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Abstract

Living and working through the challenges of a pandemic offered a unique research oppor-
tunity to engage with some core questions about what really matters in Religious Education
(RE) in countries across Europe. The What Covid Reveals to Religious Education Special-
ists research project sought to provide a reflective space for RE specialists, drawn from the
board members of the European Forum for Teachers of Religious Education (EFTRE), to
consider their experiences of RE during the Covid-19 pandemic and to begin to articulate
what they might want in the future for RE in light of their experiences. Areas explored in
the online qualitative survey included: challenging questions and issues, social unrest, stu-
dent—teacher relationships, learning scenarios, valued dimensions in RE, opportunities for
the future, and ‘ideal’ RE. Respondents were from sixteen of the twenty-two countries pre-
sent on the EFTRE Board, offering their individual perspectives from Western, Northern,
Central and Southern Europe. Using the tool ATLAS.ti, an inductive analytical approach
was employed; a number of key group ‘themes’ emerged from the responses, which pro-
vided a basis for further analysis. This paper will present some of the main findings in
dialogue with the focusing research stimulus question: What does Covid-19 reveal to RE
specialists about their subject? The project is a European collaboration involving research-
ers from Austria, Germany, Hungary, Ireland and Wales.

Keywords Religious Education - Covid-19 - Qualitative survey - Europe

1 Introduction

If one thing may be said about the Covid-19 pandemic, it is that despite the suffering, fear
and death associated with it (Kaman et al, 2023), the pandemic has confronted people with
core questions about their lives and what really matters to them. These kinds of reflections
rarely have a space in everyday life but often come to the forefront in dangerous and life-
threatening situations. Arguably, the pandemic challenged people to reflect on their per-
sonal lives as well as consider how to shape living together in society. This was also the
case for the education sector across Europe. Schools and (as part of them) Religious Edu-
cation (RE), experienced new educational situations, including temporary school closures
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and distance learning, hybrid teaching solutions, and teaching at schools under hygiene
rules (OECD, 2022; Fickermann & Edelstein, 2020; Institut fiir Demoskopie Allensbach,
2021; Chapman et al., 2022; Hall et al., 2021). Under these circumstances, new ways of
teaching and learning had to be invented and the question arose: What is Religious Educa-
tion really about?

As these situations and discussions were experienced across Europe more or less simul-
taneously, the pandemic has provided a particular incentive to go beyond national studies
(Dietzsch, 2020; Kim, 2021; Molnér et al., 2021; Sturm, 2023) and to conduct European
research. That is why a group of researchers from Austria, Germany, Hungary, Ireland
and Wales gathered together to develop a qualitative research project on this topic. The
aim was to benefit from this unique opportunity to analyse what kind of conclusions RE
specialists in different European countries draw for their subject from this very similar situ-
ation. In this context, the present study focuses more on the individual perception of RE
(Simojoki et al., 2016; Dohrmann, 2021; Schiitt, 2012; Popp, 2013) than on an objective
analysis of RE models and structures in place (Ziebertz & Riegel, 2009; Rothgangel et al.,
2016-2020; Schweitzer et al, 2023). By exploring the broad research question What does
Covid-19 reveal to RE specialists about their subject? this study also aims to go beyond the
immediate Covid-19 pandemic experiences to focus on what RE specialists would like for
the subject now and in the future. In the following, the study’s insights will be set out by
first explaining the research methods and presenting the code groups that resulted from the
analysis before discussing the results of the study. In the discussion, four key areas will be
highlighted: changing and non-changing elements in RE; challenges for teachers; existen-
tial matters; and being connected.

2 Research sample

The study’s target group was the board members of EFTRE (The European Forum for
Teachers of Religious Education—www.eftre.net) who represent twenty-two European
countries, are key actors in teacher education, research, and agenda setting, as well as being
qualified RE teachers and representatives of their country’s RE community. All twenty-two
board members were invited to participate in the study, sixteen of these responded posi-
tively by completing the research survey. In those countries where this study’s authors are
board members, equivalent national RE professionals participated in the survey. Table 1
indicates the breakdown of respondents according to the background variables pertaining
to ‘RE model’, ‘region’, and ‘area of work’. The research sample proved to be sufficiently
large and heterogeneous to have confidence that a diverse range of perspectives were cap-
tured in the research with no major areas of relevance omitted.

