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MANFRED L. PIRNER AND SEBASTIAN ROHL

10 Religious and Professional Beliefs of
Schoolteachers: Theoretical Reflections and
Preliminary Research Findings in Germany

ABSTRACT

How do school teachers’ religious beliefs influence their professional thinkingand acting?
While chis question has triggered several empirical studies and theorerical discussions
in the United States, it has been widely neglected in European educational research, or
restricted to religious educarion reachers. In the paper some theoretical defiberations will
be offered and empirical data from one recent pilot study in Germany will be introduced.
The dara suggest that different from the USA, German teachers do not show as strongand
clear relarions between their religiosity and cheir profession. This may be due to different
tradirions of teacher education with asignificant secular branch in the German contexc.

Introduction

In order to introduce to you the research perspective that will be un-
folded in this paper we would like to start with a passage from an inter-
view with a female religious education teacher in a Northern Bavarian
primary school that we recently recorded {translation: mine).

This [assessing the achievement of pupils] is somerimes difficult. In RE T don’c
do thar so much really. Also, I don't give bad marks. Everyone who does not fool
around or severely misbehaves gets their ‘two’ [the second best grade after grade
one], [...] That's alse what I tell my pupils that this is the freedom that T have in
RE. I don’t want 1o destroy the beautiful and valuable things char I convey to the
pupils by grading them. But it’s not only in RE. For me, it’s also important in other
subjects. I mean, from my Christian view and as a primary school teacher [ want
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o make clear to my pupils: I don't see you as a mark. The kids know that with me
they will not be judged by a grade, so that I say, you are a bad child now or you are
agood child now. I try to value them as persons.

This interview text deserves a deep and detailed analysis. For now,
it will suffice to highlight only two aspects. First, obviously, the teacher
holds certain religious beliefs that she somehow links with her professional
beliefs and practice, in this case on assessing students’ achievement. We
can observe that her religious beliefs and her professional beliefs interact
with one another, which leads to a relativization of marks, but also to a
kind of reconceptualization of the assessment of students. This interaction
between religious beliefs and professional beliefs is clearly prompted and
promoted by the context of religious education, but it extends beyond re-
ligious education to other school subjects. Obviously, not only religious
education teachers can be influenced by their religious or worldview beliefs
in their professional beliefs and practice, but also teachers of other subjects.

Second, the fact that teachers’ professional thinkingand actingcan be
influenced by their religious or worldview beliefs can be judged differently.
It clearly has normative implications. In our example it could be critically
asked whether the teacher’s religious beliefs do not impair her professional
acting in a problematic way. Or it could be argued that the teacher uses
her religiosity as a resource for developing a more humane way of dealing
with the task of feedback and assessment of students. More generally, in
state schools in pluralistic societies, influences by teachers’ religious beliefs
might be seen as endangering the neutrality of schools concerning religions
and worldviews that is demanded of them. Public debates in a number of
European countries about whether teachers should be allowed to wear
head-scarves or other religious symbols indicate that many people fear the
problemaric effects of teachers’ religious beliefs on their students. On the
other hand, faith-based schools, churches and other school-maintaining
bodies tend to require their teachers to subscribe to the religious faith these
schools represent. Of course, the assumption behind this demand is that
the teachers’ religious beliefs do make a difference (see, e.g, Hunt ecal,,
2004) for the way they teach and educate young people.

This points to the academic, societal and even political implications
that research on the relationship between religious beliefs and professional
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beliefs of schoolteachers have. Our example also makes clear why it is im-
portant to do such research and raise teachers’ awareness for this relation-
ship. On the one hand, possible influences of teachers’ religious beliefs on
their professional thinking and acting can become problematic, if they
remain unconscious and are not included in professional reflection. On
the other hand, teachers’ religious beliefs may be valuable resources that
can underpin, motivate and shape their professional, educational thinking
and acting - if they are adequately reflected and responsibly related to pro-
fessional expertise and requirements.

