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‘Cultural diversity is something to be enjoyed. It is not a problem. The problem is ignorance. It is
ignorance that provides the fuel for fear, prejudice and hate.’
Terry Davis, Former Secretary General of the Council of Europe.

1. Where it all began: the LIFE project experience
The pioneering experience of the LIFE project was related to the implementation of specific
methodological tools addressed to support primary school teachers of Religious Education
and in general teachers of humanistic areas to develop an attractive, modern and actual
learning environment where religion represents an added value for promoting tolerance
and preventing radicalism. In this sense, all actions undertaken have been addressed to
promote a more effective education to religious pluralism.
The project was focused on an innovative, participatory-based, pedagogical protocol - the
LIFE Pedagogical Didactic and Participatory Model (PD&P Model) whose goal was to
ensure first and foremost the right of children to be fully integrated through adequate
intercultural and inter-religious mediation. The application and the experimentation of the
Model provided teachers with new methodological skills aimed at developing an innovative
pedagogical approach to Religious Education in a participatory form. The LIFE Model, being
participatory, has ensured this goal through a wide experimentation phase and many
meetings with other teachers and stakeholders. The entire process was based on the
development of a learning experience based on the IBL (Inquiry-based Learning) that is
normally applied to the study of natural sciences. The partnership implemented an
articulated process of experimentation based on inquiry in order to gain the highest
spectrum of competences needed to accomplish all the project aims and the reaction of
the children protagonist of the application of the IBL to religious studies, that can be
considered a pioneering experience in the framework of pedagogical studies at EU level.
Each member of the network had and had promoted active relationships with the regional
institutional and the local social system had the task to involve religious associations with
a specific program of social and cultural inclusion.
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1.1 LIFE project results and outcomes
The common presence of teachers with different religious and cultural backgrounds gave
the project a very interesting and active atmosphere of cooperation and mutual
understanding. In particular, Catholic, Orthodox and Muslin teachers were invited to create
and to experiment the LIFE Model in very different cultural, educational and institutional
backgrounds.
In detail, the implementation activities consisted in:








a research phase aiming at providing an in-depth analysis of the religion education
approaches in the countries involved and the definition of the needs of the
stakeholders about the religion plurality in schools;
the development of a participatory process based on IBL: this innovative model
considered the participation in two ways: participatory workshops with experts,
headmasters and teachers about the elaboration of a pedagogical and didactic
model consistent with religious pluralism in Europe (PD&P Model) and laboratory
workshops with children, in order to bring out their perception of cultural identity
and diversity in Europe. In the participatory approach children became educators
and gave their contribute to the informal education of other children, this way
adopting a meaningful peer-to-peer approach;
two joint staff training events were organized in Italy and Greece and they gave
teachers and facilitators the opportunity to gain new skills related to the approach
to multi-culturalism in a multi-religious environment as well as to discuss with
European colleagues the difficulties and the challenges of teaching and learning
religion in a multi-cultural situation. These activities have provided the opportunity
for creating inter-cultural, transnational laboratories of innovation in Religious
Education. Following the idea that participatory approach needs a continuous
confrontation in order to assure the involvement of teachers coming from different
institution and cultural background, in the LIFE project training participatory activity
represented a direct way to deliver a guide for developing the ownership of the
method. In a project based on “spiritual meetings” of cultures and ideas, a specific
dialogic gathering was needed for reinforcing the impact of the methodology in the
future assets of the schools involved. Staying together and spending common time
in a dialogic place was also strategic for the creation of future connections and
personal links in order to assure the project sustainability.
piloting with 11 EU Primary schools in partner countries and experimentation in
class of the PD&P Model with more than 1000 students. The experimentation was
undertaken by those who took part in the participatory process, who reversed in
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the classrooms the peculiar facilitation techniques developed and included in the
PD&P Model;
development of a Final Manual and e-book on PD&P Model for Primary Schools;
creation of an Interactive Website/Learning Platform through which all the
information, materials and tools were made available and usable also to those users
who were not directly involved in the project.

