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ERASMUS+ IRENE Comparative Study 

The Italian Survey 

A Summary 

 

Paola Magnani 

 

PRESENTATION SUMMARY and PRELIMINARY REMARKS 

I’m going to present to you the results of the Italian part of IRENE common work. 

But first a small introduction may be useful. The full title of this Erasmus+ project is "IRENE - 

Innovative Religious Education Network: educating to religious diversity" and, as the name 

suggests, it wants to create a network which involves academic institutes of six European countries 

– Finland, Estonia, Italy, Bulgaria, Romania, Greece. The aim of the project is to improve methods 

of religious education in the society: since the religious landscape is increasing its diversity in all 

the countries, it becomes more and more necessary sharing best practices and innovative teaching 

methods. Therefore, this project is intended for Theology professors in universities, Religion 

teachers in schools, priests and group leaders in religious associations, and its expected outcome is 

the creation of new instruments, above all in web environment, for the religious and interreligious 

education. A preliminary phase of this work has been conducted in order to know the needs and the 

characteristic of people involved in the project, on one side as teachers and leaders, on the other 

side as students or simply Christian believers. Every national group working at the search 

distributed the same questionnaire about this topic and wrote a report on the results. 

I’ll not show you the whole Italian report: you can read that among the documents produced within 

IRENE project. It was expanded on by Professor Enzo Pace, professor in ISE in Venice as well as 
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in many other academic institutes in Northern Italy, and he is one of the most prestigious Italian 

teachers of Sociology of Religions. He was also President of the International Society for the 

Sociology of Religion and participated in – and contributed to - many international congresses about 

the subject. His work is a very rich, articulated and extensive study of the data collected during the 

research. In the full report you can find a lot of data, graphics, observations and reflections about 

the method of the research. Comments on the people involved in it, the historical and sociological 

reasons of nowadays situation; and you can find also considerations about the consequences of that 

in social relations, above all as they stand in schools and how they involve teachers, religious 

trainers and youth. 

Since you can gain real benefits from reading his work, I will now underline and emphasize just 

some aspects of the Italian research and of Professor Pace’s results. 

1. At the outset, I will not speak about the scope of the survey, because it is well known. I will 

remind you the boundary of the research.  

2. Then, my first point will be to tell you something about the method of our research and 

specifically the way we Italians made interviews and distributed the questionnaire. You’ll be 

interested in the consequence of this choice. As we administered it to two different groups of 

recipients, we could gain two kinds of answers and we could match them in order to have 

the most complete portrait of the way in which the academic world and people working in 

schools or in religious context live and evaluate the presence of people of different religions 

and help interreligious dialogue.  

3. My second point will expand on those different answers and points of view specifically 

about the presence of different religions in schools and religious contexts. 

4. Finally, this will lead me to tell you about the conclusions of our research. 
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PRESENTATION 

1 – The research boundary  

So, preliminarily I want to remind you the boundary of Italian research based on IRENE 

questionnaire.  

It only can offer a limited portrait of the situation, of course, first of all because of the number of 

receivers, who however are 90, belonging to two different groups of individuals. 

Secondly, 1 “these groups are not representative national samples”, above all because of their 

geographical location. While the professors belonging to Group A are from all over Italy, most of 

the teachers and Catholic educators (Group B) are from the area of Rimini, a lively and openminded 

town in Emilia -Romagna (the southernmost region in Northern Italy), with a special touristic 

vocation. I would like to highlight how this location have brought to interesting answers of teachers 

of Group B to specific questions: for example, “nearly seven out of 10 teachers believe their 

students are motivated and curious about other non - Catholic religions.”                                 

To sum up, the respondents “mainly (90 %) taught in larger and medium size cities. Only ten 

respondents work either in a small city or in a village. Most interviewees (70%) worked in an area 

that is “mainly mono-ethnic / mono-religious (more than 80% of the inhabitants belong to the same 

group and the same religion, Catholicism)”. Nevertheless, this small perimeter of the search 

“reflects the religious differentiation of Italian society: 75% of the population still declares 

themselves Catholic (twenty years ago it was 82%), while is growing the presence of Muslim, 

 
1 All the quotes, wherever not differently indicated, are taken from E. Pace’s Italian Report. 
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Orthodox, Sikh, Buddhist, Hindu religious communities and immigrants from Latin America and 

sub-Saharan Africa who belong to the many and diverse Neo-Pentecostal churches.” 

But there is a third reason that limited the field of the research: not all the people chosen as the 

target of the research accepted to participate in it, above all in group B. Stefania and I sent an 

invitation notice to all the parishes of Rimini and to several catholic associations, personally 

contacting their heads; they guaranteed they were concerned in it and they would help to spread the 

notice of the research among educators, catechists, group leaders, but only a few of these people 

accepted to answer the questionnaire. A lot of Catholic Religion teachers instead accepted to 

participate in the research and after answering the questionnaire they expressed the intention to 

know the follow up of it. They are looking forward to receive news about the results and to know 

the new teaching instruments expected as the outcome of the search.  

 

2 – The method  

The Italian research has three main characters of originality: a significant number of people 

participating in the research, a double series of recipients and a double way of achieving answers 

to the questions. 