In the following, we will first give a brief overview of the state of
empirical research on this topic, and, second, develop some theoretical
perspectives. Finally, we will report about an empirical pilot study on this
issue and draw a conclusion for teacher training,

Brief overview of empirical vesearch

Empirical research on links between teachers’ religiosity or spiritualicy
and their profession is scarce and mostly comes from the United States
(sce further, Hausler et al., 2019). For instance, in 2006 the Higher
Education Research Institute (2006, p. 7) found in a quantitative
survey among more than 40,000 college professors significant correl-
ations between the degree of spirituality and the professional beliefs of
the respondents: a higher degree of spirituality was connected with a
higher focus on students’ personal development, civic minded values, a
student-centred pedagogy, more advocacy for diversity and, in general,
a more positive outlook in life and work, compared to a low degree of
spirituality.

Several qualitative studies have provided evidence that for many
teachers in the USA their religious beliefs morivate and shape their pro-
fessional practice. They report, for instance, that their experience of God’s
love and grace motivates them to be sympathetic and helpful cowards their
colleagues and students (Kang, 2009; Nelson-Brown, 2007; Pajak & Blasé,
1989). However, as David Sikkink summarizes ina meta-study, the effects
of religious beliefs are not exclusively positive:
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Teachers overwhelmingly mentioned positive effects of their personal religious
lives on their professional lives, though a few males did mention that their religious

commitments lead ro feelings of anger, guilt, and conflict with their professional
role. (Sikkink, zoro, p. 167)

When we look for studies on the relationship between teachers’ reli-
gious beliefs and their professional thinking and acting beyond the USA,
we soon discover a vast rescarch deficit. We do find some empirical inves-
tigations on the effect of religious or worldview beliefs of science teachers
on their concepts of teaching about science, especially about evolution
theory (see, e.g., Clément, 2015; more references in Hiusler et al., 2019).
These studies primarily reveal the tensions many science reachers feel be-
tween religious creation belief and evolution theory and the uncertainty
many of them have concerning how such tensions might be dealt with.

Research on religious education teachers in Germany has also partly fo-
cused on the relationship of teachers’ personal religious beliefs and their pro-
tessional thinking and acting, Several studies found evidence that Christian
religious education teachers tend to bringin their own religious views into
their teaching, but mostly not in a direct, ‘authentic’ way, but in a peda-
gogically reflected way (see, ¢.g., Feige, 20c1). While we know something
abour the religious contents and goals that religious education teachers
try to convey to their students, we unfortunately know very little about
their educational views and practices and whether or how these relate to
their religious beliefs. Thus, we can say that the research deficit is large con-

cerning teachers in general and also extends to religious education teachers.

Teacher beliefs: Theovetical perspectives

What do we know abour teachers’ beliefs and how the relationship be-
tween religious beliefs and the professional thinking and acting of
teachers can be theoretically conceptualized? The research on teacher
beliefs has developed into a field of its own over the past decades (see,
e.g. Fives & Gill, 2015). Teachers’ beliefs are usually taken to refer to the
teachers’ views about the nature of teaching and learning, the nature of
the subject matter, or the basic views of their students. Their importance
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is hardly contested, vet the way in which they interact and are connected
to form belief systems is as under-rescarched as is their precise effect on
teaching practice (see, e.g., Fives & Buehl, 2012, p. 477). This also goes for
investigations of the relationships berween teachers’ personal beliefs, such
as religious or worldview beliefs, and their professional beliefs.

The religious, theological logic seems to be quite clear: religious
views or norms should guide your whole life, not only a religious part of
it, including your professional life. This is the claim of most major reli-
gions, and of Christianity in particular. This can be seen to correspond
with a psychological logic, as for example, developed in Festinger’s theory
of cognitive dissonance (1957; Cooper, 2007). It assumes that humans
have a desire to establish a certain degree of consistency between the di-
verse beliefs they hold. In this line, McAlpine, Eriks-Brophy and Crago
(1996, p. 392} contend that ‘educational beliefs are a substructure of the
total belief system [of a person] and must be understood in terms of their
connections to other, perhaps more influential, beliefs’

However, already classic theological traditions like Martin Luther’s
two kingdoms doctrine (see, ¢.g., Bornkamm, 1966) advanced the insight
that religious beliefs that may be valid for the life of the Church or one’s
personal life cannot be directly and in the same way applied to the realm
of public, social and political responsibility. They racher must be translated
or transformed in a way that does justice to the specific context. You cannot
rule a stare just by the commandment to love your neighbour, nor can you
manage a classroom solely by this ethical principle. Theological concepts
from Christian social ethics or approaches like public theology {see, e.g.,
Pirner et al., 2018, 2019) take account of such insights. And in the field of
psychology, present-day neuropsychologists have provided evidence that
the haman brain is to a considerable extent structured in ‘compartments’ or
‘modules’ and that therefore humans tend to be ‘consistently inconsistent’
in cheir beliefs and values (see, e.g., Kurzban, 2012, p. 4).