The LIFE Model enhanced the opportunity to consider the spiritual and cultural dimension
as a specific background of personal and relational competence. The responsive measures
for the creation of a multicultural space have been addressed to promote an active role of
pupils in the realization of a multicultural space. The project pedagogical approach
provided teachers with the content and methodological skills to develop in participatory
form an innovative pedagogical method to teach Religious Education. Teachers during all
the project life have been supported in handling the differences, in order to become in
their own classes facilitators of a process of critical research enabled by the children, in
which they were asked to express their needs, their vision of the world, and their
aspirations in relation to the religious pluralism.

1.2 Exploitation and valorization of results for upscaling
purposes
Since its beginning LIFE aimed to promote the use of its outcomes and results in other
schools and organizations, outside the partnership. Partners acted in this sense for
promoting the project and addressed policy makers and authorities on the actions realized
and the outputs produced. Multiplier Events and involvement of the direct target groups,
students and teachers, were some of the main opportunities for letting the community see
and verify what the project was bringing to them. The website/learning platform was an
instrument for sharing the main impacts of the project and have access to all the necessary
information users could be interested in.
The methodology at the base of the content creation was divided into two parts: methods
applied with teachers and methods applied with students. For each of the methods
concrete techniques have been applied and they are well defined in the LIFE Manual, so
that they can be easily transferred and applied in other contexts and schools. The basis for
the development of such activities involving not only the project teams researchers but
directly the real and first beneficiaries of the project was a co-creation and participatory
methodology.
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LIFE TWO represents an important opportunity to promote and implement the guiding
principles conceived and developed in the LIFE project in the very different context of
secondary education. It represents at the same time a great chance to work on such a
present issue related to the role of teaching Religious Education for multiculturalism and
integration that means firstly and foremost to ensure the right of students to be fully
integrated through adequate intercultural and inter-religious mediation. In this particular
historical moment – compounded by the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
consequences related to cultural and interpersonal relations - in which the linkage between
migration and violent extremism is increasing, together with discriminations, phenomena
of exclusion and hate speech, this issue is even more significant.
The current aim under the framework of the LIFE TWO project is to transpose, adapt and
upscale the methodology previously implemented in primary schools to a different
educational level – secondary schools - involving the following principles:
•
•
•
•
•

teaching in order to promote knowledge and understanding;
not to promote a particular religious or non-religious view;
suspending one’s own views and attitudes;
empathizing with the person from another religion or way of life;
distinguishing between understanding and judgment.

As a starting point, the map displayed below provides an overview of the 28 EU Member
States: in the majority of European countries (with the exception of France), there are
specific subjects which deal with religion; where religious education is confessional, which
is the case with the majority, it is in most cases optional (where it is compulsory, an opt‑out
is possible). It is interesting to note that non‑confessional religious education tends to be
found in northern Protestant countries. This categorization, however, should be treated
with caution because of the wide variety of situations, contexts and approaches found in
different countries and, sometimes, within a single state (e.g. the Netherlands).
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International organizations, including the Council of Europe, the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), and the United Nations, have been very active in
promoting and developing projects and political recommendations on how Member States
should implement citizenship and intercultural education in schools. According to these
organizations, teaching on ‘religious and non-religious convictions’ should be a central part
of this education in order to foster social cohesion, tolerance for difference, and respect
for human rights (Council of Europe, 2002, 2008a, 2008b; OSCE, 2007; UN, 2006).

2. The PD&P Model: Methodology upgrade from Primary
to Secondary school environment
2.1 Pedagogical implications of the Model in primary
school environment
The model developed within the framework of the LIFE project is based on the approaches
sealed to the theory known as Constructivism, an innovative philosophy of knowing,
learning and assigning meaning to the world and the phenomena associated with it. In
generic terms Constructivist approaches and instructional strategies are considered to be
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based on the position of the students in the learning process: being in a centered-position
allows greater interaction with their respective environments. It is not this paper the place
to study and analyze the semantic meaning of the term ‘constructivism’ and its
consequences in education, for which influences and for a deepest idea about the theory
see the indication presented in the bibliography. The application of the Model follows the
idea that knowledge is the final goal of a personal and community research addressed “to
generate knowledge and meaning from experience” (Facets of Systems Science, George
Klir, 1932). According to many authors, constructivism is a theory of knowledge with roots
in philosophy, psychology, and cybernetics. It is based on two main principles:
•
•

Knowledge is not passively received but actively built up by the learners and
teachers in this process have the role of facilitators;
The action of cognition is adaptive and serves to organize the world that is
experienced by the learner, and not necessarily the discovery of ontological reality.