3 Research design

An inductive qualitative approach to research design was employed in order to give
respondents appropriate space and time to reflect on their Covid-19 experiences and
to consider whether such experiences had affected what they think really matters in RE.
The exploratory nature of the study required a disciplined ‘openness’ to be built purpose-
fully into each step of the research design so as to capture a wide variety of subjective
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viewpoints and conclusions. One overarching research question which provided the study
focus was identified: What does Covid-19 reveal to RE specialists about their subject?

An online English-language qualitative questionnaire was developed by the research-
ers, carefully taking into account the diverse contexts and models of RE around Europe.
Section One of the questionnaire gathered general information about the respondents and
their roles and contexts. Section Two posed a series of open-ended questions (Table 2)
designed to stimulate reflection on RE in light of the respondents’ experiences during the
pandemic, and how this impacted on how they thought about challenging questions and
issues in the RE classroom, social unrest, student—teacher interactions, learning scenarios,
valued dimensions in RE, opportunities for the future, and what constitutes an ‘ideal’ RE.
Open-ended questions helped to accommodate the diverse background of the respondents
which was reflected in their linguistic differences, cultural diversity, and understanding and
practice of RE.

The questionnaire was tested in a five-country pilot study in October 2021 and revised
before the survey link was circulated to the target group in February—March 2022.

3.1 Data analysis
Content analysis (Mayring, 2021) was undertaken with the assistance of ATLAS.ti soft-

ware. First, four coders worked independently to generate initial codes, bringing to the task
their different perspectives, RE contexts and country backgrounds. Individual memos were

Table2 Survey questions

This survey is divided into two parts:
PART 1 asks you to provide some brief general information about yourself (questions 1-3)
PART 2 asks you to reflect on RE in relation to your experiences during the pandemic (questions 4—12)

Part 1

1. What is your country affiliation?

2. How long have you been working in the field of education?

3. Briefly describe in a few sentences your RE-related position and role (please also include the organisa-
tional context/s e.g. church, state, university)

Part 2

4. What is your general experience of the impact of the Covid-19 period on the teaching of RE in your
context?

5. What are the challenging questions or issues that you have seen emerging in the RE classroom during the
Covid-19 period? (You may think of religious, ethical, spiritual, or other issues which impact on RE.)

6. How do you think the social unrest of 2020-21 (You may think of social inequalities, political controver-
sies, economic tensions, climate crisis, racism, nationalism, military conflicts) affects the teaching of RE?

7. The pandemic has challenged student—teacher interaction in many different ways. How do you think the
Covid-19 experience affects the relationship between RE teachers and their students?

8. The experiences during the pandemic have made me realise that three things that I most value about RE
are ...

a. Do these three things differ from what you would have pointed out before the pandemic? Please elaborate

9. What has Covid-19 made you see in terms of opportunities for the future of RE?

10. After experiencing various learning scenarios in online, in-person and hybrid settings, where do you see
the greatest possibilities to improve learning processes in RE?

11. When you think about what you have learnt during the pandemic regarding RE, what would your ideal
RE look like in 5 years?

a. What might prevent your ideal RE from becoming reality?

12. If there is anything else that you would like to add, please do so here
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also kept by the coders. The next steps involved continuous consultation and consensus
among the coders to reduce the subjective component and to ensure the transparency and
reliability of the analyses. This continuous code review and refinement led to the genera-
tion of eight non-hierarchical code groups. The data was then allocated to multiple code
groups. A second round of analysis was then undertaken in light of the main research ques-
tion and follow-up questions arising from the coding results. This second analysis also
examined how the background variables and the eight code groups were co-occurring with
one another.

4 Results

Eight inter-related, non-hierarchical code groups emerged from the data analysis which
revealed the respondents’ areas of interest and concern whilst reflecting on their experience
of the pandemic and its impact on their professional roles in RE. The eight code groups
are: online settings, wellbeing, life questions, understanding RE, teachers’ situation, rela-
tionships, social aspects, and wider context.

