
Representations and concepts of professional ethos among Swiss
religious education teacher trainers

Andrea Rotaa and Petra Bleisch Bouzarb*

aInstitute for the Science of Religion, University of Bern, Bern, Switzerland;
bDidaktik der Ethik und der Religionskunde, Pädagogische Hochschule Freiburg,
Freiburg, Switzerland

Over the past two decades, the organisation of religious education classes
in Switzerland has undergone profound reforms. Amid the increasing
secularisation and pluralisation of the religious landscape, many cantons
have introduced a compulsory course that falls under the responsibility
of the state and is aimed at teaching basic knowledge about a variety of
religions. These reforms have enabled a harmonisation of the syllabi for
religious education across the country and have prompted the adaptation
of teacher training programmes. Because of the many diverse social
expectations surrounding these new courses and the diverse academic tra-
ditions in the field of religious education, however, a unified conception
of these courses is still absent. In this article, we discuss the ongoing
construction of religious education teachers’ professional ethos within
this fluid context. In particular, we discuss the perspective of teacher
trainers on pragmatic questions concerning religious plurality and the
place of teachers’ and pupils’ personal (religious) experiences in the
classroom, and pay attention to different representations of ‘religion’ and
distinct ideas regarding the purpose of these courses as they have a major
impact on the professional attitudes expected from teachers.
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1. Introduction

Over the last two decades, the organisation of religious education in Swiss
public schools1 has undergone profound reforms (Jödicke and Rota 2010).
Following the increasing secularisation and pluralisation of the religious
landscape, the great majority of cantons (the states that comprise the Swiss
confederation) have replaced confessional or interreligious faith education
with a compulsory course on multiple religions that falls under the responsi-
bility of the state. This change has led to considerable public and political
debate. Today, however, this reorganisation of religious education classes is

*Corresponding author. Email: bleischp@edufr.ch

© 2016 Christian Education

mailto:bleischp@edufr.ch
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01416200.2015.1128388


broadly accepted in the public arena (Jödicke and Rota 2014). Moreover,
the increasing institutionalisation of these courses has allowed the topic of
religion to be included in the intercantonal school syllabi that have recently
been developed for both French- and German-speaking cantons. In the
meantime, many teacher-training institutions have adapted their curricula
and training programmes to incorporate this new subject.

Despite the consensus surrounding the importance of these classes, how-
ever, their teaching outcomes and the didactic frameworks in which they are
delivered are far from unequivocal. This situation is the result of both dif-
fuse political aims and interests in the reform process (Rota 2015) and dis-
tinct academic perspectives and traditions in the field of religious education
(Helbling et al. 2013). In this article, we discuss the impact of this fuzzy
framework on representations of impartiality and ‘professional ethos’2 with
respect to the new discipline. Our focus does not lie on individual teacher’s
attitudes. Instead, we direct our analysis at the institutional level, drawing
attention to arguments and interpretative patterns (Deutungsmuster) that sup-
port distinct normative expectations with respect to the teachers’ impartial-
ity. We look for these arguments and patterns in official syllabi and
textbooks, and among teacher trainers.

In the Swiss context, there are only a few academic publications dealing
with the specific professional ethos required of teachers who present reli-
gions in a non-religious way.3 An influential position is held by Monika
Jakobs (2011).4 She proposed to transpose three principles of civic educa-
tion5 into the new classes: the prohibition against overwhelming the pupils,
the duty to depict controversies and the recognition of diversity. Further-
more, she insisted on the importance of teachers being aware of their ‘reli-
gious-worldview standpoint’ through an autobiographical reflection. Quoting
Hull (2000), she urged teachers to develop, among other things, a mature
representation of the concept of God. The editors of the Journal for the
Didactics of the Scientific Study of Religions,6 founded in 2015, held a con-
trasting standpoint. In the first issue, they argued that the criteria orienting
the attitude and activities of teachers in the classroom should be in accor-
dance with scientific knowledge and methods (Bleisch et al. 2015).7