The Model intended to resume and actualize Montessori’s idea of learning as research
and discover that needs a specific learning environment. Given that constructivism
focuses on learners’ ability to solve real-life problems, it not only encourages the learner
to arrive at a unique solution, it also pays close attention to the process of arriving at the
solution. This way the problems related to the main questions of humanity are to be
considered as “real life problems” since related to the position of human beings in the
world: problem-oriented activities are contextual, relevant and of great interest to
learners. They may identify a problem on their own or a teacher may construct one for
them. According to the opinion of many authors, the constructivist idea of learning takes
into account prior knowledge. That means that the facilitator’s approach provides the
competences for enhancing and promoting debate, where the knowledge is the result of a
discovery. If prior knowledge is to be considered not scientifically correct, re-analyzing the
contents and defining new perspectives is the task of the learner. One of the authors of the
theory that is defined as “radical constructivism” profoundly influenced by the theories of
Piaget, suggests to break with convention for developing a theory of knowledge in which
knowledge itself does not reflect an objective, ontological reality but exclusively an
ordering and organization of a world constituted by our experience (von Glaserfeld, 1984,
p.24).

2.2 Principles of the Model to be taken into consideration
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for upscaling purposes
•

Constructivism: theory based on observation and scientific study about how people
learn. It says that people construct their own understanding and knowledge of the
world, through experiencing things and reflecting on those experiences. Persons
are active creators of their own knowledge. To do that, they must ask questions,
explore, and assess what we know.
Teaching practice: encouraging students to use active techniques (experiments,
real-world problem solving) to create more knowledge and then to reflect on and
talk about what they are doing and how their understanding is changing. The
teacher makes sure he/she understands the students' preexisting conceptions, and
guides the activity to address them and then build on them.

•

Collaborative Learning: method of teaching and learning in which students team
together to explore a significant question or create a meaningful project. A group
of students discussing a lecture or students from different schools working together
over the Internet on a shared assignment are both examples of collaborative
learning.

•

Cooperative Learning is a specific kind of Collaborative Learning: students work
together in small groups on a structured activity. They are individually accountable
for their work, and the work of the group as a whole is also assessed. Cooperative
groups work face-to-face and learn to work as a team. In small groups, students can
share strengths and also develop their weaker skills. They develop their
interpersonal skills. They learn to deal with conflict. When cooperative groups are
guided by clear objectives, students engage in numerous activities that improve
their understanding of subjects explored. Three things are necessary to create a
Cooperative Learning Environment:
o Students need to feel safe, but also challenged;
o Groups need to be small enough that everyone can contribute;
o The task students work together on must be clearly defined.

The cooperative and collaborative learning techniques presented here should help make
this possible for teachers. Also, in cooperative learning small groups provide a place where:
•
•

learners actively participate;
teachers become learners at times, and learners sometimes teach;
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

respect is given to every member;
projects and questions interest and challenge students;
diversity is celebrated, and all contributions are valued;
students learn skills for resolving conflicts when they arise;
members draw upon their past experience and knowledge;
goals are clearly identified and used as a guide;
research tools such as Internet access are made available;
students are invested in their own learning.

Considering the upgrade of the methodology of the PD&P Model previously implemented
in primary schools within the framework of the LIFE project, a central element of the LIFE
TWO approach - based on the concept of learning from religion - is that students learn how
to use theoretical and methodological approaches and terminology pertaining to the
academic study of religion(s). In this way, RE can contribute to the development of general
skills, such as the ability to describe, analyze, and contextualize primary and secondary
sources. Students should also learn to systematize, categorize, and compare different
aspects of religions (i.e., myths, rituals, authority, etc.). When the students are ready for
it, the teaching can also include theories and methods to analyze different discussions on
how religion(s) can be related to societal changes, minority-majority issues, identity
discourses, ethics, politics, conflicts and ideology. Another critical skill is the ability to
identify and compare insider and outsider representations and sources and critically
analyze them. These skills can contribute to the ability of the students to analyze and
discuss all religions and religion-related issues from a methodological agnostic and
distanced perspective, regardless of their own religious, anti- or non-religious outlooks
(Alberts, 2017, p. 181). It is necessary to underscore that when students use theoretical
and methodological approaches pertaining to the study of religion(s), they will be
producing knowledge themselves and not just learning about religious topics.
Finally, from an educational and pedagogical point of view, another crucial aspect of the
upscaling process is represented by the enhancement of the capacity to embrace the
diversity of religions, beliefs and convictions that exist in society. Promoting education to
religious pluralism is key to achieve civil awareness and social cohesion, reinforcing the
values related to intercultural education and human rights as teaching Religious Education
should aim at promoting knowledge and understanding, but also the acquisition of social
and civic competences.

