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Globalisation and plurality are influencing all areas of education, including religious educa-
tion. The inter-cultural and multi-religious situation in Europe demands a re-evaluation of the 
existing educational systems in particular countries as well as new thinking at the broader 
European level. This well-established peer reviewed book series is committed to the inves-
tigation and reflection on the changing role of religion and education in Europe, including 
the interface between European research, policy and practice and that of countries or regions 
outside Europe. Contributions will evaluate the situation, reflect on fundamental issues and 
develop perspectives for better policy making and pedagogy, especially in relation to practice 
in the classroom.
The publishing policy of the series is to focus on strengthening literacy in the broad field of 
religions and related world views, while recognising the importance of strengthening pluralist 
democracies through stimulating the development of active citizenship and fostering greater 
mutual understanding through intercultural education. It pays special attention to the educa-
tional challenges of religious diversity and conflicting value systems in schools and in society 
in general.
Religious Diversity and Education in Europe was originally produced by two European 
research groups:
ENRECA: The European Network for Religious Education in Europe through Contex-
tual Approaches
REDCo: Religion in Education. A contribution to Dialogue or a factor of Conflict in 
transforming societies of European Countries
Although books will continue to be published by these two research groups, manuscripts can 
be submitted by scholars engaged in empirical and theoretical research on aspects of religion, 
and related world views, and education, especially in relation to intercultural issues. Book 
proposals relating to research on individual European countries or on wider European themes 
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also welcome for consideration. All manuscripts submitted are peer reviewed by two specialist 
reviewers.
The series is aimed at teachers, teacher educators, researchers and policy makers. The series 
is committed to involving practitioners in the research process and includes books by teachers 
and teacher educators who are engaged in research as well as academics from various relevant 
fields, professional researchers and PhD students (the series includes several ground-breaking 
PhD dissertations). It is open to authors committed to these issues, and it includes English and 
German speaking monographs as well as edited collections of papers.

Outline book proposals should be directed to one of the editors or to the publisher. 
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David Käbisch

Cultural Exchange and Knowledge Transfer in 
Religious Education: An Introduction 

Religious education is always a local or regional practice. This is evident not 
only in the studies of the present volume on Religion and Educational Research, 
but also in many further cases. Moreover, the production of knowledge in this 
field is always particular and takes place in certain historical contexts. Con-
sequently, the production of knowledge as well as knowledge transfer can be 
understood as historical processes (see Eisenberg 2003). This means that reli-
gious education, which conceives of itself today above all as an empirical dis-
cipline, has hardly developed a suitable methodological toolkit for analyzing 
historical transfer processes. Furthermore, in religious education comparative 
methods for contrasting religious practices and educational systems dominate. 
Comparative studies do not focus on the diverse relationships and transfer pro-
cesses between different countries. 

For these reasons, I want to make the case in my introduction for expanding 
the methods of empirical and comparative research with historical and trans-
fer-oriented approaches. Against the background of the manifesto on Interna-
tional Knowledge Transfer in Religious Education (organized and edited by 
the Comenius-Institute and the chair of religious education at the University of 
Tübingen, see Schreiner & Schweitzer 2019), I want to make clear that transfer 
analysis in religious education and comparative studies maintain a multifaceted 
interrelationship.

In the following pages, I will present research approaches in historical 
scholarship that might be relevant to religious education research. In the sec-
tion that follows it will be argued that debates on cultural exchange research are 
significant to international knowledge transfer in religious education. Finally, 
a more detailed account of religion in general education research is given in 
the third section, including a short summary of the case studies in the present 
volume on Religion and Educational Research.1

1 This book has been published within the framework of the Hessian Ministry for 
Science and Art funded LOEWE research hub “Religious Positioning: Modalities 
and Constellations in Jewish, Christian and Muslim Contexts“ at the Goethe 
University Frankfurt and the Justus-Liebig-University Giessen. Most articles 
were presented during the International conference “Religion and Educational 
Research. National Traditions and Transnational Perspectives” (Frankfurt am 
Main, October 12/13, 2016). Sponsors helped to keep down the costs for all 
participants, especially the Friends of the Frankfurt University (Vereinigung 



© Waxmann Verlag GmbH. Nur für den privaten Gebrauch.

David Käbisch8

1. Research approaches in historical scholarship relevant to 
religious education 

In their first draft, Friedrich Schweitzer and Peter Schreiner differentiated four 
possible approaches to analyzing “processes of international knowledge trans-
fer” in religious education:

•  “Discussion of what universal or regional validity may mean in religious 
education by making use of the philosophy of science discussion

•  Analysis of the contemporary discussion(s) in religious education in one or 
several countries concerning the use of validity claims

•  Analysis of processes of international knowledge transfer in religious edu-
cation, which took place in the past, in terms of validity questions.