In the light of these divergent views, we start from the assumption that
different conceptualisations of a professional ethos depend on the way of
conceiving the general orientation of the new lessons. In this respect, the clas-
sical distinction between ‘learning about’ and ‘learning from’ religion (e.g.
Grimmit 2000) does not appear particularly helpful in pushing the reflection
forward. On the one hand, the distinction between these two approaches is
rarely perceived and problematised in textbooks, syllabi and political debates.
More often than not, ‘about’ and ‘from’ are simply lumped together in opposi-
tion to a ‘teaching (in) religion’ perspective (Jödicke 2013). On the other
hand, experts in the didactic field do not always agree on the boundaries
between the two approaches. Indeed, the debates on this topic can be
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interpreted as attempts to restrict or broaden the concrete practice and attitudes
of teachers deemed acceptable within the framework of the new classes. The
matter at hand is nothing less than the limits of a ‘non-religious’ approach to
religion in the classroom. For these reasons, these categories are not very fruit-
ful for analysis. Thus, we avoid a priori classifications. Instead, we favour an
inductive methodology that allows us to identify the categories and distinc-
tions that structure our field of research. It is on this basis that we will explore
how the representations of the religious education classes and the standards
expected from the teachers are entangled.

The article is structured as follows. First, we briefly describe the histori-
cal development and legal regulation of religious education in Swiss public
schools to highlight the main effects of the recent reforms on religious edu-
cation. We then turn to the curricula and textbooks, comparing the general
outlines of the courses and specific recommendations for teachers. In the
main part of the article, we analyse the perspectives of teacher trainers in
different cantons. Finally, in a systematic conclusion, we draw attention to
various desirable teaching outcomes of religious education classes and the
distinct ways of framing religion. We argue that these issues play major
roles in defining the professional attitude expected from teachers, as they
imply specific boundaries between ‘religious’ and ‘non-religious’ teaching.

2. Historical and legal context

Historically, the federal structure that characterises Swiss law and politics
has prompted the cantonal school systems to autonomously develop differ-
ent models of religious education. To a greater or lesser extent, the Catholic
and/or Protestant churches were usually implied in the organisation of these
classes (Bräm 1978). Since the late nineteenth century, however, a Constitu-
tional clause protects pupils’ freedom of religion, allowing them to be
exempted from these courses. As stated in Article 15 of the Federal Consti-
tution: ‘no one shall be forced […] to follow religious teachings’.8

These historical arrangements have remained unquestioned for almost a
century. Since the turn of the millennium, however, a wave of reforms
across the country introduced radical changes. In the majority of the can-
tons, the departments of public instruction replaced the churches’ key roles
in the organisation of religious education classes. Accordingly, the depart-
ments – and not the churches – are responsible for the preparation of syllabi
and for teacher training. As a result, the courses increasingly present a plu-
rality of religious and (incidentally) non-religious worldviews. Against this
backdrop, these lessons are no longer considered to be a ‘religious educa-
tion’ in the sense of Article 15 of the Federal Constitution; rather, they are
seen as courses on the topic of religions, to which the exemption clause
does not apply. As a consequence, many cantons have made the new classes
part of the compulsory curriculum of all pupils.
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This recent bottom-up convergence of the cantonal models has led to the
inclusion of a course on different religions in the newest intercantonal
syllabi for both major linguistic regions (French and German).9 In the
French-speaking cantons, the Plan d’études romand (introduced in 2010)
includes a course called Ethique et Cultures Religieuses (ethics and religious
cultures; ECR). This course is part of the human and social sciences
curriculum. In the German-speaking cantons, the Lehrplan 21, whose intro-
duction is planned for 2015 to 2020, the topic of religion is part of a new
school subject called Natur, Mensch, Gesellschaft (nature, mankind, society;
NMG) in primary school and Ethik, Religionen, Gemeinschaft (ethics,
religions, community; ERG) in secondary school.

3. General guidelines

3.1. Intercantonal syllabi

The general orientation of the ERC and NMG/ERG courses is very similar.
Both curricula stress the secular character of the new classes and emphasise
their different goals with respect to the religious instruction provided by
other social institutions. Thus, the authors of the ERG curriculum stress that
‘this is a lesson about religions, not instruction in a particular religion,
which is the task of parents, churches and religious communities’.10 Simi-
larly, the French-speaking syllabus maintains that ‘the course is fundamen-
tally distinct from an apologetic religious instruction (catechism) aiming at
deepening a particular “faith”’. In fact, it is quite the opposite: The course
‘is a place of information and factual knowledge about the great religious
and humanist traditions of the world’ (ECR).

