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Preface

During his fourteen years as editor of British Journal of Religious Education 
Professor Robert Jackson published over a hundred articles by leading authors 
who employed original empirical data relevant to the field of religious education. 
These articles have made an enormous contribution to the international literature, 
establishing the empirical science of religious education. The aim of this volume 
is to draw together, to organise and to illustrate the contours of this emerging 
empirical science of religious education by republishing a selection of the articles 
that passed the test of the peer-review process and Jackson’s editorial scrutiny 
during that fourteen-year period.

Making this selection of little more than just twenty papers from the pool of 
over a hundred has been no easy task. Two primary principles have guided our 
choice. First, we wanted to give fair representation both to the range of topics 
covered and to the range of methods employed. Second, we wanted to major on 
those articles that could stimulate the next generation of researchers poised to 
extend further the empirical science of religious education. By displaying recent 
achievements in the field we want to set out clearly the foundations already in 
place and on which others can build.

The empirical science of religious education is no longer beyond the grasp 
of classroom practitioners. Opportunities exist for continuing professional 
development through research-based Masters programmes and through doctoral-
level research, both within traditional PhD programmes and within professional 
doctorates like the EdD. Support structures exist through communities of 
practice and through practitioner research networks. Not only has Professor 
Robert Jackson published exemplary papers illustrating the empirical science of 
religious education (through the Warwick Religions and Education Research 
Unit), he has established the ideal environment through which communities of 
practice and practitioner research networks may flourish. We have edited this 
collection of articles to put the science of religious education within the grasp of 
the classroom practitioners.

Mandy Robbins and Leslie J. Francis
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Introducing the empirical 
science of religious education

Leslie J. Francis and Mandy Robbins

The aim of this introduction is to set the context for the emerging and develop-
ing empirical science of religious education in Britain, and to highlight the crucial 
part played by British Journal of Religious Education (and the earlier journal from 
which it evolved, Learning for Living) in nurturing this science. The argument 
will be developed in four stages. Stage one traces these developments back to key 
pioneers working in the 1960s, and illustrates the role of Learning for Living in 
this development. Stage two examines the early life of British Journal of Religious 
Education and its clear focus on valuing empirical research. Stage three intro-
duces the papers selected for inclusion in this volume as illustrative of Robert 
Jackson’s commitment as editor of British Journal of Religious Education from 
1996 to 2011 to continue to foster the empirical science of religious education. 
Stage four provides a wider overview of Jackson’s editorial legacy to the empirical 
science of religious education.

Pioneers in the 1960s

The empirical science of religious education began to flourish in Britain during the 
1960s through a series of independent initiatives pioneered by individuals work-
ing in comparative isolation from each other. The seven key figures were Harold 
Loukes, Violet Madge, Ronald Goldman, Kenneth Hyde, Edwin Cox, R. J. Rees, 
and Colin Alves, each of whom published a major study between 1961 and 1968.

In Teenage Religion (1961), Harold Loukes drew on two research methods. 
In stage one he arranged for six schools to record discussions held by 14-year-old  
pupils. In stage two he selected a number of typical quotations which were then 
submitted to 502 pupils for their written comments. A decade later Loukes 
employed the same methodology to produce his book Teenage Morality (1973). 
Between these two studies, Loukes (1965) employed a more quantitative 
approach in his New Ground in Christian Education.

Violet Madge (1965), in Children in Search of Meaning, employed a less sys-
tematic and less disciplined method to data generation than employed by Loukes. 
She drew heavily on her personal experience and observation to generate rich 
illustrative materials. In her second book, Madge (1971) examined children’s 
statements about Jesus.
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Ronald Goldman (1964), in Religious Thinking from Childhood to Adolescence, 
drew on a recognised research methodology and a recognised theoretical frame-
work grounded in Piagetian psychology. Piaget distinguishes between three 
sequential developmental stages in thinking which are characterised as pre- 
operational, concrete operational, and formal operational thinking. Goldman 
detected evidence for these stages on the basis of clinical interviews conducted 
among a sample of 200 pupils, ten boys and ten girls within each year group 
between the ages of 6 and 17, treating 15-, 16-, and 17-year-olds as one age 
group. Goldman’s research was the most influential of the era. It influenced reli-
gious education curriculum and shaped the research agenda for other researchers.

Kenneth Hyde (1965), in Religious Learning in Adolescence, brought quan-
titative methods to research in religious education. He developed four tests, 
concerned with God images, religious concepts, religious knowledge, and atti-
tude toward religion, applied among more than 3500 pupils. Hyde’s instruments 
were subsequently employed by others, including Richmond (1972).