4.1 Online settings

Many respondents reflected on their experience of teaching and learning in RE in online
settings, which had been brought into sharp focus by the pandemic’s face-to-face restric-
tions. They identified the challenges that these online settings posed. For example, respond-
ents reflected on trying to create suitable learning environments to discuss sensitive topics,
as well as observing disparities in students’ access to technology. They also identified the
opportunities and future potential of such technology in terms of its contribution to RE.
In addition, personal preferences, and attitudes as well as shifts within these as a result
of experience) were highlighted. Generally, online provision was not seen as something
that could replace the in-person experience; however, it could complement it and open up
important new dimensions for RE.

4.2 Wellbeing

Respondents raised aspects related to wellbeing as a consequence of the pandemic period.
Wellbeing issues included the spiritual, mental, emotional and physical needs of students
as well as the importance of developing resilience. Respondents considered the role, con-
tribution and value of RE in challenging times. They also reflected on how this could
impact the future of RE in light of the pandemic experience. It was recognised that broader
societal wellbeing issues had a direct influence on students, and these are relevant to the
RE classroom. It was also acknowledged that there is a relationship between wellbeing and
learning environments, teaching and learning approaches, pastoral care, and provision of
resources.

4.3 Life questions

Many challenging life related questions and issues came into focus during the pandemic.
Respondents referred to these in general terms as big or ultimate questions, or in specific
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terms such as individual meaning and purpose in life, death, suffering, the place of God, as
well as issues related to life, society and culture in the world today. A sense of spiritual need
and searching was also identified. For some respondents this pointed to the relevance of spir-
itual skills and demonstrated the place of belief and faith as a support during difficult times.
Respondents also referred to moral and ethical dilemmas arising during the pandemic. For
example, media ethics; freedom, rights, and responsibility; rules, regulations and the greater
good. The importance of learning how to navigate through life with the necessary support
also featured. For RE to be responsive to students’ needs and relevant to their lives, life ques-
tions and issues were viewed as important. Learning to engage with life questions could bring
benefits both to individuals and to wider society. In practice, however, some felt that the ability
to respond adequately to life questions had been limited for various reasons. Finally, the pan-
demic provided an opportunity to consider values and what is important in life, which in the
case of one respondent, led to a significant change in professional practice.

4.4 Understanding RE

Responses often revealed respondents’ understanding of RE when they reflected on their
views about the purpose, aims and goals of RE, its characteristics and contribution to educa-
tion, as well as broad approaches to the subject. For many, the pandemic had demonstrated the
value of RE which was described as having a range of concerns. Respondents wrote that RE is

99

about: “encounter, connection, relationships”, and “community”, “challenging prejudices and
opinions both religious and non-religious™, “raising and responding to life’s big questions”,
“searching for meaning and purpose”, “discussing and developing beliefs, values and ethi-
cal perspectives”, and “preparing students for the challenges of life in the world today”. The
importance of RE being relevant was emphasised. Specific approaches to RE were promoted
either as a current reality or as a future ideal, such as, RE that is “inclusive”, “critical”, “non-
didactic”, “objective, critical and pluralistic”. Also included were intercultural approaches;
philosophical / hermeneutical approaches; multidisciplinary approaches; and a more inte-
grated approach in the wider curriculum. Threats to the future of RE and what form that will

take were also identified.

4.5 Teachers'situation

Respondents often included their own and other teachers’ experiences of and perspectives on
RE stimulated by reflections on the pandemic. For example, respondents wrote about teaching
and learning conditions during the pandemic and what these revealed about teacher prepared-
ness and professional needs. In other instances they identified cases of positive support avail-
able to them. Teachers’ priorities, such as, the importance of student wellbeing and relation-
ships, being relevant, and having a focus on people rather than performance, were considered.
Didactic approaches and pedagogical considerations were also discussed.

4.6 Relationships

Respondents discussed the challenges to relationships posed by the pandemic, as well as
issues relating to student—teacher engagement. The importance of being relevant to students
and authentic in relationships was again emphasised. For some, engaging with the student
voice was a part of this and there were reflections on what is important for relationships.
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Relationships were seen as a distinctive part of the rationale for RE, for example, in rela-
tion to pastoral care and wellbeing. In addition, opportunities for a wider range of relation-
ships were seen as arising from the pandemic, for example, the world-wide networking and
co-working enabled through developments in technology.