The acquisition of knowledge is not, however, the only purpose of the
courses. Within the framework of both syllabi, the pupils should learn to
situate and develop their identity in an increasingly intercultural and interreli-
gious context. They should also learn how to deal with the plurality of world-
views in a respectful and self-confident way. This would foster ‘tolerance and
recognition of religious and secular ways of life’ and thus contribute ‘to the
freedom of religion and consciousness in a democratic society’ (ERG).

According to the syllabi, reflection on moral values is also a part of the
development of pupils’ character. In the course, the children ‘gain an under-
standing of [different] moral ideals (Wertvorstellungen) and ethical princi-
ples’ (ERG). Thus, they become aware of their personal ethical values and
develop a sense of ethical responsibility, while also learning to respect the
values and convictions of others (ECR).

Drawing on this general orientation, the syllabus for the German-speaking
cantons includes a list of recommendations for ERG teachers, some of which
explicitly outline aspects of a professional attitude:
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(1) Teachers must respect the fundamental rights of pupils. This means
in particular that religious practices and religious instruction in the
school context are expressly prohibited. Furthermore, teachers must
maintain an open, unbiased and non-discriminatory attitude towards
all religions and worldviews and handle them in an impartial and
non-judgmental way. Due to cultural and contextual reasons,
thematic priority, however, should be given to Christianity.

(2) Teachers must avoid ascribing a particular religious identity to their
pupils. They must be careful not to exploit or overwhelm pupils, for
example, by expecting them to intervene as experts on their religious
beliefs.

(3) Teachers must be aware of their personal worldviews (weltan-
schauliche Horizonte). They should be open and transparent and
guide their pupils with a respectful and interested mindset towards
encounters and explorations.

(4) Teachers must respect the pupils’ private sphere. Pupils should be
able to express their convictions and experiences, but cannot be
required to do so.

Unlike the Lehrplan 21, the Plan d’études romand does not provide
much information on the professional attitudes expected of ECR teachers,
apart from the general prohibition of proselytising. Some indications on
how the material should be taught, however, are provided in the textbooks.

3.2. Textbooks

In the French-speaking part of the country, all cantons except two use the
teaching materials produced by the Lausanne-based publishing house
ENBIRO/AGORA, at least in primary schools.11 In the introductory pages,
the À la découverte des religions (Discovering Religions) series of
textbooks, first published in 2002, presents the ethical principles of the pub-
lisher (e.g. ENBIRO 2002, VII–VIII). These principles can be considered to
be indirect guidance for teachers and present many similarities with the rec-
ommendations in the ERG syllabus. From the outset, the editors reiterate
the prohibition of proselytising. They also remind teachers of the need to be
aware of their own convictions in order to treat other traditions with respect.
Furthermore, teachers should maintain a critical distance vis-à-vis the inter-
pretations of history provided by religious traditions, while avoiding all
value judgements about them.

The textbooks of the same collection published after 2008 (e.g. ENBIRO
2011, 9) further stress that teachers should respect the rights of all pupils to
not express their beliefs or practices. They should also keep in mind that
pupils might lack specific knowledge about their own religious traditions
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and that within one community, there are often different – and even conflict-
ing – sensibilities on a given topic. In all cases, the primary rule is respect
for different practices and beliefs.

In the German-speaking cantons, a popular textbook collection for
teaching on different religions includes the volumes titled HimmelsZeichen
(Heaven’s Signs, Gattiker et al. 2008) and FrageZeichen (Question Marks,
Gattiker et al. 2009). Another established collection is called Blickpunkt
(Point of View, Bernet et al. 2013; Pfeiffer et al. 2012; Zangger et al.
2013).12 The editors of both series agree on the necessity for teachers to
provide ‘objective knowledge’ about different religions. This perspective is
seen as important for complying with the Constitutional article protecting
pupils’ freedom of religion (Gattiker et al. 2008, 10; Pfeiffer et al. 2012, 9).
The textbooks, however, present a different understanding of the subjects’
general aim and the teachers’ professional attitude.