2.3 The central role of Inquiry-based Learning in the LIFE
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TWO approach to Religious Education
As mentioned in chapter 1, the entire pedagogical process implemented during the LIFE
project experience was based on the development of a learning experience based on the
IBL (Inquiry-based Learning) that is normally applied to the study of natural sciences: an
articulated process of experimentation based on inquiry was implemented in order to gain
the highest spectrum of competences needed to accomplish all the project aims and the
reaction of the children protagonist of the application of the IBL to religious studies.
In line with this approach, LIFE TWO intends to put a strong emphasis on IBL as a
fundamental pedagogical element of Religious Education in secondary schools, especially
with relation to critical thinking and learning. Religion and critical thinking might be viewed
as incompatible as religions often claim to contain some amount of absolute truth, an idea
in itself that critical theorists oppose; individual religions generally do not teach alternate
views, a requisite for critical thinking; and, in critical theory, truth is comprised of “premises
all parties accept”1; finally, some authors like theorist Oduntan Jawoniyi reduce the
argument down to the fact that religious claims of truth “are empirically unverified,
unverifiable, and unfalsifiable metaphysical truths”2. One explanation for variations in
opinions concerning the place of critical thinking in religious education may be that no
consistent definition exists for critical thinking, a concept that stretches across several
fields of study. For instance, the field of philosophy has its own nuanced definition of critical
thinking, as does the field of psychology.
Critical theorists Michael Scriven and Richard Paul endeavor to encapsulate in one
definition the wide expanse of critical thinking’s many definitions: “Critical thinking is the
intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, applying,
analyzing, synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from, or generated by,
observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to belief and
action. In its exemplary form, it is based on universal intellectual values that transcend
subject matter divisions: clarity, accuracy, precision, consistency, relevance, sound
evidence, good reasons, depth, breadth, and fairness.”3

1

Duck-Joo Kwak, “Re‐Conceptualizing Critical Thinking for Moral Education in Culturally Plural Societies,”
Educational Philosophy and Theory 39, no. 4 (August 2007): 464.
2

Oduntan Jawoniyi, “Religious Education, Critical Thinking, Rational Autonomy, and the Child’s Right to an
Open Future,” Religion and Education 39, no. 1 (January 2015): 46.
3

Michael Scriven and Richard Paul, quoted in “Defining Critical Thinking,” Foundation for Critical Thinking,
http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/defining-critical-thinking/766.
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With this broader definition in mind, the LIFE TWO approach starts from the consideration
that IBL concepts have been applied to other fields of knowledge. In particular, one such
field is physics pioneered by the group from University of Washington, but also chemistry
and biology, electrical engineering, and cognitive neuroscience, or even archeology. A very
useful IBL model, called the 5Es, was introduced through the Biological Science Curriculum
Study (BSCS), by a team lead by Roger Bybee. The five steps are:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)

Engagement (Excite, stimulate the learner’s curiosity)
Exploration (Experiment to satisfy curiosity)
Explanation (Show that you understand the concepts)
Elaboration (Extend the new concepts into new areas)
Evaluation (Check your knowledge)