4.7 Social aspects

The code group, social aspects, focussed on big social issues, media and communica-
tion matters, as well as related values arising in RE in response to experiences dur-
ing the pandemic. These were shared challenges and crises. Respondents considered the
relevance of some social aspects to RE, either affirming it or approaching it more cau-
tiously. Also included within social aspects was student engagement or non-engagement
with these issues, as well as the more personal effects of the pandemic on social skills and
relationships.

4.8 Wider context

This included respondents’ reflections on wider context issues, influences, opportunities
and threats viewed as significant for RE. For example, religious and political influences
were highlighted, as well as perceptions of RE on the part of the public, parents, and the
school itself. Wider context also related to the nature of RE, which involves encounter and
contact with others as well as with broader societal issues. Online opportunities for greater
networking in RE were identified as positive developments. Finally, the growing presence
of secularism and atheism in all school types were viewed by some as needing to be part of
conversations about RE.

5 Discussion

Further analysis of the data through the lens of the eight code groups led to the identifica-
tion of four over-arching themes emerging from engagement with the research question:
What does Covid-19 reveal to RE specialists about their subject? These themes are: chang-
ing and non-changing elements in RE; challenges faced by RE teachers; existential matters;
being connected.

5.1 Changing and non-changing elements in RE

Question 8 of the survey invited respondents to reflect on the relationship between their
pandemic experiences and what they valued most about RE. They were also asked to indi-
cate whether they think their response would have been different prior to the pandemic.
Responses to this question suggest that the aspects of RE valued by the respondents appear
to be largely unchanged by their experience of the pandemic. Ten respondents explicitly
stated that they saw no change in what they most valued about the subject. Five respond-
ents answered with a simple “no” whilst the others confirmed their position by adding
that the pandemic “has only reaffirmed them” (Respondent 10), or “has amplified this”
(Respondent 6), or made “it more evident in these circumstances” (Respondent 4). Even
those respondents who indicated that their perception of RE had changed to some extent as
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a result of the pandemic did not indicate a change in content, only a modification in inten-
sity and clarity, as in, “this has been strengthened” (Respondent 15). For Respondent 9,
the three things they most valued in RE “rose to the surface”. In addition, the areas of RE
valued by respondents appeared to be independent of the background variables relating to
the model of RE, region, or area of work. It is important to note that Question 8 addressed
the perception of change explicitly in the context of value. If change is understood more
broadly, there are many examples in the questionnaire responses as a whole that indicate
important changes to RE during the pandemic. For example, changes in the circumstances
of teaching, topics arising in the classroom, educational methods, and teachers’ tasks have
ongoing relevance for the perception and practice of RE by professionals.

In their reflection on the value of RE as a subject, respondents highlighted four areas in
particular as being of most value; these remain unchallenged or largely unaltered by Covid
experiences. These areas related to aspects of RE within the code groups of understanding
of RE, life questions, wellbeing, and relationships. Of these, aspects coded as understand-
ing of RE were cited most frequently by respondents. This included different approaches to,
and definitions of, RE, hermeneutical questions concerning RE, and the importance of crit-
ical thinking. RE’s connection to real life was emphasised as was RE as a relevant agent for
navigating the world in which we live. As two respondents from different backgrounds in
relation to denominational / non-denominational RE stated: RE “is about people and what
matters most to them” (Respondent 15), and “it helps us reflect on big questions around the
search for meaning and purpose in life, which was particularly important during the pan-
demic when we slowed down and had to adjust to a new normal” (Respondent 10).

Aspects relating to life questions followed next in frequency. Here, it was mainly topics
of specific religious, ethical and spiritual questions that were raised, as well as the themes
of theodicy and God. Respondents viewed religion or RE as a resource for helping students
to engage with these, and therefore not a subject for change. The next most frequent area of
the non-changing elements in RE is that wellbeing is or should be of central importance in
the classroom. The value and reinforcing effects of meditation, pastoral approaches, spir-
itual skills, resilience and caring were mentioned here. Finally, aspects discussed under the
heading relationships included the need for belonging to communities, the feeling of con-
nection to the teacher and other students, and the value of engagement, interaction, encoun-
ter, caring and cooperation.