Edwin Cox (1967), in Sixth-Form Religion, also employed quantitative meth-
ods to explore the following issues: existence of God, Jesus, life after death, Bible, 
church, religious education, personal religious behaviours, and moral behaviours, 
among 2276 sixth-form pupils. Further analysis of Cox’s data were provided by 
Wright and Cox (1967a, 1967b).

R. J. Rees (1967), in Background and Belief, reported on the responses of 433 
third-year students at Oxford, Cambridge and Bangor, assessing their experience 
of religious education in the sixth form. His study included both qualitative and 
quantitative data

Colin Alves (1968), in Religion and the Secondary School, reported an ambi-
tious project conducted among 14- to 16-year-old pupils in 526 schools. The 
questionnaire contained a test of pupils’ knowledge of the New Testament, 
pupils’ insight into the meaning of New Testament quotations, belief and atti-
tude items about Jesus, the bible and the church, items relating to moral choices, 
and questions about personal religious identity and practice.

Throughout the 1960s Learning for Living played a central role in promoting 
and nurturing the empirical science of religious education. For example, the May 
1963 issue, under the editorship of Harold Loukes, was dedicated to examining 
the nature and implications of Ronald Goldman’s research. After an opening 
article in which Goldman (1963) summarised his research, subsequent articles 
examined the implications for the primary school (Batten, 1963), the implica-
tions for the secondary school (Hilliard, 1963), and the implications for the 
Church (Hewitt, 1963).

British Journal of Religious Education

John Hull became editor of Learning for Living in 1971 and began the pro-
cess of transitioning the journal into becoming the British Journal of Religious 
Education in 1978. Hull’s serious commitment to creating space for the empiri-
cal science of religious education was signalled in 1977 by the dedication of the 
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three issues published that year to a series of research reports on religion in child-
hood and youth. This collection of thirteen original empirical studies included 
Peatling reporting on the development of his Thinking about the Bible Test, 
which was intended to operationalise and to test Goldman’s theory (Peatling, 
1977), Francis reporting on research designed to test whether changes in stu-
dent attitudes toward religion coincided with Goldman’s hypothesised cognitive 
stages during the years of compulsory schooling (Francis, 1977), May report-
ing on the assessment of religious judgements during childhood and adoles-
cence (May, 1977), Pitts describing his analysis of children’s pictures of God 
(Pitts, 1977), Tamminen describing his study into the questions of life raised by 
Finnish school children (Tamminen, 1977), Hay reflecting on the implications 
for education of recent research into religious experience (Hay, 1977), Robinson 
drawing on evidence gathered by Sir Alister Hardy’s research into religious expe-
rience (Robinson, 1977), Murphy introducing his research examining whether 
children’s understanding of parables develops in stages (Murphy, 1977a), and 
testing stage development accounts and theories (Murphy, 1977b), Reid report-
ing on Sunday School attendance and adolescents’ religious and moral attitudes, 
knowledge and practice (Reid, 1977), Gates reporting on his doctoral research 
into the part which religion plays in the life of young people themselves (Gates, 
1977), Herbert reporting on teacher engagement with research listening to chil-
dren talking (Herbert, 1977), and Baxter critiquing modes in adolescent religious 
thinking (Baxter, 1977).

In his editorial to the first edition of British Journal of Religious Education in 
Autumn 1978, John Hull emphasised the following points: a journal offers conti-
nuity, a journal establishes and nourishes a tradition. For Hull the British Journal 
of Religious Education was to be concerned not only with the curriculum subject 
of that name, but with the concerns of the religions for education as a whole (see 
Hull, 1978). For Hull the British Journal of Religious Education was committed 
to dealing with the empirical science of religious education, alongside perspec-
tives on religious education advanced by other disciplines.