On the one hand, the Blickpunkt textbooks consider religious education
to be part of an education in general knowledge, addressing religious topics
that pupils might encounter in their everyday lives. Drawing on construc-
tivist learning theories, teachers should use this basis to broaden, diversify
and systematise the children’s concepts regarding religion. The textbooks
explicitly state that the lessons are fact oriented and not an assessment of
personal experiences or opinions. The authors also recognised, however, that
the topic of religion is, ‘by nature’, prone to existential questioning. Teach-
ers are reminded that their own convictions (or lack thereof) should not
influence the discussion of these questions, which deserve particular sensi-
tivity and impartiality. Moreover, the authors acknowledged that, despite
their best effort to separate the learning process from the pupils’ religious
affiliation, the textbooks could affect their religious representations or those
of their parents. Therefore, teachers should maintain an appropriate and
respectful demeanour (e.g. Pfeiffer et al. 2012, 8–9).

On the other hand, HimmelsZeichen and FrageZeichen present them-
selves as ‘interreligious manuals’. According to the authors, teachers should
‘stay neutral’ and avoid expressing their personal experiences or making any
value judgements. The authors maintain, however, that ‘[r]eligious neutrality
does not mean that the State (and therefore public schools) are totally devoid
of religion or worldviews or that they deny or reject religiosity in society’
(e.g. Gattiker et al. 2008; 10). Thus, teachers are advised to adopt a ‘philo-
sophical attitude’ and use different religious traditions as possible interpreta-
tive solutions (Deutungsangebote) to the pupils’ existential questions and
experiences. More generally, when approaching religious plurality, teachers
should encourage pupils to create their own religious representation while
supporting them through their ‘individual search process’ (e.g. Gattiker et al.
2008, 18).

Up to this point, most of the general guidelines we have discussed deal
with the so-called negative freedom of religion (Winzeler 2009, 24–34).
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This juridical term designs, in this context, the prohibition against forcing a
religion upon the children. For the teachers, it also has other corollaries,
often discussed in terms of ‘respect’ and avoidance of value judgements.
Another aspect, however, emerges in the HimmelsZeichen and FrageZeichen
collections. These textbooks emphasise the so-called positive freedom of
religion, i.e. the right to have and express a religion. For the authors of the
‘interreligious manuals’, this right should not simply be passively granted in
public schools. Rather, it implies an active, though not directive, effort of
the teachers to foster the pupils’ religious development.

To reach a more nuanced understanding of these distinct goals and their
influence on the conceptions of teachers’ professional ethos, we turn to the
field of teacher training in the next section.

4. Teacher training

4.1. The professionalisation of teacher training

Since the middle of the nineteenth century, secular or religious cantonal tea-
cher seminaries have been responsible for teacher training in Switzerland
(Criblez, Hofstetter, and Périsset Bagnoud 2000). In the past 150 years, these
institutions have undergone several transformations. The most recent one,
starting in the 1990s, lead to their incorporation into the system of higher
education, transforming them into academic colleges for teacher training
(Pädagogische Hochschulen, Haute écoles pédagogiques). This framework
introduced a stronger orientation towards both concrete professional practice
and academic qualification (Ambühl 2010). In the German-speaking cantons,
this evolution fostered the inclusion of subject-specific didactic courses in
the curricula as important aspects of teacher training (Heitzmann 2013).

In the case of religious education, pastors and priests were traditionally
responsible for providing content knowledge and some didactical sugges-
tions. This situation has changed gradually since the 1980s. The introduc-
tion of the new courses for all pupils has increasingly led, in teacher-
training colleges, to a specific basic training in subject-specific didactics.

Depending on the college, however, the content of the curricula and the
time dedicated to this subject vary widely. The same is true for the aca-
demic qualifications of teacher trainers and their didactical orientations.
Thus, it is still the responsibility of each teacher trainer to integrate content
knowledge, didactical and pedagogical competencies and the syllabi’s gen-
eral recommendations to develop a professional ethos (see Tenorth 2006).

To account for this variety, between October and December 2014, we
conducted four semi-structured interviews with teacher trainers from differ-
ent institutions in both the French- and German-speaking regions of the
country. Our interviewees teach specific courses on the didactics of religion
at either a teacher education college or a university. Each is involved in the
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education of secondary school teachers, and some also contribute to training
programmes for primary or high school teachers. In the next section, we
compare the different viewpoints of the interviewees regarding the expected
and transmitted professional attitudes of teachers. Due to limited space, we
simplified their quite nuanced statements into a ‘typical’ form and used
pseudonyms for each interviewee (i.e. Haas, Marti, Müller and Perrin).
Drawing on our interviews, we highlight four main aspects that give shape
to the outline of a professional ethos, with a special emphasis on teacher’s
impartiality.