From the responses to question 8, it was observed that the aspects of RE not affected by
the pandemic or changing social situations are those that people value most and are in line
with the respondents’ understanding of RE. These were deepened but not changed. As one
respondent stated:

“My understanding has widened without getting unconcrete (sic). Through the pan-
demic I trust more in the things that matter. Before I tried to control and provide
more. Now I know I can’t anymore and feel the ability to let go the learning pro-
cesses in the way they want to, without giving up responsibility for it” (Respondent
16).

5.2 Challenges faced by RE teachers

The pandemic presented a wide range of challenges for teachers which can be grouped
thematically: online teaching, communication, didactics and methods. Respondents
wrote of how moving to the online teaching and learning space proved to be demanding
and tiring for them as they changed their usual schedules, adapted to virtual learning
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environments and attempted to develop lessons that were creative and collaborative.
Being unable to teach in a physical classroom had a significant impact on how the
respondents thought about their task as RE teachers. Teaching online revealed a number
of challenges: teachers did not feel adequately trained for the online classroom due to
a lack of professional learning opportunities, and teachers were concerned about stu-
dent engagement in this space. Of particular note for RE teachers was the concern that
headteachers, parents and, to some extent, non-committed teachers, held the subject in
low esteem in the curriculum. In one case the timetable for RE was shortened during
the pandemic and sometimes the subject was dropped altogether if it was not an exam
subject:

“The pandemic has not really changed my sense of what is important in RE. It
has made me more fearful of how some people regard it and how, post-pandemic,
they may feel that some ‘peripheral’ aspects of the curriculum should be set aside”
(Respondent 7).

A second challenge noted by the respondents was in the area of communication. Teach-
ers often had to communicate with ‘black screens’ as students turned their cameras off:

“The online system that we used allows the students to see the lecturer, but not each
other, thereby further discouraging students from making themselves visible even
to the lecturer. For a subject like RE, which requires encounter, interaction and
exchange of ideas, this is very unhelpful” (Respondent 7).

When schools re-opened, wearing masks also had an impact on how students communi-
cated with each other and with the teacher. Respondents noted that they had to engage even
more in the pandemic to find new ways of communicating with their students. Staying in
contact with them was not always easy and with some it was simply impossible, while with
others the relationship deepened:

“I guess there are two ways: they either got more apart from another because of dis-
tance learning and restricted possibilities to reach the children; or they came closer
because the children kind of used the RE-teachers as confidential persons for talking
about their sorrows etc.” (Respondent 5).

The online situation reinforced these two tendencies. The respondents considered that
the development of effective RE lessons, either online or in person, depends on learning
how to communicate authentically with students so that “learners will be more engaged in
real, authentic, enquiry based upon real people” (Respondent 15).

A third challenge faced by RE teachers was in the area of didactics and methods.
Respondents wrote of trying to respond to the individual entitlement to belief and practice
of students in the online environment. They also observed how difficult it was to design
resources for students with additional educational needs. Another challenge particular to
RE was the need to respond to students experiencing crisis, whether that was expressed as
anxiety, tiredness, feeling harassed, or as spiritual hunger and looking for meaning. There-
fore, for some teachers it was clear that they had to prioritise student wellbeing which was
an additional duty without sufficient resources. As Respondent 2 observed, “the need for
deeper spiritual content on the part of students and colleagues has also strengthened. Seri-
ous questions of faith arose about suffering, the purpose of life, the role of God, and the
importance of faith in that special situation.” This highly demanding pedagogical task is
seen as a unique strength of RE but also as one that is not put into practice widely enough
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as it proves to be a challenge for teachers, “this ideal RE will depend on innovative and
ongoing CPD for RE teachers” (Respondent 10).

Maintaining relationships between teacher and student was seen as essential during the
pandemic despite being difficult to manage online. Teachers reported having to be more
creative and adaptive in their teaching so developed active learning methodologies and
online collaborative projects to deepen the students’ understanding of topics and engage-
ment with issues, “[RE] has a significant role to play in enabling learners to develop the
skills to understand the world and to work towards creating a better world for themselves
and for others” (Respondent 15). To ensure this, one teacher wrote meditations, others
worked with testimonies, stories, films, symbols or images to enable their pupils to become
religiously literate. Teachers reported developing a broad field of teaching competencies
such as critical thinking, knowledge transfer and spiritual skills which they tried to achieve
with different didactic approaches.