Consequently, we cannot empirically expect simple, direct ways of
interaction between teachers’ religious belicfs and their professional be-
liefs. Rather we will probably encounter varying ways in which teachers
connect their religious beliefs with their professional thinking and acting
and how they reflect on this.



186 PIRNER AND ROHL

Teachers overwhelmingly mentioned positive effects of their personal religious
[ives on cheir professional lives, though a few males did mention that their religious
commitments lead o feelings of anger, guilt, and conflict with cheir professional
role. (Sikkink, 2010, p. 167)

When we look for studies on the relationship between teachers’ reli-
gious beliefs and their professional thinking and acting beyond the USA,
we soon discover a vast research deficit. We do find some empirical inves-
tigations on the effect of religious or worldview beliefs of science teachers
on their concepts of teaching about science, especially abour evolution
theory (see, e.g., Clément, 2015; more references in Hiusler et al., 2019).
These studies primarily reveal the tensions many science teachers feel be-
tween religious creation belief and evolution theory and the uncertainty
many of them have concerning how such tensions might be dealt wich.

Research on religious education teachers in Germany has also partly fo-
cused on the relacionship of teachers’ personal religious beliefs and their pro-
fessional thinking and acting, Several studies found evidence that Christian
religious education teachers tend to bring in their own religious views into
their teaching, but mostly not in a direct, ‘authentic’ way, but in a peda-
gogically reflected way (see, e.g,, Feige, 2001). While we know something
about the religious contents and goals that religious education teachers
try to convey to their students, we unfortunately know very little about
their educational views and practices and whether or how these relate to
their religious beliefs. Thus, we can say that the research deficit is large con-
cerning teachers in general and also extends ro religious education teachers.

Teacher beliefs: Theoretical perspectives

What do we know about teachers’ beliefs and how the relationship be-
tween religious beliefs and the professional thinking and acting of
teachers can be theoretically conceptualized? The research on teacher
beliefs has developed into a field of its own over the past decades {see,
e.g., Fives & Gill, 2015). Teachers’ beliefs are usually taken to refer to the
teachers’ views about the nature of teaching and learning, the nature of
the subject matter, or the basic views of their students. Their importance

Religious and Professional Beliefs of Schoolteachers 187

is hardly contested, yet the way in which they interact and are connected
to form belief systems is as under-researched as is their precisc effect on
teaching practice (see, e.g., Fives & Buehl, 2012, p. 477). This also goes for
investigations of the relationships between teachers’ personal beliefs, such
as religious or worldview beliefs, and their professional beliefs.

‘The religious, theological logic seems to be quite clear: religious
views or norms should guide your whole life, not only a religious part of
it, including your professional life. This is the claim of most major reli-
gions, and of Christianity in particular. This can be seen to correspond
with a psychological logic, as for example, developed in Festinger’s theory
of cognitive dissonance (1957; Cooper, 2007). It assumes that humans
have a desire to establish a certain degree of consistency between the di-
verse beliefs they hold. In this line, McAlpine, Eriks-Brophy and Crago
(1996, p. 392) contend that ‘educational beliefs are a substructure of the
total belief system [of a person] and must be understood in terms of their
connections to other, perhaps more influential, beliefs’

However, already classic theological traditions like Martin Luther’s
two kingdoms doctrine (see, e.g., Bornkamm, 1966) advanced che insight
that religious beliefs that may be valid for the life of the Church or one’s
personal life cannot be directly and in the same way applied to the realm
of public, social and political responsibility. They rather must be translated
or transformed in away that docs justice to the specific context. You cannot
rule a state just by the commandment to Jove your neighbour, nor can you
manage a classroom solely by this ethical principle. Theological concepts
from Christian social ethics or approaches like public theology (see, e.g.
Pirner et al., 2018, 2019) take account of such insights. And in the field of
psychology, present-day neuropsychologists have provided evidence that
the human brain is to a considerable extent structured in ‘compartments’ or
‘modules’ and that therefore humans tend to be ‘consistently inconsistent’
in their beliefs and values (sec, e.g., Kurzban, zo12, p. 4).