The teacher appeals to the learners’ prior knowledge and helps them become engaged in
a new concept through the use of short activities that promote curiosity and elicit prior
knowledge. The activity should make connections between past and present learning
experiences, expose prior conceptions, and organize students’ thinking toward the learning
outcomes of current activities.
Is IBL suited for Religious Education? Inquiry-based learning requires that the learner
draws on his own past experience and existing knowledge to discover facts, relationships
and new truths. Students interact with the world by exploring and manipulating objects,
wrestling with questions and controversies, or performing experiments. As a result,
students may be more likely to remember concepts and knowledge discovered on their
own (in contrast to being given the answer by the teacher). But is such an approach
valuable in teaching religious concepts? Why this interest in inquiry? Teaching religion is
not trivial, particularly as many of its concepts are pretty abstract and difficult to grasp by
students. In addition, teachers of RE are often given the mission to ‘translate’ the concepts,
to make them more familiar for adherents. It remains challenging for an educator to
translate concepts into behavior, and large ideas into social conduct.
Being convinced that any kind of education can benefit from such new teaching
methodologies, inquiry-based instruction may be an effective technique even when
tackling Religious Education. To answer the questions above we can return to the 5Es
applied initially to teaching biology.
Is Engagement needed in teaching religion as it is in teaching science? The answer is, most
likely, positive, as the students learn more effectively when their interest is triggered by an
interesting and exciting problem. What is a trigger and what could be effective triggers in
teaching religion? A trigger could be anything, from a simple word, an image, a symbol, a
short movie or a particular gesture, anything that can stimulate the student’s curiosity for
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the theme. For instance, before starting a discussion on how heaven is perceived in
Christianity, Islam and Judaism, it may be useful to display a few relevant pictures,
particularly renaissance paintings and old orthodox frescos on that theme. Similarly, a
display of two paintings depicting the Judgement Day could generate interest from the
students more effectively than a typical, traditional lecture about the differences between
Catholics and Orthodox Christians. Pictures or little movies with atrocities caused in the
name of religion could trigger an emotional reaction and openness for a lecture on respect
for all faiths. Scientific illustrations, such as the echography of the fetus or gene sections,
could trigger interest and vivid discussions on abortion and on genetic engineering or gene
therapy. The classes can also start by provoking the students with cognitive conflicts,
addressing known misconceptions. Cognitive conflicts can be imagined not just in Science
but also in Theology, as the teacher of RE also has to deal with preconceptions or
misconceptions. Typically, examples of conflicts that could trigger the student interest with
respect to learning theological concepts are those regarding proving wrong some of their
prior beliefs (particularly related to old superstitions and practices in contradiction with
religious principles) and those related to the lack of alignment or harmony between one’s
words and deeds. Fighting pre- or misconceptions is, many times, teaching against wrong
conduct or heresy.
The second step, Exploration, is typical for science. Can it be relevant for RE? Although
experimenting is the key attribute of the scientist it should not be disregarded when
teaching RE. In the end, religion paves the spiritual way of approaching Divinity and such
path can benefit from landmarks, from guidance along the way. For the students, reading
or hearing about the Path is not enough. They need to experiment themselves, through
prayer and meditation, through which they get a better understanding of their own way. If
in science the students explore the reality around them, in religion they experience and
discover their own spiritual self by praying and meditation as well as by acting in the real
world. In science, the teacher gives the students educational materials and guides their
experiments and observations; in religion the teacher follows the students through their
search and guides them when they encounter obstacles. With right guidance from an
educator, the students may discover truths that were always there, inside their soul. Similar
patterns are used in psychoanalysis and psychological therapy, matrimonial counseling,
and various cases of social conflict. Through inquiry technics people are brought to seeing
the real problem and the solution to it, which in fact lies inside themselves. Ultimately, is
up to them to act and solve that problem. Embracing someone else’s thoughts and conduct
is not an issue easy to deal with. It is important to understand the stages the students go
through during their experimenting, that the person have to let go of controlling private
events and expose themselves to these trials without the use of safety nets. In RE students
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are supposed to give up more, being asked to abandon their old mind and to be open for
discovering new truths.
In the third and fourth steps, Explanation and Elaboration, the students are supposed to
show that they understand the concepts and then, use them extend their use in other
contexts. In the learning process they ought to do more than just reproduce the knowledge.
They ought to give in to the profound meaning of the teachings. One way to guide the
students through these stages is to present new images and/or parables and ask them to
draw parallels with the initial ones. For instance, when discussing religious symbols and/vs.
objects of adoration, one can give additional examples to the initial ones and check
whether the students can explain and then extend their knowledge to adjacent topics. By
using such challenging, self-awareness ways of teaching, student misconceptions and
preconceptions can be dispelled, leaving room for a new way of thinking. Unlike teachers,
educators have to produce positive reactions into the minds and souls of the students so
that they will not only understand and embrace the new concepts, but they become able
to promote them further. It is a great challenge for every teacher of RE to convert
knowledge into social conduct, which have to be self-inflicted, believed and not only
trusted or accepted. Religion has a role in providing responses to those experiences which
lack interpretability, to create strong, long-lasting emotions that lead to a moral social
conduct. Religion is a ‘vehicle which enables participants to give form and meaning to their
experiences’4. This may be the Elaboration step for religious teaching as students are
impelled to extend the new concepts acquired into their lives, to formulate a particular
path for applying the ideas they embraced.
The last step of Evaluation is required in any formal education process, as it allows the
instructor to verify whether the student has acquired the targeted competences.
Therefore, Religious Education can make no exception, having to rely on evaluation, for any
religion has the ways and characteristic means. How should this evaluation take place? In
the case of religion, showing knowledge is not enough. The student is expected to also
show compassion and advancement on his spiritual path. Students are supposed to be
appraised for becoming better persons, for applying in the everyday life the principles that
they have learned in class.
In conclusion, inquiry methods can be used to stir interest and make teaching more
enjoyable and more effective not just in science instruction but also in Religious Education.
As an interesting parallel, today learners – like fishermen in Bible times - do not need to be
given fish and be fed for a day: they need to be taught how to fish in order to feed
themselves for a lifetime. Bringing people in a state of self-involvement with the source of
4

