre of it is found the  personality of the teacher « who is able to provide a counterweight to opposite values» (Austria). It is not just the teachers but the parents as well who are involved. According to Scotland, preparation for sacraments involves parents more in religious education programmes. This teaches young people to communicate about convictions and on their diversity.

    Religious education is a factor of social  cohesion (England) and social inclusion (Hungary). Italy  adds a very topical aspect: it creates openness towards foreigners.

    Religious education provides the opportunity for young people to discuss among them about faith and essential questions ( Belgium Flemish speaking). The religion course is the last important encounter the Church has with the new generation – a remark made by Austria, a veritable appeal to a  deep commitment.

Through RE young people learn to take  a constructive attitude in society and  in a pluralistic culture (Belgium Flemish speaking, France and Italy). At the same time, it increases knowledge about our roots (Italy).

All education can be improved: almost everyone mentions the role of inspection, but the ability to do better is acquired likewise through self-evaluation (England) and through the renewal of religious education programmes (Belgium Flemish speaking).

At the end of this chapter, let us meditate Norway’s answer, a country where Catholics are a real minority: the effect of religious education in our country «is the effect of the salt of the earth».

CHAPTER V : PROBLEMS CONCERNING RELIGIOUS EDUCATION.

V.1. The teachers themselves.

There is, first of all, a recruitment problem in Germany, especially in training colleges, in Belgium Flemish speaking, in Denmark, in France and in Sweden. The reasons given are de-Christianization  or the fact of being a minority. According to France, the  difficulty of finding supply teachers leads  Catholic education towards the employment of supply teachers «of the trade», which renders the link between the parish and the school more fragile 

Older teachers give rise to concern as well: to what degree will they be able to continue keeping up with changes ( new programmes, multiculturality, new technologies, flexibilisation ?)

There is also the issue of teachers’ loneliness: according to Belgium Flemish speaking, teachers need groups in which they can talk about faith and the content of their teaching.

And some point out that teachers’ formation should be improved.

V.2.  Religious education.

The schools’ growing educational autonomy and school authorities’ greater power may lead some of them to weaken the position of religious education vis-à-vis other disciplines, to limit this teaching to certain levels, or bring together some groups so as to economize teacher-hours or because of other difficulties of an organizational nature (Germany).

In some countries, like in England, it can be observed that the expectations and challenges posed to the school by the religion course are not always of the same level as those of  the other disciplines. The assignments given to the students are sometimes too vague and not demanding enough. In order to remedy this situation the English bishops have published « The  levels to be attained in RE in Catholic schools and in colleges».

The fact that religious illiteracy has increased makes it by no means easy to find the right  language for religious education.

The first announcement put forward in Catholic schools remains fruitless if it is not  integrated within a comprehensive catechetical proposition. Religious education at  school could not and should not replace the whole of catechesis (in the communities, the liturgical year, the spheres of life, in sacramental pastoral).

In Hungary they complain about the unworthy conditions in which religious education must take place. Its evaluation could be improved (Lithuania), as well as the textbooks (Lithuania) and the programmes (Poland).

Christian education and sexual education should be reflected upon  (Lithuania).      

There are problems also in the plurireligious, interreligious, and ecumenical areas. Lithuania raises the subject. In Germany, some criticize the distinction between Catholic and evangelical religious education and would favour a course organized jointly. The subject of plurireligious pedagogy poses problems in certain environments.

V.3.  Problems created by the government

In countries with an (ex-)communist ideology, such as Serbia, it must be taken into consideration that three generations have been formed in a school with an ideology that was hostile to religion and theChurch: RE remains a very delicate issue. In Ukraine, the Catholic school does not enjoy yet the same rights as the State school. Even the creation of new school establishments remains problematic.

In Belgium francophone, the government continually manifests the will to “de-confessionalize”  the religion course and substitute it with a philosophy or history of religions course.

In Italy, religious education in school sustains «frequent attacks from the secularizing media, the Waldensians  and the Jews, who all want non confessional education», some sort of  science of religions.

In Spain, the situation is alarming. The teaching of religion has become problematic since the approval of the Constitution. The present government strives to cast religion aside, which creates much uncertainty and insecurity.

In Hungary, there is a debate in society about the financing of the religion course by  the State: is it the State’s duty or not ? The same debate takes place in Portugal : il s’agit d’un «personal and private choice ». Ireland, on the other hand, warns us that a good subsidy and a good equipment may equally cause overconfidence.