Consequently, we cannot empirically expect simple, direct ways of
interaction between teachers’ religious beliefs and their professional be-
liefs. Rather we will probably encounter varying ways in which teachers
connect cheir religious beliefs with their professional thinking and acting
and how they reflect on this.



188 PIRNER AND ROHL

It seems reasonable in this context to make a distinction between the
actual relationships between teachers’ religious beliefs and their profes-
sional thinking and acting on the one hand, and their reflection on such
relationships on the other hand. The former can be empirically researched
by correlating the two areas, religious beliefs and professional beliefs. For
the latter, the first author has developed a structural model of what he ab-
breviates as beliefs on the Relationship between Profession and Religion/
religiosity or RPR beliefs. Drawing on and further extending a classifica-
tion suggested by Reusser, Pauli and Elmer (2011) this model comprises
several dimensions that have been concretized in scales (see Table 10.1; first
published in a more extended version in German in Pirner & Wamser,
2017, pp. 116-117).

Table 10.1: Structural model of the teachers’ beliefs on the relationship between
profession and religion/religiasity (source: own model, Pirner)

Dimensions Subdimensions Exemplary items

RIR reflexivity RPR reflexivity How often do you think about
(possible) links berween
religions/worldviews and pedagogy?

Epistemological Relacionship between ‘There is no pedagogical concept

beliefs religions/worldviews and  wichout references to worldvicws or
pedagogy religions.

Person-related  Supportive influcnce of My religious or worldview beliefs

beliefs religious/worldview beliefs are a source of morivation for my
on teachers (personal} teaching profession.

Conflictual influence of How often do you experience a
religious/worldview beliefs conflict between your religious or

on teachers {personal) worldview belicfs and the require-

ments of your teaching profession?
Intentional influence of  Twould like to pass on some of my
teachers’ religious/ worldview or religious attitudes to

worldview beliefs on their  my students.
pupils { personal)
Context-related  Importance of religionin  How imporrtant are, in your view,

beliefs school culturc religious school celebrations?
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Our research team used this model in several empirical studies from
which we will choose one pilot study to report about more closely in the
next section.

Preliminary research findings from a pilot study

The team of the Nuremberg Research Unir for Public Religion and
Education (RUPRE) has conducted two quantitative pilot studies in which
we tested the newly developed scales and explored possible correlations be-
tween teacher students’ religious beliefs and their professional beliefs (re-
ported in Pirner, 2013) and one with teachers (see below). Also, we integrated
some of the scales into a bigger empirical survey among religious education
teachers in Bavaria that will soon be published (Pirner & Kertes, 2021). At
present, a research group consisting of Manfred Pirner, Stephan Kroner,
Annette Scheunpflug and Nastja Hausler is conducting a rescarch project
(acronym ‘RebeL’) funded by the German Research Foundation (Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft DFG) to investigate possible correlations between
religious and professional beliefsamonga bigger sample of teachers (with and
withou religious education as subject) (see for current status and first results
<www.projekt-rebel.phil.fau.de> Information in English’). In this context
the team also did an extensive validation study among university students
of these two newly developed scales from RPR beliefs that we wanted to use
in the Rebel. project, ‘Intentional influence of teachers’ religious/worldview
beliefs on their pupils’ and ‘Presence of religion in school culture’ (Hausler
etal,, 2021, submitted). In another quantitative study connected with the re-
search question introduced above, the authors of this text have explored the
extent to which teachers at evangelical private schools see their profession as
a‘calling’ (by God) (see Réhl & Pirner, submitted).

In the following, we will restrict ourselves to reporting on the explora-
tory pilot study among 202 teachers, a convenience sample from the metro-
politan area of Nuremberg, Fiirth and Erlangen. Our research question was
rwofold: are there correlations between the teachers’ religious beliefs and
their professional beliefs?; and how do teachers think about such possible
correlations {RPR beliefs).

In order to answer these two questions, we integrated three sets of
scales into the questionnaire to cover three areas of content: religiosity
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(religious beliefs), professional belicfs and RPR beliefs. Table 10.2 shows
an overview of the instruments we used for measuring religious beliefs and
professional beliefs as well as Cronbach’s alpha for reliability, the mean
value and the standard deviation.