•  Develop classifications for different kinds of knowledge in religious educa-
tion, for example, concerning the psychology of religion, teaching strategies, 
etc. and relating them to the question of validity” (Schweitzer & Schreiner 
2018). 

Here is not the place to look at these approaches individually. I simply want to 
point out that cultural exchange research is one method for analyzing knowl-
edge transfer in the past. I concur with how Schweitzer and Schreiner describe 
the problem: while there may indeed be an enormous increase in international 
relations, conferences, and research projects in religious education including 
the present book series on “Religious diversity and education in Europe” (38 
volumes since 2006), hardly any research is being done on international knowl-
edge transfer as well as cultural exchange in religious education.

The term “cultural exchange” (Kulturtransfer, transferts culturels, etc.) has 
only in recent years found its way into religious education. In keeping with 
newer sociological modernization theories and global historiography, it studies 
the path dependence of social, religious, educational, and scientific change 
(see Käbisch & Simojoki 2018). Modern societies are characterized, among 
other things, by the occupational and private mobility of people as well as free 
and forced migration. Usually, along with people religious ideas, normative 
validity claims, educational techniques, and scientific knowledge also migrate 

der Freunde und Förderer der Goethe Universität) as well as the Foundation for 
the Promotion of Science and International Exchange at the Goethe University 
(Stiftung zur Förderung der internationalen wissenschaftlichen Beziehungen der 
Goethe Universität). My special thanks goes to the PhD programme “Theology as 
an Academic Discipline” (DFG-Graduiertenkolleg 1728 “Theologie als Wissen-
schaft”) and its spokesman Markus Wriedt. 
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from one place to another. Commonalities between religious, pedagogical, and 
scientific cultures often result from a preceding transfer. Differences can also 
be explained by the diverse reception of religious ideas, educational practices, 
and scientific knowledge, among other things. 

Cultural exchange research overlaps with the epistemological interests of 
reception and impact research (see Wischmeyer 2018) as well as the history 
of knowledge (Lässig 2016) and translation studies (Käbisch 2018). Conse-
quently, cultural exchange research occupied itself with the reception and 
impact of academic and educational policy works in text-based educational 
media, among them catechisms, children’s bibles, textbooks and curricula 
(see Schröder, Gemeinhardt & Simon 2018). In contrast, the question of how 
knowledge circulates beyond text-based media stands in the focus of a history 
of knowledge: 

This approach “sees ‘knowledge’ as a promising avenue to better understanding 
societies. How and in which contexts did networks of knowledge take shape? 
Who made them function? The history of knowledge can be seen as a history 
of translation: translation in the literal sense of transfer from one language 
to another and, in a more figurative sense, of transfer between cultures and 
(re)attribution of cultural importance. Recent research projects demonstrate 
that knowledge was not simply disseminated as is from Western metropoles 
to colonial peripheries and nor was it shaped solely by prevailing structures 
of power. Rather, knowledge is created by the continuous interaction between 
heterogeneous actors, even if those actors are rarely on equal standing. Histo-
rians of knowledge have moved away from the model of diffusion, which rests 
upon bipolar topographies, toward a notion of more multidirectional transfers 
between actors and media and complex chains of cultural translation and 
retranslation” (Lässig 2016, 43).

Historical transfer research in recent decades has become highly sensitized to 
methodological problems in analyzing cultural exchange. Basic in the trans-
fer process is differentiating phases of externalization, recontextualization, and 
internalization. These relate to the initial time period in a transfer, during which 
an external model of religious education is first referred to (termed the exter-
nalization). Next comes “the second phase, in which the external is modified 
on the spot (recontextualized) followed by the third period, in which the same 
imported model gradually loses its novelty and strangeness until it is finally 
passed off as a native model (internalization)” (Steiner-Khamsi 2003, p. 369). 
Not infrequently, it is possible to observe that the foreign country becomes 
a model or a chimera in debates on religious education and education policy 
debates (Weidlich 2017 and Weidlich 2018 demonstrates this using France as 
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the example). The first problem that transferring history has to deal with there-
fore is the question of the reasons for the transfer (Pernau 2011, pp. 45–47). 

The interdisciplinary debate over the research objects, epistemological 
interest, and methods of cultural exchange research above all refer to the 
relationship between transfer analysis and comparative research. Following 
Hartmut Kaelble (2003, pp. 471–480), ideally and typically we can stake 
out three different positions. The first gives preference to method, common 
features, and differences. Knowledge transfer study here enters the picture 
only incidentally or not at all. The second position favors transfer analysis as a 
method, because it has a series of advantages over comparative studies. Finally, 
the third position distinguishes between an objective and a method level so 
that it can combine both analytical approaches. Next, I will summarize the 
debate on the relationship of transfer analysis and comparative studies and its 
relevance for religious education. 