4.2. Outline of a professional ethos

4.2.1. ‘Neutrality’ and religious plurality

The protection of the pupils’ negative freedom of religion constitutes a
shared starting point for our interviewees. All of them broadly agreed that
religious education in public schools must have a non-discriminatory basis.
Criticising or advocating a particular religion is clearly condemned. Teach-
ers should avoid stereotypes and exoticism and, according to Müller and
Perrin, not hide conflicts and tension within and among religious traditions.
Although the concept of ‘neutrality’ is widely employed in political discus-
sions to describe this attitude, teacher trainers overtly refrain from using this
term because it wrongly suggests the possibility of discussing a subject
without taking any standpoint (Marti). Furthermore, the school is charac-
terised by asymmetric power relations between teachers and pupils (Haas);
as an institution, public instruction carries certain social values (Müller) and
aims to transmit a common culture (Perrin). Against this shared backdrop,
however, our interviewees manifested different attitudes regarding the cri-
tique of particular religious traditions. While they all agreed that all general
value judgements should be avoided, Müller maintained that school values
(such as gender equality) should be used as a framework for questioning
specific religious norms, practices and beliefs held by different groups. And
in a similar way, religious morals could be used to question school values.

Our interviewees also found the idea of neutrality as a ‘quantitative’
equal treatment of all religions – for instance, in terms of the number of
textbook pages or teaching hours devoted to each religion – to be very
naïve. However, the issue reveals a fundamental tension. On the one side, a
course on the topic of religion must take into account the current environ-
ment in which pupils live, where the influence of the Christian tradition is
quite evident; on the other hand, the multicultural composition of society
demands sensitivity to religious plurality. Marti considered that this situation
requires the teachers to develop what he refers to as ‘plurality skill’
(Pluralitätsfähigkeit). He summed up this complex idea in four systematic
aspects:
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• The sensibility for a non-homogeneous society (outer plurality),
• The awareness that no religious tradition is internally homogeneous
(inner plurality),

• The acceptance of different positions, despite one’s disagreement with
them and

• The awareness of the relativity of one’s truth.

According to Marti, this ‘plurality skill’ is among the most important
aspects of a religious education teacher’s professional attitude.

4.2.2. Dealing with personal experiences concerning religion(s)

There was a strong agreement among our interviewees concerning the influ-
ence of teachers’ experiences with religion(s) and their disposition towards
different traditions in their professional practice. Their experiences and atti-
tudes influence the selection of topics and methods as well as their general
orientation when depicting a particular religious tradition or religion in gen-
eral. Therefore, teachers should cultivate a self-reflective posture. This gen-
eral recommendation can, however, lead to different nuances.

According to Müller, teachers should be able to reflect on their own feel-
ings towards different religious traditions and religiosity in general. Regard-
less of their individual religiosity or lack thereof, they must be deeply
fascinated by the religious topic that they teach and approach it with a
benevolent attitude. Without such a personal passion and dedication, the
teachers would treat the topic in a detached way and thus fail to motivate
the pupils. Conversely, for Haas and Perrin, self-reflection was an epistemic
matter. Through the exercise of self-reflection, teachers should become
aware of cognitive or emotional obstacles with respect to particular religions
that could interfere with their professional practice. For instance, teachers
should be capable of articulating their emotions when visiting a mosque as
a form of self-knowledge (Haas). Through the discussion of their represen-
tations of religions during their training, teachers should be able to work on
their conception of ‘otherness’ and thus avoiding imposing their views on
their pupils (Perrin).

This issue is related to the question of whether teachers should share
their own religious experiences and worldviews with their pupils. Our inter-
viewees agreed that teachers’ personal outlooks should neither be imposed
nor censored. Instead, they insisted on the importance of teachers clarifying
their intentions when discussing such matters with the pupils. The problem
of answering questions related to teachers’ religious beliefs or affiliations is
a common example. The most appropriate way to answer such questions
(including the possibility of not answering) depends on the context. Teach-
ers should evaluate the purpose of the pupils’ question in order to give an
adequate answer. In this sense, Marti emphasised the antinomy that teachers
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confront: to determine the appropriate attitude in each specific situation,
teachers must consider both the prohibition of indoctrination and the need
for authenticity.