J. Bowker (edit.). The Oxford Dictionary of World Religions. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997, p. 369.
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knowledge is a better method of teaching for both science and RE. In the end, Religious
education has used some kinds of inquiry methods for a long time, as parables and symbolic
stories were at the core of theological education for all faiths.

2.4 The role of Religious Education in secondary schools
against Radicalization, Populism and Hate Speech
In today’s Europe the resurgence of extremist rhetoric can undermine democratic values.
Teenagers building their identity and looking for a sense of purpose are more likely to be
attracted to radical ideas and movements, since they are more responsive to various
influences. Therefore, education is the key to achieve civil awareness and social cohesion,
leading to a fully democratic model of European citizenship. Schools are key institutions to
strengthen resilience and prevent youngsters from being attracted to radical ideologies and
organizations. What is more, teachers are often among the first to note possible signs of
radicalization, and are important interlocutors for those affected (i.e. the individuals
themselves, and their relatives and friends). In taking on this responsibility, teachers should
engage with the crucial issues that can contribute to radicalization processes, and address
the concerns and grievances that are exploited by radical religious propaganda. They
should feel empowered to act and to empower students, with the following in mind.
Institutions of formal education are key actors in preventing radicalization, populism and
hate speech as they foster shared values and critical thinking, and help students develop
basic life skills and social competencies that are essential for active citizenship in
democratic societies (generic prevention). Educating by teaching democratic values and
empowering youngsters to understand and handle life in pluralist social environments is
crucial for boosting resilience against social polarization and radicalization. Yet schools do
not just cultivate the communicative, cognitive and behavioral skills required for
democratic life; they are also places where early signs of radicalization can be noticed, and
where early responses can be initiated (secondary prevention). In many cases, teachers
are the first to become aware of changes in appearance, thinking and behavior, and to offer
counsel and support for youngsters in their quest for orientation. The empowerment of
teachers as individuals and of schools as institutions is a precondition for the
empowerment of students against the offerings of (violent) radical ideologies and milieus.
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2.5 The importance of Role Models
In this perspective, LIFE TWO intends to put emphasis on the importance of role models
at community level: students are very attracted by hate speech and radical positions as
most of these populist and xenophobic ideas arise from religious hatred. The answer to this
issue the project intends to present is the promotion of religious dialogue as a positive
basis of common values. In order for this to be really effective, every community needs to
have role models and this appears to be particularly true within the school environment.
In education, it has been generally accepted that role models can exert social influence on
individuals' intentions to adopt positive behaviors. For what is addressed to the prosocial
relationship within the school community it is also generally accepted that the religious set
of values has a positive effect on prosocial and emotional skills.
In the LIFE TWO approach, role models are considered a key element for fighting hatred
and populism and there is a specific need for teachers and adults - in particular parents
and the familiar context to play a fundamental role in preventing radicalization, populism
and hate speech. Even if the process of radicalization starts despite the presence of
common values in the families, it is very important that students feel that teachers and in
general adults can call them in action. The impact of role models represented by adults on
a given behavior can be explained through the lens of the social learning theory (Bandura,
1977), which argues that learning occurs in a social context and, therefore, alongside
learning by direct experience, it can also occur by observing and interacting with others. In
line with this approach, in the framework of LIFE TWO role models will be identified among
people who play a specific role in the social community and are considered as behavioral
models who will support students by providing a demonstration on how to live the
community life and how to evaluate the wrong messages coming form the xenophobic
organizations. In a local community, the role models normally are: religious leaders, sport
trainers, people involved in social activities and also professionals who are in frequent
contact with the families. This figures will be involved in order to create in every school or
group of schools the three stages of a simple and immediate process, i.e. setting up a
“CODE of positive thinking and positive approach to the religious differences”:
•