2. Debates on cultural exchange research relevant to 
religious education

As was pointed out earlier in the introduction to this volume, there is an increas-
ing interest in cultural exchange and knowledge transfer in religious education 
(cf. Schweitzer & Schreiner 2019). For example, several case studies that can 
be categorized under cultural exchange research refer to 

•  the reception of the Warwick Project led by Robert Jackson in inter-religious 
learning concepts in Germany and Norway (see Meyer 1999 und Bråten 
2013),

•  knowledge transfer between the USA and Germany through study trips, 
translations of books, academic reports, international conferences and 
through the worldwide ecumenical movement (see Osmer & Schweitzer 
2003, p. 113)

•  transnational educational spaces in schools, parishes, and universities (see 
Käbisch & Simojoki 2016), 

•  transnational transfers of religious ideas and pedagogical practices through 
cross-border movement, migration, and mission in the educational sector 
(see Käbisch & Wermke 2017),

•  the reception of the (Montessori-inspired) Godly Play concept of the USA’s 
Jerome W. Berryman in European countries (see Steinhäuser & Øystese 
2018), and 

•  the actors, networks, and media of transnational knowledge transfer in the 
areas of education policy and academia (see Käbisch & Wischmeyer 2018).
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Nevertheless, most studies in this field have only focused on comparative 
approaches and make no mention of cultural exchange research. An exam-
ple of this is the book series “Religious Education at Schools in Europe“ (see 
Jäggle, Rothgangel & Schlag 2016). Moreover, Bernd Schröder points out 
that ‘transfers’ are not “worthy of notice – Dewey, for instance, was scarcely 
adopted in Europe – but what should be studied comparatively instead are spe-
cific national, linguistic, and religious constellations” (Schröder 2018, p. 391). 
Logically, Schröder differentiates in his methodological reflections a series of 
comparison objects on the micro-, meso-, macro- and meta-levels; he describes 
transfer analysis as a variant form of comparative studies offering only few 
insights (see Schröder 2016).

In the future, how convincing relevant case studies will be will depend on 
whether the advantages of transfer analysis cited by Hartmut Kaelble will also 
become important in religious education research: 

•  Transfer research “unlike comparison is not dependent on antecedent 
constructions of national or other (e.g., linguistic area and religion-spe-
cific) elements. Thus, unlike comparison, it does not have to work with 
constructed categories into which enter in a massive way the values and 
preferences of the respective historian and distort the view; instead, transfer 
research connects directly with the experiences of the individual subjects 
studied in their transfer situations” […].

•  A further advantage conferred by the transfer study is that it places certain 
historical dimensions, such as experience, norms, values, and the invention 
or modification of identities that were privileged in the more recent cultural 
history, much more solidly in the center of the analysis than does the classic 
comparison […].

•  Moreover, transfer examines historical changes [and validity claims] more 
robustly than comparison does. By its nature, transfer is always a change 
embedded in time; it studies conversions and adaptations of values, norms, 
images, languages, and ways of thinking in the course of a migration from 
a departure society to an arrival society […].

•  Ultimately – so it is argued – transfer also makes accessible a key explanation 
for similarities and differences. All resemblances between cultures analyzed 
by classic comparison, even between geographically distant cultures, it is 
assumed came about in modern times through transfers“ (Kaelble 2003, 
p. 474f.).

The third, mediating position distinguishes between an object and a method 
level as a way of relating one to the other. On the one hand is the detection of 
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commonalities and differences of an associated phenomenon of transfers. This 
lets comparisons become objects of study for cultural exchange research. On 
the other hand, the comparison of transfer constellations is instructive for being 
able to describe the unique character of transfers. In that case, transfers become 
a research object for comparative studies. Beyond that, transfers dating back 
years or ones related to the future can be regarded as grounds and purpose for 
comparative work in religious education. 

•  Knowledge transfer as grounds for comparative work: In religious educa-
tion, too, economic, political, and cultural globalization results in manifold 
encounters and exchange processes between countries, confessions, and 
religion. These can take various forms, including study tours, international 
conferences, and collaborative research projects. For Friedrich Schweitzer 
(2005), such scholarly endeavors are both reason and argument for more 
robust internationally-comparative research in religious education. 