The Romanian government does not allow an RE course unless there are at least 10 or 15 students.

V.4. Problems created by the reigning culture.

Portugal is going through a cultural debate: what is the place of religion and spirituality in public affairs, in education, and in society? The same problem is experienced in Hungary : some question the very existence of religious education. The line of reasoning is  that faith is a private matter. In Scotland, some groups attack the existence of  Catholic schools : they  supposedly contribute to sectarianism. The same signal in Sweden : the cultural climate has become very hostile towards confessional schools ( and not towards religious education), since  the opening of a certain number of  Muslim schools.

Austria and Hungary present the problem of the loss or change of values. In Austria’s view, there is a stress on values that are detrimental to confessional education.

Secularization is also a concern : Hungary, Spain, Ireland and Slovakia mention it explicitly. According to Hungary, the spreading and reinforceent of missionary evangelisation could put a remedy to it. In Ireland, this evolution gives rise to discussions about the preparation for the sacraments in the religious education curriculum at school, and not in the parishes.

V.5. PROBLEMS CONCERNING YOUNG PEOPLE.

According to Ireland, the effects of religious education on young people are not sensed in their commitment to the Church. Young people are interested  in questions related to spirituality, personal development, and global ethics, particularly in the issue of justice. But they keep their distance vis-à-vis the doctrine of the Church. According to Austria,  this distance does not affect participation  in the courses, but it influences the school atmosphere. Since Lithuania’s entry in the European Union, it can be noticed that young people lack skills to face that challenge.

In France, the number of students  who request dispensation from religious education is increasing. In theory it is the parents who decide on enrolment. In practice, because of the indifference of many parents, it is the students themselves who in most cases choose to enrol in the course or not.

V.6. PROBLEMS CONCERNING THE PARENTS.

This leads us to focus on parents. In Ireland, as in fact ther are no State schools, parents’ free choice is not real. This situation is not consistent anymore with the reality of the philosophical and religious convictions of Irish parents. Lithuania points out that parents’ formation should be  improved.

CHAPTER VI : THE POTENTIAL OF RELIGIOUS EDUCATION IN CATHOLIC SCHOOLS.

After this rather sombre chapter, it is heartening by the same token to consider the potentials of religious education, and they are many, happily!

The possibilities  offered are addressed at different levels  to the Churches, to society, to the State, to young people, to parents, to teachers and to education or instruction in Catholic schools.

The potentials identified in the area of quality of religious education are numerous. Both  Austria and the Ukraine emphasize it  explicitly.

This increase in quality is due, first of all,  to a better formation and specific guidance of religious education teachers ( Ireland and Belgium Flemish speaking). The latter is carried out in collaboration with colleges of higher education and with the KULeuven (Catholic University of Louvain).

In addition, new programmes have been developed ( Belgium Flemish speaking and Scotland). In Scotland, the government has taken charge. « It wants young people to become men and women who learn with success, persons who have confidence and responsible citizens ». At the same time, the Scottish Catholic Education Commission develops resources to support the Christian understanding of the « values and virtues » in their curriculum.

Hungary highlights the challenge of a reinforcement and spreading of the catechetical aspect of missionary evangelisation through the development of new projects.

Afterwards, there is the development or improvement of a new methodology, new textbooks and other resources, mentioned also by Lithuania, Portugal, Romania, and Serbia. To this effect, Portugal choses to centre religious education mostly on culture. Dialogue between faith and culture is increasingly developed, an interreligious and ecumenical  discussion about  life, the world, values, and about our future in a globalized world. RE will have to offer more and more an integration of the students’ personality at the intellectual, affective, artistic, social, and interpersonal levels  . All this with the awareness that spirituality, religion, and a transcendent horizon are important elaborations and tasks of the development of the human vocation to search for the ultimate meaning of life.

Ecumenism, already mentioned as a potential is equally emphasized by Germany, Austria, Belgium, Romania, and  Croatia. In thse two last countries, collaboration with other Churches is good. Belgium francophone underlines inter-institutional dialogue : some initiatives favour exchanges, inter-convictional dialogue with the other religious and philosophical traditions.

In Germany, an agreement between the Catholic and Evangelical Churches recommends collaboration between teachers, a certain number of shared course hours, and shared school liturgical celebrations. In Äustria, all religions publish an Internal School Calendar together and they carry out different projects in common.