5.3 Existential matters

RE specialists consider that a central purpose of RE is to engage with the personal devel-
opment of the student. RE provides students “an opportunity to explore some of the biggest
questions of all, the ultimate questions of life" (Respondent 15), and to search for their
place in the world—a world that is complex, challenging, even overwhelming at times.
Respondents highlight that RE needs to connect to this reality of students’ lives and to
enable them to develop competences to navigate the world they live in. Only then, would
RE remain relevant to them.

As a significant characteristic of RE, engagement with these life questions touches upon
very sensitive and private concerns like life and death, the purpose of life and how to find a
mentally healthy—and possibly spiritual or religious—way to deal with them. This became
even more important during the years of Covid-19 and wider social unrest. “Greater
emphasis should be placed on spiritual care and the strengthening of stress management
and resilience development skills. (I mean it also for students and teachers!)” (Respondent
2). Respondents’ views on dealing with existential matters give an insight into their under-
standing of RE and how they describe what the purpose of RE is. RE needs to create safe
spaces to discuss these sensitive topics. Sometimes these relate to bigger social issues like
climate change, racism, social inequalities or war:

“I have been more aware of these issues, particularly around sexuality and gender,
climate change and racism and prejudice and have modified my teaching programmes
and training sessions to accommodate these. These and other issues are important to
our subject and for many children and young people and so a focus on them makes
what we do real and relevant for our learners” (Respondent 6).

These issues come into focus because they shape the students’ lives and affect the life
questions they bring into the classroom. It is the teacher’s task to take that into considera-
tion when designing learning scenarios. “However, it is also important that the impact of
social unrest and current events doesn’t dominate RE. These topics often come up in other
subjects too [...]. It is important that RE explores the issues emerging through a subject
specific lens” (Respondent 10). The focus remains on the student, discerning the values at
play in public debates and offering a space to reflect on their own point of view.

Dealing with existential matters is identified as a core purpose of RE and provides an
insight into the respondents’ understandings of RE. This is shared by both respondents
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from denominational and non-denominational contexts. Nevertheless, there are some dif-
ferences in the ways each group describes this task. Both groups underline the necessity for
students to develop skills to deal with their wellbeing and life questions but might highlight
different approaches to how to do so. We can observe that those respondents from denomi-
national contexts tend to emphasise the dimension of mental health and how to draw on
religion and spirituality as a resource for this:

“There is a strong spiritual hunger in people that comes out stronger in difficult situa-
tions. We need to be able to respond to this because they are waiting for the spiritual
message. [...] showing that God can also live everyday life in a crisis” (Respondent
2).

On the other hand, those respondents from non-denominational contexts tended to prior-
itise the task to create safe spaces for students to explore their own beliefs and worldviews.

Taking another look at how these issues connect to the experiences during the Covid-19
pandemic, we can observe that respondents state that dealing with existential matters is a
key purpose of RE independent of the pandemic. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that top-
ics such as ‘life questions’” and ‘mental wellbeing’ have been particularly present during the
pandemic. It remains an open question as to what extent these experiences may subcon-
sciously shape the respondents’ current thinking about their subject.

5.4 Being connected

“RE is all about connecting and connection” (Respondent 16). The importance of being
connected in various ways was present in all sixteen responses, and relationships were
explicitly identified as valued in RE by many respondents, in both denominational and
non-denominational contexts. The respondents’ recollections of pandemic experiences
revealed just how much people’s relationships had been affected by Covid restrictions, and
the ways in which these impacted RE, both during the pandemic and post-pandemic. Four
areas of interest related to aspects of being connected emerged from the responses, these
included: professional priorities, working together, connecting more widely, and reflecting
theologically.

Professional priorities were a concern for the respondents, and often related to relation-
ship issues affecting student wellbeing. The weight of this responsibility was frequently
viewed as being a part of the professional role of the RE specialist. Some considered these
relationship issues to be still current post-pandemic, and (as such) should shape post-pan-
demic priorities. The “pandemic affected all relationships. And this has affected their [stu-
dents] social skills: There is a significant amount of rebuilding that now needs to be done
to rebuild relationships and then learning” (Respondent 15).