In its early years, the British Journal of Religious Education nurtured the 
empirical science of religious education not only by publishing reports of original 
qualitative and quantitative studies, but also by publishing serious critiques of 
empirical work. Examples of the empirical science of religious education included 
Turner’s standardised test of religious language comprehension (Turner, 1978), 
Francis’ study of attitude toward religion (Francis, 1978), Sellick’s investigation 
into materials used in the RE classroom in secondary schools (Sellick, 1979), 
Turner’s study of general cognitive ability and religious attitudes in two school 
systems in Northern Ireland (Turner, 1980), Kibble’s study of uncertainty of 
religious belief among adolescents (Kibble, Parker, & Price, 1981), Kay’s study 
of the connection between parental marital happiness and young people’s atti-
tudes toward religion (Kay, 1981), Turner’s study of religious attitudes in an 
integrated primary school in Northern Ireland (Turner & Davies, 1982), Egan’s 
study of the attitudes of students attending Catholic secondary schools in Wales 
(Egan, 1986).
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Serious critiques of empirical research included Greer’s engagement with the 
literature criticising Goldman’s original research (Greer, 1980), Greer’s critical 
study of Peatling’s Thinking about the Bible Test (Greer, 1983), Greer’s criti-
cal evaluation of fifty years of the psychology of religion in religious education 
(Greer, 1984a, 1984b), Webster’s exposition and evaluation of Fowler’s theory 
of faith development (Webster, 1984), Davies’ engagement with anthropological 
and psychological studies to illuminate symbolic thought and religious knowl-
edge (Davies, 1985), Berryman’s review of seven lines of enquiry about religious 
experience and religious language, namely Freudian, Jamesian, cognitive devel-
opmental, taxonomic, comprehensive modelling, the social psychological view, 
and the Montessori approach (Berryman, 1985), Heywood’s critique of Fowler’s 
use of Piaget (Heywood, 1986), Slee’s critique of Goldman’s use of scalogram 
analysis (Slee, 1986), and McGrady’s critique of the place of metaphor in an 
examination of the development of religious thinking (McGrady, 1987).

Illustrating the Jackson era

Making a selection of just twenty papers was no easy task from the much larger 
number of papers published in the British Journal of Religious Education rel-
evant to the empirical science of religious education during the fourteen years 
that Robert Jackson served as editor. The selection was made by a two stage 
process. In stage one all the papers reporting empirical data were evaluated and 
grouped according to themes. From the many themes that emerged ten were 
identified as the most important for defining the current state of the field and for 
shaping future development. These ten themes were: ethnographic fieldwork, 
practitioner research and community of practice, educating religious educators, 
students imagining beginning and ends, in search of meaning and purpose, life-
world and life interpretation, religious schooling, developing scales and measures, 
shaping and testing theories, and large-scale surveys. In stage two, two papers 
were selected to illustrate each of these ten themes.

The first theme, on ethnographic fieldwork, draws attention to a research 
method that has illuminated the ways in which religions are lived out in the lives 
of young people. The two studies selected to illustrate this theme explore the 
experiences of young Hindus and young Sikhs of their own faith tradition outside 
school and within school (Nesbitt, 1998), and explore the experiences of young 
Muslims in Leicester (Ipgrave, 1999).

The second theme, on practitioner research and community of practice, draws 
attention to ways in which the empirical science of religious education can be pro-
moted and developed by practitioners with immediate relevance to their practice 
as religious educators. The two studies selected to illustrate this theme explore 
researching religious education pedagogy through an action research community 
of practice (O’Grady, 2010), and the place of reflective self-assessment in reli-
gious education (Fancourt, 2010).

The third theme, on the education of religious educators, draws attention to the 
contribution made by the life history approach to illuminating and understanding 
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the personal factors influencing the professional formation of religious education.  
The two studies selected to illustrate this theme follow a cohort of fourteen stu-
dents (six men and eight women) on a post-graduate certificate of education 
programme in secondary religious education, through their initial training and into 
their first year of teaching (Sikes & Everington, 2001), and examine in detail three 
Black African students’ progression through a similar programme (Mead, 2006).

The fourth theme, on students imagining beginnings and endings, draws 
attention to research traditions concerned with the nature and development 
of cognitive processes during childhood and adolescence, and with the way in 
which religious concepts are formed and developed. The two studies selected to 
illustrate this theme explore how young people think about death and the after-
life (Frangoulis, Jordan, & Lansdown, 1996), and the ways in which they think 
about the origins of the universe and about creation narratives within religious 
traditions (Worsley, 2006).

The fifth theme, on the search for meaning and purpose, draws attention to 
the central part that the quest for meaning and purpose plays both in the lives 
of young people and in religious traditions. The two studies selected to illustrate 
this theme report on the characteristics of young people’s spirituality in three 
Australian Catholic primary schools (Hyde, 2008), and report on the role of spir-
ituality and religion in supporting purpose among adolescents in the USA, using 
a case study approach (Tirri & Quinn, 2010).

The sixth theme, on lifeworld and life interpretation, draws attention to the 
part that religion plays in shaping the lifeworld of young people and in giv-
ing shape to their life interpretation. The two studies selected to illustrate this 
theme explore the role of Islam in the lives of Norwegian Pakistani young people 
(Östberg, 2000) and the role of religion in the lives of Icelandic young people 
(Gunnarsson, 2009).