•  Knowledge transfer as an aim of comparative work: In religious educa-
tion, comparative study connects with a strong interest in transfers. Bernd 
Schröder (2016) describes this interest as the ideographic, self-critical, and 
“innovative-inspirational” function of comparative studies. In all three 
of them, it is about learning from other countries, religions, and confes-
sions, enabling scholars to bring the characteristics of their own religious 
and pedagogical tradition into sharper focus, acknowledge strengths and 
weaknesses, and inspire “methodological, didactic, systemic innovations” 
in their respective contexts. In sum, ‘transfers’ are worthy of notice as an 
aim of comparative work.

•  Knowledge transfer as research object for comparative studies: Finding 
transfers in many varied constellations, comparative studies open the way to 
comparing diverse transfer configurations with each other. It lets us describe 
in a nuanced manner commonalities and differences in the processes of 
externalization, recontextualization, and internalization. Examples include 
the reception in European countries of the (Montessori-inspired) Godly 
Play concept of the USA’s Jerome W. Berryman (see Steinhäuser & Øystese 
2018), and the reception of the Warwick Project led by Robert Jackson in 
inter-religious learning concepts in Germany and Norway (see Meyer 1999 
und Bråten 2013).

•  Comparisons as research objects in transfer research: Frequently we are 
aware of commonalities and differences when a transfer starts – perhaps 
because the actors involved in the transfer judge another country’s religious 
or educational systems as flawed so they can export their own model. 
They may just as well perceive them as exemplary and suitable for being 
imported. To understand the reason, the process, and the results of transfer 
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processes, the implicit and explicit comparisons and comparison criteria of 
the actors involved must be taken into account in the transfer analysis (on 
this, Kaelble 2003, p. 478).

In sum, transfer analysis in religious education and comparative studies main-
tain a multifaceted interrelationship. More important than the discussion on 
“the” best method in religious education research therefore is realizing that 
in the central concepts of comparison and transfer we have two approaches 
capable of supplementing each other methodologically and thematically (see 
Schweitzer 2018).

3. Debates on religious education relevant to general 
education

Six years ago, Bernd Schröder examined a wide range of German textbooks, 
journals and encyclopedias of education and educational research. His key 
question was how educational scientists deal with religious education today, 
how they describe religion in schools beyond RE and how they analyze the 
shared responsibility of schools and congregations for peace, freedom, and 
democracy (Schröder 2012). The background of this research question was 
that congregations are one of the most important education providers in Ger-
many. Apart from congregational kindergartens, schools and academies, there 
is a wide range of pastoral counselling, confirmation work, social work and 
school-related youth work in Germany. Nevertheless, Schröder’s study revealed 
that religion and religious education is underrepresented in recent media of 
educational research. This result confirms Karl Ernst Nipkow’s and Friedrich 
Schweitzer’s observations in earlier papers, that educational scientists have 
shown little interest in the role of religion since the late 1960s (Nipkow 1992 
and Schweitzer 2003). 

Today, there is an increasing interest in religion among historians of 
education (cf. Baader 2015) including international conferences on “Religion 
and Education” (cf. Dietrich, Jahns & Horn 2017) as well as “Religion and 
Textbook Research” (cf. Štimac 2018) and further educational media (cf. 
Lässig 2016 and von der Krone 2016). Moreover, the complex connections 
between religion and educational research were discussed by eleven colleagues 
from nine countries in one of the recently published issues of the International 
Journal for the Historiography of Education (cf. Käbisch 2015). The debate 
makes clear that religious education became a special research area only for 
scientists of religious education at Departments of Theology in Germany (Reli-
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gionspädagogik). Apart from Hamburg University and a few other universities, 
Christian education research in Germany takes place within Departments of 
Theology. Only in the past few years, has Islamic Education Research been 
established within some Departments of Education, such as at the Frankfurt 
University (cf. Behr 2015). Moreover, a possible explanation for the neglect of 
religious topics may be the lack of interest in religion among general educators 
in Germany. There is some evidence that educational researchers have become 
blind to the transformation in religion in modern societies because religion has 
lost its authority of economic, aesthetic, social, and political life. 

These observations need to be interpreted with caution. Therefore, 
the articles in the first part of the book discuss disciplinary formations and 
research tradition from an international comparative perspective. Moreover, 
the contributions give an overview of the current state of research as well as the 
methodological starting points of historical research on religious education in 
Germany, Ireland, Sweden, and Argentina. There are a number of similarities 
between the country reports, including Deirdre Raftery’s observation that “reli-
gious flashpoints in global contexts” demand our attention in education (Raft-
ery 2015). Moreover, she suggests that these religious flashpoints are “daily 
reminders that if we ignore the challenging task of researching and writing 
nuanced histories of religions, we risk leaving an impoverished understanding 
of the great human impulse towards faith” (Raftery 2015, p. 237f.).