Table 10.2: Instruments of the pilot study: Religious and professional beliefs (N = 2oz

teachers)
Name or description of scales N e M SD ¥
items Centy.sc
Religious belicfs
Centrality of religiosity scale 10 94 3.0 LOI
Huber & Huber, 2012
Professional beliefs
Focus on education vs. transmission 3 T4 37 077 NS
Orrtenburger, 2010
Teacher idealism 3 75 2.0 0.86 NS
Ortenburger, zo10
Focus on relation teacher-student-relations 4 67 21 G.67 NS
Ortenburger, 2010
Professional self-efficacy 3 68 2.4 190 -146
Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1999
Reference norm for assessments 6 76 2.4 0.63 NS
Dresel, 2008
Error culture 3 67 16 o030 NS
Dresel, 2008
Competitive vs, cooperative learning 5 76 1.4 ©91 NS
Dresel, 2008
Discipline-centred teaching style 3 69 238 o073 -14F
Gerechr et al,, 2007
Student-centred teaching style 4 67 22 069 NS

Gerecht et al,, 2007

Note:

All scales were measured by a s-point Likerr scale with 1 as the highest value;

# = Cronbach’s alpha; M = mean value; S0 = standard deviation; NS = not
significant; 7 (centr. sc.) = Pearson’s correlation with the Centralicy of Religiosity
Scale; "= p < .05,
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For measuring the religious belicfs, we used the well-tested multi-
dimensional Centrality-of Religiosity Scale developed by Stefan Huber
(Huber & Huber, 2012) that links religious beliefs in a narrow sense with
religious practices and religious experiences. As regards professional be-
liefs, we chose those {sufficiently tried and tested) constructs and scales
that, from previous research and from theoretical deliberations, seemed
likely to be in some way linked with religious or worldview beliefs. For
instance, we hypothesized that religious teachers would be more inclined
to emphasize educational goals against transmission goals, because the
personality development of their students would be more important to
these teachers than their students’ acquisition of knowledge. Or, we as-
sumed that religious teachers would prefer cooperative learning against
competitive learning, because from their religious perspective they would
want to promote their students’ social competences along with other skills.
The third set of instruments consisted of the self-developed RPR-beliefs
scales that were introduced above — which, as can be seen in Table 10.2 -
all showed a quite satisfactory reliability.

To our disappointment, the correlation analysis between religious
beliefs and professional beliefs did not produce the numerous and clear
correlations that we had expected. There were only two significant, but
weak correlations: the degree of religiosity correlated negarively wich
teachers’ focus on discipline and with their self-efficacy (both with7 = .14,
P <.08).

As the correlation results were not satisfactory we tried a cluster
analysis, assuming that there might not be a linear correlation between
religious and professional beliefs at all. And indeed we found that there
may be rather a kind of ‘bath-tub relationship’. We found four clusters,
which means four types of teachers. Two of the clusters show the ten-
dencies of high idealism and commitment to pupil-centred values and
practices, type 1 with high religiosity rates and type 2 with very low
religiosity rates.

The teacher pilot study did yield some interesting resules on RPR be-
liefs that can be seen in Table 10.3. Because religious education teachers
have a special precondition as to relating religion to their profession, all
RPR-belief scales were calculated excluding the religious education teachers
(teachers without religious as a subject: n = 148).
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Table 10.3: Instruments of the pilot study: RPR beliefs (reachers without RE as
subject: N =148)

Name or description of scales N @ M 58D r
items centr.se
RPR beliefs
RPR reflexivity 4 .86 1.6 078  -.448"
Pirner & Wamser, 2017
Epistemological beliefs 6 86 2.4 o082 s2r”
Pirner & Wamser, 2017
Person-related: personal, supportive 4 97 3.2 1.30 829"
influence

Pirner & Wamser, 2017 (4 items)

Person-related: personal, conflicrual 4 8o 3.7 095 271
influence
Pirner & Wamser, 2017

Person-related: personal, inten- 4 .88 2.8 100 5107
tional influence
Pirner & Wamser, 2017

Contextrelated beliefs: importance 3 .89 2.4 100 664"
of religion in school culeure, Pirner
& Wamser, 2017

Note:

All scales were measured by a s-poine Likert scale with 1 as the highese value,

& = Cronbach’s alpha; M = mean value; D = standard deviation; NS = not signifi-

cant; r (centr. sc.) = Pearson’s correlarion with the Centralicy of Religiosity Scale;
=p<.05 =p<.oL

The results show that RPR reflexivity (exemplary item: ‘How often
do you think about possible links between religions/worldviews and peda-
gogy?’) among teachers without religious education as subject is not high
(mean value = 3.6), but still about 6o per cent of them reflect at least from
time to time’ about possible links between religions or worldviews and
pedagogy.