On a related topic, the teacher trainers also agreed that pupils’ sponta-
neous statements regarding their own religious experiences or traditions
should not be systematically discarded. But Müller warned that teachers
should be careful to not lose the control of the lesson and its goals and con-
tent. As it is the case for teachers, pupils should also not be allowed to
impose their views on their classmates.

4.2.3. ‘Religion’ in religious education

Referring to the Swiss Constitution, all of our interviewees agreed on the
prohibition of proselytising. The aim of the courses is not to inspire reli-
gious feelings or to produce religious experiences. In this sense, enacting
religious practices in the classroom is considered to be highly problematic.
Our interviewees’ opinions diverged, however, regarding teaching methods
suitable for a religious education respectful of these limitations. The diffi-
culty lies in that, according to our interviewees, religious education classes
should not merely transmit factual knowledge about religions, they should
also provide action-oriented instructional settings. With respect to this goal,
different views emerged, in particular regarding the role of pupils’ personal
experiences and their interpretations of religion in the courses.

Referring to this debate, Müller argued in favour of teaching settings that
require pupils to adopt the position of different religious traditions. These
exercises, he maintained, might prove beneficial in understanding the diver-
sity of the points of view. To further support his stance, he noted that pro-
tecting the pupils’ freedom of religion must not interfere with the
educational duty of public schools. Indeed, education constitutes another
fundamental right of the pupils. The school must contribute to the develop-
ment of pupils’ personality and support them towards social maturity.
Therefore, teachers should provide their pupils with the chance to reflect on
the significance of different religious representations – for example, the four
noble truths of Buddhism – for their lives. In this respect, he noted that in
other school disciplines, such as German literature, it is quite usual to
expect pupils to establish a personal relationship with the texts, and
religious education may be the only discipline where this approach is
controversial.

Marti also criticised the oversensitive attitude vis-à-vis similar teaching
methods, which are very common in nearby disciplines, such as literature.
According to his view, however, the goal of such approaches is not neces-
sarily to invite pupils to engage with particular religious content. Rather,
teachers should devise instructional settings that foster the discovery of reli-
gious phenomena in the pupils’ near and far environments. Likewise, Haas
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emphasised that teachers should enable their pupils to situate different
religious traditions, beliefs and artefacts in the world in which they live
(Lebenswelt). Furthermore, they should be invited to reflect on their rela-
tionship with this reality. These observational and critical capacities consti-
tute fundamental steps towards an autonomous assessment of religions that
does not depend on the authority of parents, the media or religious leaders.
In this sense, religious education classes have an emancipatory function.

Perrin also stressed the importance of discussing religion in context. But
to her, putting religion into context means first and foremost placing reli-
gious data in a broader historical and anthropological framework. Through
this exercise, teachers should foster pupils’ sensitivity to the internal diver-
sity of religious traditions and their capacity to recognise the variety of reli-
gious interpretations that have emerged through time and space. In her
view, the appreciation of religion in one’s local context – by visiting a reli-
gious building for instance – can be beneficial for teachers and pupils alike
because it allows them to observe how religion is lived. It is also possible,
however, that this type of experience will limit their understanding of a par-
ticular tradition to a single encounter. Finally, she acknowledged that teach-
ers must also address pupils’ existential and ethical questions that religious
topics may provoke. To Perrin, however, this meant mitigating a ‘strict’ his-
tory-of-religions approach in the light of didactical considerations.

4.2.4. The role of (scientific) knowledge

Our interviewees all agreed on the importance of teachers mastering the
fundamentals of didactics. An education science-based pedagogical knowl-
edge is in their view an integral part of teacher training. Indeed, in this
field, further research would be very much needed to evaluate different
didactical practices. In particular, a greater knowledge of pupils’ socialisa-
tion processes and basic research of subject-specific didactics is deemed
important for fostering further professionalisation.

According to our interviewees, teachers should also have a broad knowl-
edge of a variety of religious traditions. Their statements differed, however,
on the relevant kind of knowledge. Perrin, Marti and Haas emphasised the
role, for a professional teacher, of academic knowledge about different reli-
gious traditions and their imprints in culture. Perrin, in particular, noted that
teachers must be able to contextualise both particular religious phenomena
and specific experiences expressed in pupils’ statements within the broader
framework of the history of religion. For this reason, she strongly favoured
the history of religions as a general frame of reference for selecting topics
to cover in the courses and for evaluating the relevant statements expressed
by pupils.