While most schools in Ireland are religiously sponsored schools, and 
schooling in Ireland is largely provided and managed by the Catholic Church, 
Daniel Lindmark points out that the secularization thesis is “the main explain-
ing factor behind the declining interest” in religion and religious education in 
Sweden (Lindmark 2015, p. 122). Moreover, the “most important point is that 
the situation can vary over time and between countries, universities, and sub-
fields depending on which research tradition happens to dominate” (Lindmark 
2015, p. 122). As Lindmark shows in his paper, religious education research 
stands in an interdependent relationship to the national contexts in which it is 
located. Finally, Ezequiel Gomez Caride agrees with the statement about “how 
during the last decades the secularization theory shaped educational scientists” 
in Argentina (Caride 2015, p. 215). 

The second part focuses on religion in general education. Friedrich 
Schweitzer points out that the repression of religion in general education is not 
exclusively a German phenomenon. He then discusses six possible explana-
tions for this phenomenon: 

•  The modernization process in the sense that German education has become 
more secular in theory and practice

•  The belief in secularization among general educators in Germany
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•  The separation between state and church as well as state and religion in 
Germany

•  The normative orientations of religious education as an obstacle to general 
theories of education

•  General education as part of a special generation experience in the 1960s
•  Differentiation and specialization in the academy

What follows is Zrinka Štimac’s account of transnational perspectives on reli-
gion and on textbook research that might be significant for general education 
as well as religious education research (cf. Štimac 2018). The next chapter 
describes the procedures and methods used by Anja Kirsch in her textbook 
research on secular education in the German Democratic Republic (cf. Kirsch 
2016). Both contributions share a number of key features: First, both point 
out that learning about religion as well as learning from religion is relevant 
to general education. Secondly, their findings provide an interesting basis for 
further comparative as well as transfer analysis. And finally, both enrich the 
discourse of secularization and general education in western as well as post-so-
cialist countries such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Soviet Union, Poland, 
and Czechoslovakia.

A summary of the main findings of the International Civic and Citizenship 
Education Study (ICCS), together with a special focus on empirical findings 
of the relationship between religiosity and democracy, is provided in the next 
chapter, written by Katrin Hahn-Laudenberg and Hermann Josef Abs (cf. 
Abs & Hahn-Laudenberg 2017). There are a number of similarities between 
historical and empirical findings on religion and education. This is evident in 
the case of the national or cultural contexts in the respective countries. These 
contexts play a significant role regarding how people relate religion and equal 
rights for women and men, religion and democracy, religion and racial/ethnic 
questions as well as religion and migration. This is also exemplified in the work 
undertaken by Harry Harun Behr on juvenile Muslim life-worlds, religious 
orientation, Islamic theology and education. This chapter begins by describing 
religious education in German public schools and arguing that there is an 
increased interest in questions of religiousness in general education today (cf. 
Behr 2015). It goes on to suggest that religious understanding must be taught 
and exercised at all levels of school education, including the deconstruction of 
ideological meta-identities and the negotiation of the future standards of living 
together. 
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4. Conclusion and key questions for further studies

In sum, the authors of the present volume deliver a wide range of case studies 
concerning religious education research in Germany, Ireland, Sweden, Argen-
tina, as well as further countries. Four key questions from these contributions 
might be relevant for further studies: Firstly, is religion being underrated in 
educational research? Secondly, is education, on the other hand, being under-
rated in religious studies? Thirdly, do these questions depend on national tra-
ditions in educational as well as religious research? Fourthly, are there trans-
national exchanges between countries through international education studies, 
translations of textbooks, travelling of scholars, networks, guilds and media? 
And finally, what might be the additional benefits of such research compared to 
international comparative studies? 

Although one could argue that every comparative study looking into two 
or more countries is transnational, it doesn’t necessarily focus on processes of 
transnational relations, interactions and perceptions, nor does it examine the 
transfer of knowledge across national, cultural, political, and social borders. 
As explained in the introduction, it is clear that research approaches in histor-
ical scholarship are relevant for the question of how knowledge circulates in 
religious education. Moreover, Johannes Wischmeyer points out that scholars 
in religious education and church history can learn from each other’s research 
paradigms (Wischmeyer 2014). To this end, he provides a brief summary of the 
literature relating to topics and approaches of current church history, followed 
by an assessment of comparative and transnational approaches. A more detailed 
account of a transnational history of religious education is given in the last 
section of his paper. Taken together, the results of the present volume suggest 
that this might be a fruitful approach.
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