The receivers are “18 professors at Theological academic departments (hereinafter referred to as 

Group A) and 72 individuals among Catholic religion school teachers and/or Catholic educators, i.e. 

parish catechists, Scout leaders and others (hereinafter referred to as Group B)”. The first group 

mainly belongs to private academic institutes, while the second is composed of teachers in public 

schools. “However, they reflect the country-specific socio-cultural and socio-religious 

characteristics of Italy, a country experiencing a long-lasting significant influence of Catholicism 

along its history, as well as the supremacy of Catholicism in its socio-political scenario too due to 



 

 

IRENE 

Innovative Religious Education NEtwork: 

educating to the religious diversity 

KA2 - Agreement Number: 2020-1-RO01-KA204-080071 
 

      

     

 

 

The European Commission's support for the production of this document does not constitute an endorsement of the contents, which reflect the 
views only of the authors, and the EC cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

 

5 

the central role of the ‘Democrazia Cristiana’ political party (Christian Democracy) from 1945 to 

1992, whose leaders have for long been recruited from among mass Catholic associations”. So 

“they return a glimpse of a reality (the Italian one) that cannot ignore the plurality of affiliations to 

religions that up to 20-30 years ago were new and unknown”. 

As the receivers have been divided into two different groups, the way how their answers to the 

IRENE questionnaire were obtained was different. The professors belonging to the first group 

have been singularly interviewed by Lorenza Ferrari and have been given a rather long time to 

elaborate their answers (in a few cases up to two hours!). A questionnaire written as a Google form 

has been distributed to the teachers and educators of Group B, who have been supported in 

completing the form and solving doubts about their task by Stefania Ceci and myself as tutors.  

Really very few of them needed our help. 

Both groups, although different, contributed positively and usefully to the research. The Theology 

professors brought their academic knowledge, a wide approach to the matter of interreligious 

dialogue and a real personal commitment with this problem of crucial importance in today world. 

The teachers in public schools and the educators and group leaders in catholic associations brought 

their direct experience with students and young people and their practical and creative approach to a 

matter which involves everyday life in the classes and that they can see first-hand. As Professor 

Pace’s report underlines, “the most interesting teaching experiments – although they are only a few 

– are those in which Catholic religion teachers worked together with teachers of other subjects in 

order to develop a multidisciplinary educational project open to both those who attend and those 
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who do not attend Catholic religion classes and which therefore does not coincide with the 

institutional perimeter of the religion school class.”2 

 

3 – Different groups and different points of view lead to different ways to be committed 

towards an historical need: the interfaith dialogue 

The two groups marked their difference in their answering the questions. Professor Pace can so 

highlight in his overall view:  

“If the teachers are Theology professors (of either Catholic, Evangelical or Orthodox Theology), 

their main teaching purposes are presented by their reference institution, as evidenced by the data 

collected in Group A. If the teachers are (Catholic) religion teachers at school (Group B), they may 

count with a higher degree of freedom, but at the same time their double belonging – i.e. being 

trained at institutes controlled by the bishops and being employed by the State – restricts the scope 

of their training action since its contents have been learnt in a Catholic environment but its purposes 

are defined by State programmes. Through the comparison of the two groups we understand that the 

interviewees widely require training to live up to a religiously changed society which is not mainly 

Catholic anymore but is layered into different new and old religious expressions. 

Group A reveals such requirement through the high number of professors that focus their training 

activity on ecumenical and interfaith dialogue topics. Teachers of Group B mainly stay faithful to 

the institutional rules of engagement with both the Catholic Church and the Italian State, but are 

also firmly convinced that the widespread religious illiteracy among pupils – maybe balanced by 

 
2 You can usefully read C. Macale, Educazione alla cittadinanza e al dialogo interreligioso, Edizioni Anicia, Roma 2020 
for an overall view of the state of the question in Italian public schools. 
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genuine curiosity especially among young pupils in primary schools – is connected with the 

Catholic socialisation model on one side (which proves to be still partly effective with young people 

till 14-15 years of age) and the difficulty to put in praxis in class the teaching innovative ideas and 

projects for religious diversity education on the other.” 

 

4 – Conclusions  

“The survey showed good willingness by both professors of Group A and teachers of Group B to 

introduce the topic of religious diversity in their courses. Also, a widespread common belief that 

dealing with such topic is necessary emerged too. For professors of Group A (potential trainers of 

teachers) this means investing intellectual and spiritual energies to give theological-practical 

substance to ecumenical and interfaith dialogue. For teachers of Group B, instead, this need is 

expressed through a variety of teaching initiatives aiming at both teaching the fundamentals of a 

religion and its impact on the culture of a nation and at giving pupils the ground rules in order to 

know the differences and similarities among the numerous religions represented in society and in 

the social little world of the school class.” 

These are the conclusions according to the report. I would today add that these conclusions show 

how the aim of IRENE PROJECT is shared not only by everyone working in the education field but 

more widely by all those who face real facts and people of today world. The globalisation, the 

worldwide hunger and inequalities, the climate changes and the consequent mass movement of 

individuals as well as of entire populations urges us to find new ways and new instruments for a 

new kind of civil cohabitation, in which different religious needs, traditions and way of living play a 

crucial role. 