In a different perspective, Müller insisted on a hermeneutical under-
standing of religious traditions required from teachers in order to provide
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interpretative frames for the pupils. Accordingly, he affirmed that a science 

of religion approach cannot be the only reference in the classroom.

5. Systematic discussion

Among teacher trainers, as well as in syllabi and textbooks, there is a strong
consensus regarding the need to provide religious education devoid of pros-
elytisation. Thus, religious practice is considered inappropriate in the class-
room. In general, teachers are expected to present different religions in an
impartial way, refraining from blunt value judgements. Nevertheless, our
interviews with teacher trainers revealed that the school is not perceived as
a value-free space and that the transmission of certain normative orienta-
tions is a part of the teachers’ duties. In this regard, ‘neutrality’ is discarded
as a fruitless concept. Instead, a reflexive capacity and attitude are consid-
ered fundamental characteristics of teachers’ professional ethos. It follows
that teachers should not treat their individual (religious) views as exemplary
nor should they repress them. Rather, they must be aware of their position
on the topics discussed in the classroom in order to recognise their biases
and prejudices. The capacity to reflexively adapt one’s didactical practice to
different situations according to the general aim of the course represents the
keystone of teachers’ professional attitude. Yet, precisely the general aim of
the course appears to be an object of contention.

In a first step, we distinguished, on the basis of the general guidelines
provided by syllabi and textbooks, distinct attitudes regarding the necessity
of fostering the pupils’ religious development. The juridical concepts of
‘negative’ and ‘positive’ freedom of religion served as reference for this dis-
tinction. The analysis of our interviews with the teacher trainers allowed us
a more refined categorisation. Based on our data, we can analytically distin-
guish two teaching outcomes of a course on different religions: (1) the
acquisition of knowledge and competencies needed to examine and under-
stand religious practices, artefacts and beliefs and (2) the development of
individual and social competencies with respect to religion. These two aims
are not mutually exclusive, but imply different approaches to the subject
matter. In the first case, teachers and pupils strive to understand the reli-
gious attitudes of a ‘third’ person or group by framing them in a broader
social, historical and religious context. Conversely, in the second case,
teachers invite pupils to examine and interpret this information to assess its
relevance to their individual and social existence.

A second distinction, which cuts across the first one, is concerned with
the locus of religion. Religion can be considered a human production that
needs to be studied to understand social institutions, cultural practices and
historical processes. Conversely, religion can be appraised as an anthropo-
logical constant that is independent of any particular religious tradition. As
such, religion and worldviews are conceived in the broadest sense as a



personal outlook on the world. According to this perspective, a particular
religion becomes a resource to self-knowledge and may contribute to
personal development.

In practice, these distinctions should not be understood as dichotomies.
Rather, they represent two continuums that can be crossed in different ways.
By combining these distinctions, we propose to construct three types that
distinguish the different orientations of the courses.13 These types are as
follows:

(1) Scientific orientation: This perspective is characterised by a focus on
knowledge of religions as a fundamental learning outcome and con-
ception of religion that is in line with the human and social sciences,
thereby framing religion as a human and cultural production. Within
this framework, a religion course provides an orientation within the
scientific discourse concerning religion, society and culture.

(2) Social orientation: According to this perspective, religion courses
focus on providing social orientation by fostering a reflection on
pupils’ relationships with their religious environments, as well as
religious practices and artefacts they might encounter in culture and
society. While pupils and teachers are encouraged to reflect on their
attitudes towards different religious traditions as a means to foster
individual and social competencies with respect to religion and reli-
gious people, religion itself remains an external object of study and
is understood as a human, cultural production.

(3) Existential orientation: This approach combines an interest in the
acquisition of individual and social competencies with a conception
of religion as a fundamental dimension of all human beings. There-
fore, particular religious content is understood as avenues for critical
reflection and personal development. In this sense, the courses pro-
vide an orientation on an existential level by allowing pupils to
assess the role of religious ideas, practices and artefacts in their own
lives.