Some responses voiced concern about the detrimental effects of a rush to “pick up the
pace” (Respondent 6), so as to make up for lost learning time during the pandemic. As
one respondent wrote, “grading and evaluation seem to be prioritised areas, and self-reflec-
tion, meaning-making and collaboration have taken a step back” (Respondent 8). Another
respondent identified an opportunity for RE:

“to see the importance of that "different kind of class" in a regular school day—RE
as a place that is not about performance but rather about every single person that is
there. It’s about looking at what your focus is, and what is needed” (Respondent 5).
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Working together in RE and meaningfully connecting were of interest to all respondents.
Pandemic experiences prompted reflections on the kinds of relationships developed within
the RE classroom, and the role of conducive learning environments. Many comments,
therefore, focused on what is possible in online or in-person contexts. For some respond-
ents, working together included collaborating in RE, which may be seen in accessing the
student voice, which “will be central to planning, teaching and assessment. Collaboration
and creativity will be evident in RE lessons” (Respondent 10). For another respondent, the
way students work with other students is significant: “The importance of encounter and
engagement between students (at any level), but most especially so in a separate, divided
school system” (Respondent 7). RE was also viewed as being about learning to work
together for the common good. For example, an ideal RE is seen as, “letting the students
think independently and create scenarios for the future. Work together with other subjects,
building projects that can change the future for better” (Respondent 11).

Being able to connect more widely was identified by many respondents as a positive
development in RE, which had come about largely as a result of the pandemic. It was now
possible and more common in RE to connect and to collaborate more widely at all levels:
“With online-classes there are more opportunities to communicate with people all over the
world, to network and do projects together. Students can learn from other students, from
other countries and cultures” (Respondent 11). The ecumenical dimension of this was also
highlighted in one response, considering an ideal RE as: “[B]ringing together good profes-
sionals—either internationally or ecumenically” (Respondent 2).

The pandemic also opened up other kinds of connections, such as those with the home
lives of students and involving families in the educational process for RE: “Remote work
also united people and some felt a deeper connection as they became more aware of the
home life circumstances of students” (Respondent 10). In addition, the connection with
wider society was seen through the significance of social unrest and culture wars as part of
the discussion in RE classes, although in one case the lack of student connection with these
was a cause for concern (Respondent 7).

In denominational contexts, some respondents reflected theologically on relationships
and being connected with one another. A respondent working in a denominational ‘out of
school’ context wrote: “Every meeting in person has its uniqueness. It is not the teacher,
whose thing it is, but Lord Jesus’” (Respondent 9). Other respondents reflected on rela-
tionships as part of the nature of RE: “The constitution of good RE depends on the ability
of the participants to connect. Things that matter, in religious sight, cannot be physically
accessed anyway” (Respondent 16). The same respondent included ‘God’ within the body
of relationships, when discussing the student—teacher relationship:

“Students are, as all of us, on the search. The challenge of belonging to someone and
to relate oneself to others (and [god) has always been a central factor for RE and the
relationship between RE teachers and their students.”

6 Conclusion

This qualitative study set out to investigate What Covid-19 reveals to RE specialists about
their subject through a survey distributed to a defined group of RE specialists in Europe,
the Board members of EFTRE. Results have revealed eight inter-related main areas of
reflection and interest in the responses. These relate to: online settings, wellbeing, life
questions, understanding RE, teachers’ situation, relationships, social aspects, and wider
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context. Identifying these areas has enabled reflection on what RE specialists consider to
be the changing and non-changing elements of RE, the challenges they face, the existential
matters that emerge in RE and the value they place on connection. Limitations of the study
include the distribution of regional representation among the respondents and the restric-
tion in research scope through a narrowly defined sample group, who might share common
European experiences and working that shape their perspectives.

Two major findings of the research reveal, first, what is held in common by RE special-
ists from very different European contexts; and second, what is perceived as changing or
remaining constant in RE in light of pandemic experiences. Possible reasons for these find-
ings would benefit from further discussion as secondary analyses of the data have begun to
uncover some differences in emphasis among the respondents in relation to selected back-
ground variables. The findings suggest that Covid made RE specialists think about how
their subject has been impacted by the pandemic, either in terms of their own perceptions
and understandings of RE or in terms of changes within RE itself which will shape the
identity of the subject into the future.
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