for teachers a specific meeting that will give them a detailed framework of the
social context of the religious dialogue, putting in evidence what their contribution
can be not in mere didactic terms but in and educative path developing behaviors
addressed to support the students in understanding the problem that xenophobia
and radical populism can represent for their relationship and for their status of EU
citizens;
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•
•

for students, creating a large group of positive and critical thinkers that can show
their ideas and spread the message through gadgets and shirts;
for members of the community (sport trainers, religious leaders, professionals…)
involving them in the activities of the project asking them to volunteer for
promoting religious dialogue and reciprocal understanding.

Finally, the project intends to promote a peer-to-peer approach: students who are not
involved in hate speech or have a positive social background – like volunteering and
supporting others without considering their culture or believes will become roles models
for their peers. In particular, as mentioned above some representatives among the
students will be identified as “positive and critical thinkers” and they will show some
gadgets, shirts or symbols to put in evidence that they are members of the positive thinking
social club.

3. Concluding remarks
The various models of RE presently in place in Europe, the different didactic approaches to
RE, and research into RE all clearly demonstrate that RE in many countries is conceived or
thought of as a unique or extra-ordinary subject. This is evident, even though what JeanPaul Willaime (2007) calls a ‘Européanisation’ of challenges, namely globalization,
pluralization and migration are challenging the various models of RE and ideas about
national and/or European citizenship, ‘cultural identity and heritage’ and social cohesion.
Due to these challenges, transnational political organizations, RE teachers, researchers and
pupils seem to agree on the need to teach about different religions in schools in a nuanced,
pluralistic and impartial way as part of or as a supplement to the existing RE.
At the same time, many politicians and people involved in RE also assert that RE still should
contribute to various extra-academic aims and include some form of learning from
religion(s) – this comes to be crucial nowadays especially from a critical educational,
pedagogical and democratic perspective. In particular, the LIFE TWO approach is in line
with critical educational and pedagogical thinkers such as Benner, Biesta, and Thomas
Ziehe (2004), who argue that democratic and pluralistic societies need individuals who
think critically and have the ability to participate in democratic discussions and processes
and, possibly, change the status quo. Further, the consortium believes that schools shall
introduce knowledge and work methods that are unfamiliar to pupils and challenge what
they know and encounter in their everyday lives and wider society. This becomes even
more critical today, given the growing public opposition to scientific-based knowledge and
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a general acceptance of everyday knowledge and subjective opinions as the most
important forms of guidance in both private and public matters.
In conclusion, the LIFE TWO approach to RE based on the central role of Inquiry-based
Learning is in line with this thinking, and can, as put forward by RE scholars of the academic
study of religions, contribute to the development of future citizens with relevant social and
civic competences (i.e. analytical and critical thinking competencies and knowledge on
religions and society) that are strongly needed in order to foster fundamental the principles
of tolerance for difference and respect for human rights, as religious pluralism is key to
achieve civil awareness and social cohesion, reinforcing the values related to intercultural
education.
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