In the light of this typology, it is possible to observe how – despite some
convergences on the prohibition of proselytising and the importance of a
reflexive practice – conceptions of the professional attitudes expected from
teachers might differ depending on the interactions between pedagogical
goals and representations of religion. Thus, although it cannot provide a
conclusive answer to the ongoing debate over the profile of a course that is
respectful of pupils’ freedom of religion (e.g. Bietenhard, Schmid & Bleisch
2015; Frank 2010; Helbling et al. 2013), this categorisation might add fruit-
ful nuances to the discussion by highlighting different representations and
methods for relating religious topics to pupils’ personal experiences.

13



6. Conclusion

In this article, we showed that, following the recent reforms of religious edu-
cation in Switzerland, the construction of a common representation of the
professional attitude expected from teachers is an ongoing process. Drawing
on data from syllabi, textbooks and interviews with teacher trainers, we
argued that the central open issues concern the general orientation of the
course more than they concern the pragmatic aspects of classroom life.
Indeed, it is with respect to these orientations that similar practical
indications and tasks can have widely diverging consequences. In particular,
the general orientation of the course – which we defined as the intersection
of the main pedagogical goal and the underlying representation of religion –
shapes the relation that teachers should foster between religious topics and
pupils’ experiences.
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Notes
1. In Switzerland, the term ‘public schools’ is used to refer to publicly funded

state-run schools.
2. Speaking of teachers, many authors have used the notion of ‘professional

ethos’ with reference to the ethical or moral dimension of their profession (e.g.
Oser 1991; Rodríguez-Sedano, Rumayor, and Paris 2011; Tirri 1996).
Although this dimension plays an important role in our reflection, in this arti-
cle, we use the term in a broader way to designate the attitudes and capacities
expected from a teacher beyond fundamental technical skills. ‘Impartiality’ can
be seen as a desirable part of a teacher’s professional ethos. As an ideal set of
practical, social and ethical qualities, the conception of ‘professional ethos’ has
a clear normative dimension.

3. The term non-religious is used here to indicate a discourse on religion that is not
itself religious. As we demonstrate later in this article, the line between religious
and non-religious communication or teaching is a highly contended question.

4. See also Eva Ebel’s article Professionsverständnis der Lehrperson (2015),
which echoes Jakobs’ position.

5. After heated debates in post-war Germany over principles and goals in civic
education, various experts elaborated in 1976 the so-called Beutelsbacher
Konsens. This consensus was based on three principles: the teachers must not
overwhelm the pupils, controversies in politics and political science have to be
depicted as controversies in the classroom and pupils should analyse specific
political situations and bring their interests in the discussion (Sutor 2002).

6. Zeitschrift für Religionskunde – Revue de didactique des sciences des religions
(http://www.zfrk-rdsr.ch).
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7. On the institutional level, further discussions were recently held during a
workshop organised in January 2015 by the Association of Didactics Teachers
for Religion, Ethics, and Culture. Drawing on a recent publication (Bietenhard,
Schmid, and Bleisch 2015), the discussions focused on four main aspects: the
need for a biographical self-reflection, the exemplar role of the teacher for
dealing with religious diversity, impartiality and specific antinomies that teach-
ers have to deal with (Bietenhard, Schmid, and Bleisch 2015).

8. Federal Constitution of the Swiss Confederation of 18 April 1999.
9. However, each canton can choose whether or not to use the intercantonal syl-

labi for this particular subject. Five out of seven French-speaking cantons use
the ECR (Ethique et Cultures Religieuses) syllabus for at least a portion of
their religion courses. The final version of the Lehrplan 21 was made publicly
available only in September 2014. For this reason, the debate in the German-
speaking cantons is still ongoing.

10. All citations from the syllabi were taken from their official websites: http://
www.plandetudes.ch and http://lehrplan.ch. All translations from German and
French are the author’s.

11. The publishing house was founded at the end of the 1960s with the name
ENBIRO. In 2013, it changed its name to AGORA. The name change was
meant to underscore its institutional separation from the Protestant and Catho-
lic churches, which participated in its foundation.

12. HimmelsZeichen and FrageZeichen were initially developed for the primary
school level in the Canton of Berne. Blickpunkt (three volumes) was initially
developed for the Canton of Zurich for both primary and secondary schools.

13. A fourth combination might be theoretically possible, combining an acquisi-
tion of knowledge with the understanding of religion as a fundamental dimen-
sion of human beings. This combination might describe a classical doctrine-
based teaching, like the catechism, and we could not find any plausible refer-
ence to it in our sample.
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