The seventh theme, on religious schooling, draws attention to the place of 
studies concerned with exploring the character, distinctiveness and effectiveness 
of religious schooling within the empirical science of religious education. The 
two studies selected to illustrate this theme examine the functioning of Islamic 
primary schools in the Netherlands (Driessen & Valkenberg, 2000), and the 
expectations and desires concerning their religious education of Jewish students 
attending a Jewish high school in Germany (Mueller, 2005).

The eighth theme, on developing scales and measures, draws attention to the 
importance of quantitative approaches within the empirical science of religious 
education being able to utilise well-tested, reliable and valid psychometric instru-
ments. The two studies selected to illustrate this theme discuss the development 
of an instrument designed to distinguish between three ways in which students 
respond to familiar passages from the New Testament, defined as literal accept-
ance, symbolic acceptance, and rejection mode (Loman & Francis, 2006), and 
discuss the development of an instrument employing the notion of social distance 
to assess prejudice toward Muslims (Brockett, Village, & Francis, 2009).

The ninth theme, on shaping and testing theories, draws attention to the capac-
ity of the quantitative approach to the empirical science of religious education 
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for formulating and testing theories by means of conventional statistical model-
ling and conventional statistical calculation of probability levels. The two studies 
selected to illustrate this theme test the hypothesis that positive attitude toward 
religion and positive attitude toward science go hand in hand, but that this under-
lying positive correlation is distorted and obscured in those cases where young 
people adapt fundamentalist views either about religion (creationism) or about 
science (scientism) or both (Astley & Francis, 2010), and test the hypothesis that 
conventional Christian belief and unconventional paranormal belief occupy dif-
ferent psychological space (Francis, Williams, & Robbins, 2010).

The tenth theme, on large-scale surveys, draws attention to the benefit brought 
to the empirical science of religious education by research groups and research 
collaboration that are able to command sufficient resources to design large (inter-
national or national) surveys. Such sources of data can be deployed to address a 
number of different research questions and advance knowledge on a number of 
fronts. The two studies selected to illustrate this theme discuss the nine-country 
survey among 8,984 students at the upper end of the secondary school age range, 
co-ordinated by Hans-Georg Ziebertz at the University of Wurzburg (Kay & 
Ziebertz, 2006), and discuss the Teenage Religion and Values Survey among 
33,982 students across England and Wales between the ages of 13 and 15 years, 
co-ordinated by Leslie J Francis at Bangor University (Robbins & Francis, 2010).

Jackson’s editorial legacy

Other papers illustrating the empirical science of religious education during 
Jackson’s period as editor may be grouped within the following themes: the 
qualitative tradition, the quantitative tradition, schools with a religious character, 
trainee teachers and practising teachers, religious education syllabuses and school 
worship, and the international dimension.

The qualitative tradition nurtured by the Warwick Religions and Education 
Research Unit was discussed and explored by Nesbitt (2001) and exemplified by 
O’Grady (2003) discussing motivation in religious education among year eight 
students, by Arweck and Nesbitt (2004) exploring an education programme 
linked with the Brahma Kumaris World Spiritual University, by Breen (2009) 
exploring religious diversity, and inter-ethnic relations within a Catholic primary 
school, and by Ipgrave (2009) exploring the language of friendship and identity 
by analysing children’s communication choices in an interfaith exchange. Other 
insights into various qualitative approaches are provided by Tamm (1996) inves-
tigating the qualitative differences in children’s God concept as reflected in their 
drawings, by Erricker (2001) reporting on the research method of the Children 
and Worldviews Project, by Baumfield (2003) drawing on collaborative action 
research undertaken in partnership with schools and Local Education Authorities, 
by Watson (2004) illustrating a case study approach in ten secondary schools, 
by Eke, Lee and Clough (2005) reporting on detailed analysis of whole-class 
interactive teaching and learning, by Stern (2010) reporting on research methods 
to identify patterns of classification and framing expected in religious education 
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by pupils, teachers and educationalists outside school, and by Lundie (2010) 
reporting on the research methodology adopted by the ‘Does RE work?’ project 
sponsored within the AHRC/ESRC Religion and Society Programme.

The quantitative tradition and surveys conducted among school students was 
richly illustrated in a series of papers by Kay and Smith (2000, 2001, 2002) and 
Smith and Kay (2000). Kay, Francis and Gibson (1996) tested the association 
between attitudes toward Christianity and formal operational thinking; Francis 
(2000) explored the correlates of reading the Bible; Francis and Fearn (2001) 
assessed learning preferences among A-level religious studies students; Huggins 
(2002) explored students’ perceptions of religious education alongside other 
school subjects in years six and seven; and Walshe (2005) explored what young 
people think about Jesus. Francis and Greer (1999) and Francis, Robbins, Barnes 
and Lewis (2006) explored student religiosity in Northern Ireland. Kay (1997) 
undertook a review of belief in God in Great Britain between 1945 and 1996.

