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1. Purpose of the project

Using pupils’ experience of cultural and religious diversity in school as a point of departure,
this project’s aim is to ...

(1) describe the bearing of a number of structural factors on that experience (national, local,
historical, pedagogical, cultural, religious factors); to

(2) describe how variation in age and family tradition affects pupils’ experience of cultural
and religious diversity in school; to

(3) compare how pupils’ experience and its contingent factors differ in three countries along
the shores of the Baltic Sea; and to

(4) develop tools for teaching about diversity in intercultural teacher education.

2. The three most important results of the project and what conclusions can
be drawn from them

I. Primary school teaching in religion is deeply ingrained in national, cultural, and religious
traditions of Estonia and Sweden. The countries historical development and the roles played
by Christian churches (Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran, Baptist and Pentecostal) in recent
centuries set their mark on the religious and cultural thinking of the two countries. In recent
years, migration of primarily Muslims have added an element to the primary school situation
which has not been fully integrated into the thinking of parents, teachers, and students. In the
Estonian case, there has been a longer history of Muslim Tatars. This has not been dealt with
in the project.

—> Not only is there a need for pedagogical understanding of the extent to which national
background affects the teaching of religion, but also an understanding of the extent to which
religious education is a part of nation building.

II. Primary school students approach the theme religion with varying degrees of
estrangement, and thus carefulness in Estonia and Sweden. Because of the long-term
movement away from confessional teaching of religion in both countries, there is a general
lack of language and conceptual structure for grasping the phenomenon of religion among
students, and to a certain degree, teachers. Theological terms such as “salvation”,
“atonement”, “sin”, etc. tend not to be understood among students. That fact generates a
curiosity for religious traditions and terms, especially if religious differences are present in

the students’ classroom.
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—> Students have varying knowledge of religion, which does not hinder a vivid interest in
religious differences, especially those represented in their own classroom.

II1. Primary school classrooms in Estonia and Sweden with diversity in the religious
composition of the students tend to minimize the importance of religious differences. To the
degree that students follow outlines of an ongoing political discussion on religion they realize
that religion is a contested area. They tend not to want that fact to create conflict in their own
classroom.

—> In their local setting, students tend to be careful not to stress the importance of cultural
and religious differences. Instead, they tend to attempt to reduce the effects of differences for
friendships and comradeship.

3. The project’s contribution to the international research frontline
The project’s contribution to the international research frontline consists of two parts.

() The first part is a detailed description of factors behind religious education in primary
school in the two countries Estonia and Sweden. Helped by this detailed description of the
situation in which religious education takes place there is a possibility to extract general
conclusions of the importance of such factors as the country’s particular religious history,
linked to its political (historical) development. The differences between Estonia and Sweden
stand out as important in this respect: Sweden as a relatively stable country for two centuries
or more, with a Lutheran state church up until the third millennium, Estonia with a political
history of political change, from one kind of secularism (state atheism) to another (liberal
secularism), but also with a long term presence of an Orthodox church in a predominantly
Lutheran country. Sweden’s national curriculum for religious studies serves as an instrument
which allows for a comparison of classrooms across the country. In Estonia, the subject is
taught as a part of other school subjects, or an elective subject in some schools.

(IT) The second part is a theoretical discussion of the importance of those varying factors
when it comes to religious education in primary school. Beside the national and historical
factors mentioned, the project discusses local, pedagogical, cultural, and religious factors.
These theoretical discussions are tools for an analysis of religious education in (mostly)
European countries, since the factors characterizing Estonia and Sweden are present in other
(European) countries as well, albeit in varying compositions and degrees.

4. New research questions that the project has led to

The project has led to a possibility for investigation and understanding primary school
teaching of and learning about religion in Northern Europe from a platform of already
established results from Estonia and Sweden. In these countries, basic factors for religious
studies have been established. From that vantage point the investigation of and comparison
with other countries in the Northern part of Europa call for attention: How is cultural and
religious diversity in primary school managed in countries such as Finland, Russia, Latvia,
Lithuania, Poland, Germany, Denmark, Norway.



OSTERSJOSTIFTELSEN

Given the development of the countries in Northern Europe in the direction of a less positive
view of diversity (cultural and religious), the consequences of this value change within
primary school call for an investigation with research questions such as: Which are the
consequences for primary school teaching and learning of the countries movement away from
a positive view of cultural and religious diversity? To what degree is teaching religious
studies in primary school expected to participate in creating a national narrative or myth?

5. The contribution of the research to the knowledge of the Baltic Sea
Region and Eastern Europe

The Southern shore of the Baltic Sea has been focused in the project, along with Sweden
representing the Northern shore. A number of attempts to compare primary school in these
two countries with Finland have been carried out, and during the project, there has been
intense communication and cooperation with Finnish colleagues. Attempts at cooperating
with Russian, Belarussian, Latvian, Lithuanian, and Polish colleagues did not result in actual
research work, whereas collaboration with German, Danish, and Norwegian researchers
resulted in conference presentations and articles.

The knowledge resulting from the project is thus primarily on Estonia and Sweden, i.e.
commonalities and differences between the two countries.

6. Dissemination of the results of the project within and outside the
research community
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