Also, the majority of teachers withour religious education endorsed
the epistemological belief chat there is a general connection between

Lm.-g..;.b
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educational concepts and a religion- or worldview-related foundation
(mean value = 2.4), fewer of them, but still a substantial parc (mean
value = 2.8) affirmed that they would like to pass on some of their
worldview or religious attitudes to their students. It is also interesting
to see that there is a much higher endorsement for supportive influ-
ences of the teachers’ religious or worldview beliefs on their professional
thinking and acting (mean value = 3.2) than for conflictual influences
(mean value = 4.1). To make it more concrete: about 33 per cent of teachers
without religious education affirmed that their religiosity/faich helps
them ‘to stay friendly and patient in difficult situations at school’, while
about 20 per cent of them indicated that they ‘sometimes experience a
conflict’ between their religious or worldview beliefs and the require-
ments of their teaching profession.

As could have been expected, there were significant positive correl-
ations between the respondents’ religiosicy (centrality scale) and all RPR
areas. The strongest correlation ( = .83, p < .o1) shows that the more reli-
gious the respondents consider themselves tobe, the more will they experi-
ence their religiosity as supportive for their job. A less strong correlation
affirms that higher religiosity may also increase the feeling of conflicts
between the teachers’ religious beliefs and the professional requirements

of their job.

Discussion

The reported study has, as is usual for pilot studies, clear limitations in
thar it is based on a rather small convenience sample that is in no way
representative, and in the limited scope of statistical procedures that have
been applied. Yet, it gives us some valuable hints for further research.
First, it has reaffirmed our estimation that research results from the USA
cannot be simply transferred to European countries. The quite clear and
numerous correlations between religious beliefs and professional beliefs
of teachers in research conducted in the USA could not be reproduced
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in our sample, The possible ‘bath-tub relationship’ that we found hints
of through cluster analysis may be interpreted to point to a difference be-
tween USA teachers and German teachers: in Germany we have a strong
tradition of a secular, critical kind of pedagogy for which emancipation
from religion has always been and still is a major value. This might mani-
fest itself in type 2 of the four clusters, in which a secular attitude is com-
bined with high idealism and commitment to student-centred values and
practices, while, in tendency, a similar extent of idealism and student-
centred commitment is combined with high religiosity in type 1 of the
clusters. However, there is certainly more research needed to confirm
this assumption; we will try to find out about this in our present Rebel.
project.

Second, the newly created construct of RPR beliefs has proved mean-
ingful and provided interesting results that can be linked to qualitative
research. Especially the considerable number of respondents who athrmed
chat their religiosity or faith is a source of support and motivation can
be compared with the above-reported qualirative studies trom the USA
and be complemented by one qualitative study from Germany, in which
Ralf Bohnsack (2009) was able to show through interviews of twenty-
two teachers that their spirituality, and especially the central aspect of
‘ontological trust’ {"Seinsvertrauen’), is an important factor stabilizing the
teachers’ self and motivating them to focus on their students’ personality
development.

Furthermore, the conflict or tension felt by a considerable part of
the respondents in our pilot study between their religious beliefs and
the requirements of their teaching profession can remind us of similar
tensions voiced by religious education teachers in qualitative interviews
conducted by Hans-Giiter Heimbrock in the German state of Hesse
(Heimbrock, 2017). His analysis of the typical ways in which religious
education teachers deal with those tensions stimulated the first author of
this text to develop a stage model (see Pirner & Wamser, 2017) that has
meanwhile found further support by the findings from interviews with
Bavarian religious education teachers. To extend this aspect of research to
teachers without religious education as a subject is, among many others,
a task chat is still to be done.
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