Research into aspects of schools with a religious character was reported by several 
studies. Küçükcan (1998) employed ethnographic research in connection with an 
Islamic primary school in London. Colson (2004) explored the communication 
and definition of values in four voluntary aided Church of England second-
ary schools. Scholefield (2004) conducted a case study of the culture within an 
English Jewish secondary school. Francis (2005) employed quantitative research 
to map pupil values in independent Christian schools in England. Godfrey and 
Morris (2008) examined students’ attainment in faith schools in England.

Studies into aspects of the beliefs, experiences and lives of trainee teachers 
were provided by de Ruyter, Conroy, Lappin and McKinney (2003), I’Anson 
(2004), Revell (2005) and McCreery (2005). Studies into aspects of the beliefs, 
experiences, continuing professional development, and retention of teachers were 
provided by Startin and Webster (1996), Astley, Francis, Burton and Wilcox 
(1997), Warnet and Klein (1997), Hanlon (2000), Davies (2004), Dadley and 
Edwards (2007), and Plater (2007).

Insights into agreed syllabuses and Standing Advisory Committees for Religious 
Education were provided by Rose (2006) and Wedell (2010). Insights into school 
worship were provided by Cheetham (2000, 2001) and Gill (2004).

Under Jackson’s editorship of the British Journal of Religious Education, 
the range of papers reporting the advances in the empirical science of religious 
education outside Britain flourished. From Australia there were papers on the psy-
chosocial environment in religious education classes in Catholic secondary schools 
(Dorman, 1997); the effect of formal study of religion on the attitudes toward 
religion and toward other religions of students attending religiously affiliated 
schools (Malone, 1998); the experiences of Catholic secondary school religious 
education teachers and trainee religious education teachers (Rymarz, 2001); the 
views of religious education teachers and religious education co-ordinators on 
school text books prepared for Catholic schools (Rymarz & Engebretson, 2005); 
the attitudes of students in Catholic schools (Rymarz & Graham, 2006); and the 
factors that impede curriculum change in religious education in Catholic schools 
(Buchanan, 2006).
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From Germany there were papers on the kind of religious education that fits 
best with children’s needs (Schweitzer & Boschki, 2004); the connection between 
dimensions of media-related identity formation, self-formation and religious val-
ues (Dinter, 2006); the relationship between tolerance and individualised religion 
(Schweitzer, 2007); and the religious world, including God images, prayer, reli-
gious practice and gender issues, of children in mixed faith families of Christian 
and Muslim parents (Froese, 2008). From the Netherlands there was a paper on 
the development of the God concept among indigenous and immigrant children 
(ter Avest, 2009).

From Sweden there were papers on older secondary school students’ views on 
the meaning of life (Eriksson, 2000); the views of parents, students and teachers 
about approaches to religious education (Hagesæther & Sandsmark, 2006); stu-
dents’ views about God (Torstenson-Ed, 2006); the questions posed by students 
to guests from four faith traditions (Naeslund, 2009); and the choices teach-
ers make when teaching Islamic religious education in Kenya (Svensson, 2010). 
From Finland there were papers on senior secondary school students’ concepts 
concerning religious education (Kallioniemi, 2002, 2003), the comparisons 
among students’ moral, religious and spiritual questions in Finland, USA, Hong 
Kong and Bahrain (Tirri, Tallent-Runnels, & Nokelainen, 2005), and variations 
in students’ understanding of Lutheranism (Hella, 2008). From Estonia there 
was a paper on dialogue in religious education lessons (Schihalejev, 2009).

From North America there were papers on how teaching world religions at a 
school in California lowered cultural conflict (Lester & Roberts, 2009) and the 
role of media in shaping the spiritual component of children’s lives in Canada 
(Bosacki, Elliott, Akseer, & Bajovic, 2010). From Israel there were papers on 
differences between secular and religious schools (Wasserstein-Warnet & Klein, 
2003) and the construction of the religious Zionist female citizen in a state reli-
gious junior high school (Sztokman, 2008). From Japan there was a paper on 
the problems of teaching about religion in Japan (Fujiwara, 2007). From South 
Africa there was a paper on education in the madrassahs (Waghid, 2009).

Into the future

Jackson’s editorial legacy has consolidated a firm foundation on which the British 
Journal of Religious Education has continued to nurture the empirical science of 
religious education.
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