The creation of new institutions means another opportunity. This is how in Croatia the Bishops’ Conference has set up a National Catechetical Office, with the responsibility of attending to and promoting RE and parish catechesis.

Many countries highlight the fruits of a better formation of the catechists. Romania and the Ukraine stress the formation of teachers in theology and religious pedagogy. Slovakia emphasizes the importance of a better formation of those in charge of formation.

Other RE potentials  concern young people themselves. According to Ireland,  young people are interested in questions regarding spirituality, personal development, and global ethics, particularly the theme of justice. France points out that many young people ask for a place where to be listened to. Sweden rejoices with the growing interest, among young people, for the search of a meaning in their life.

Concerning parents and parishes, Scotland  indicates different paths which have been followed to strengthen relations with parents and parishes. In primary schools, prayer services are organized, related to the subjects taught ; books and sheets are used,  and DVDs are made available to the parents. In secondary schools, the students are assigned duties. Meeting with the parents offers them the possibility of discussing certain aspects of the course. Each year there is a Catholic education week. Preparation for the sacraments takes place in  primary schools, in coordination with the parish and the priest.

In France, Catholic families that are more traditional ask for « a more orderly proposition of faith, and a more explicit witness of faith ». Some families ask the school for a preparation to the sacraments which would relieve them from the anxiety of being involved  in this aspect. Parents expect the handing over of a  cultural tradition and of a Christian culture, a moral education, an awakening  to Christian and human values, an awakening to a plurireligious culture, and  answers to the questions on the meaning of life.

This will to build a new relationship between the Catholic school and the local Church is also pointed out by Belgium francophone.

The German Catholic schools rejoice in the fact that their bishops lose no opportunity to emphasize the importance of religious education and work intensely at raising consciousness, including the encouragement to teach religion, considering the increasing lack of teachers.

These schools mention, as does Portugal, the inclusion of the religion course within a comprehensive school pastoral plan. Also, many German Catholic schools launch, alongside the religion course, extracurricular pastoral volunteering initiatives with a mystagogical, liturgical, and diaconal orientation: special Masses, spiritual exercises, conflict resolution programmmes, solidarity initiatives, and student tutoring programmes. 

Some countries of Eastern Europe see in religious education an opportunity for their society. Serbia speaks of « a moral renewal of society » while the Ukraine observes that religious education contributes to  fight against the stereotypes of post-atheist society, notably concerning the conflict between science and religion. 

¨Denmark, a very secularized Nordic country observes that the State gives great importance to the religious education course in order to attain a set of common values in society.  England  takes into consideration the fact that the students of Catholic schools carry within themselves all the cultural and social changes, as well as the influences of modernity. In the face of these problems, including that of “transmission”, the bishops have commissioned a sociological and theological study about religious education, catechesis, evangelisation and formation, by the title « On the Way to Life ».

Conclusion.

This analysis reveals first of all the extreme diversity of the religious education panorama in Europe. Diversity may disappoint, but it can equally be enriching and stimulate reflection. Certain differences, anyway, deserve further study : how to conceive a better initial and continuing formation? How to evaluate a religion course? What kind of religious education for non Catholic students in Catholic schools? The different present situations are enormously divergent, without the topics being presented and discussed enough. What are the aims? Are the new technologies being exploited enough ?

A study of the effects of religious education is imperative, at any rate. What is the impact on culture? What is the impact of contemporary culture on this education, taking into account secularisation and individualisation?

The place of faith and the teaching of religion in the public debate deserves all our attention. The teaching of religion must keep its founding and fundamental place in the schools. It will be necessary to make the effort of persuading intelligent politicians of good will in order to continue to fight for this noble cause.

The word now belongs to the experts, to the specialists, but also to the field workers. Catholic schools wait for their suggestions et their contribution.

Etienne Verhack

Secretary General of the European Committee 
for Catholic Education (CEEC)

� The figures not conveyed by the report writers have been replaced with the figures of the European Committe for Catholic Education (CEEC) statistics and placed between brackets. 


� Germany, England and Wales, Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Scotland, France (in primary school they have auxiliary status and in secondary school they are assimilated in the administrative cadres), Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Serbia-Kosovo-Montenegro-Macedonia, Slovakia, Czech Republic and the Ukraine.   


� England and Wales, Belgium, Denmark, Scotland, France (at secondary level, the Church liaises with² the local education authority for their nomination), Poland.


� Germany, England, Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Spain, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Serbia-Kosovo-Montenegro-Macédonia, Slovakia and Czech Republic.
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