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Johannes Lähnemann
Interreligious Textbook Research and Development 

Importance, Experiences, Tasks

-  A Series of Propositions - 

1. The importance of textbook research – even in the age of audio-visual media – lies in the fact that school textbooks pass on fundamental knowledge to the younger generation: selected, methodologically prepared texts (historical and religious sources, stimulus texts, material for commiting to memory), key themes, pictures, suggestions. In a situation of limited specialist training for teachers, textbooks often “teach the teachers” and play a substantial role in lesson planning.

2.
Interreligious textbook research is of particular relevance in the face of the sweeping generalizations, prejudice and stereotypes regarding other religions and cultures (“Islam is like this” – “The West is like that”) that were, and still are, to be found in school textbooks. They are not infrequently reinforced by the media and can easily be misused for political ends. In the tension between a “Clash of Civilisations” and the “Dialogue among Civilisations” that is needed, school textbooks have an important task.

3.
Experience to date confirms the importance of textbook research. For example, the German-Israeli and German-Polish school textbook commissions (in collaboration with the Georg Eckert Institute for International School Textbook Research in Braunschweig) have contributed to a distinctly deeper, more responsive awareness on both sides. In the interreligious field the Cologne school textbook project “Islam in German school textbooks” (directed by A. Falaturi; U. Tworuschka) has led to a considerable (if not yet entirely radical) improvement in the way Islam is represented in the school textbooks.

4.
The Nuremberg/Rostock research project “The representation of Christianity in textbooks of countries with an Islamic tradition” (directors: J. Lähnemann; K. Hock; collaborators: P. Bartsch; W. Reiss) has demonstrated that school textbooks can provide a key to international educational and interreligious dialogue, in that 

1) they clarify the state of current awareness; 

2) they reflect the theological and pedagogical scholarship in the respective country;

3) they facilitate dialogue through a clearly defined examplar.

It was recognized, too, that conditions in the different countries vary considerably, that the respective interreligious history past and present must be taken seriously and that sweeping generalizations should be avoided. 

5. 
Certain points of view have emerged in the course of the school textbook research which, with regard to the way the religions are represented, need to be taken account of when evaluating textbooks and developing new ones. They concern insights which have proved especially valuable in the European context (and particularly in the dialogue with Turkish colleagues). They show clearly what would be desirable from a global perspective. How far  this may be transferable to other countries and continents depends on a careful examination of each individual case. 

In principle the concern should be to convey the most coherent overall picture possible of the different religions which would be accepted by their adherents as authentic, not as a distortion. This should include, not exclude, elements of criticism in the representation of one’s own, as well as of the other religions. 

6.
 By “overall picture” is meant that the major religious traditions represent an interrelationship of religious convictions, fundamental insights into the coherence of life, together with doctrines, rituals, social fabric and ethics, through which the individual finds his place in the community and which are there to teach him how to act responsibly. Of course in the school context this will not happen overnight nor through a single curricular subject; but this interrelationship should be borne in mind wherever the topic of religion arises, to avoid conveying the impression that a religion is composed of unconnected details and manifestations.

7. In representing the religions it is essential to consider  the fundamental activity of reflection within the religious communities (their “theology”), but also the current insights of religious scholarship, to avoid conveying what are often over-simplistic, out of date images. 

8. The history of the religions deserves special attention: without neglecting the history of conflict (Crusades, the Turks at the gates of Vienna), the cultural achievements and cross-pollination among the religions should be acknowledged. An exchange between historians from the religious communities, but also with secular historians, should explore the history of both injury and cross-pollination, with the aim of surmounting historical generalizations, too often the cause of igniting new conflicts.

9. In the European context it is now largely agreed that in the denominational religious education classes, which are primarily concerned with an introduction to their own religion, part of the curriculum should also be devoted to other religions. It is then only possible to do justice to the self-view of the religious communities if the appropriate chapters in the textbooks are counterchecked by experts from the other religions referred to. The same should apply to the corresponding sections in the textbooks of other subjects. In an ideal situation, subject specialist members of the respective religions would be able to plan these chapters themselves.

10. It is important that religions do not appear to be merely doctrinal systems, but living structures: with an inner pluralism (as in the different denominational orientations), having an effect on the culture of a country, making achievements for society etc.  

11. It is helpful if school textbooks can provide a stimulus for learning for encounter: for visiting a synagogue, church, mosque or temple ... or the religious communities’ cultural and social amenities, and if members of the respective religions can be seen as actual or potential partners in discussion. For the younger age groups in particular the “personalizing” approach is a possibility: the textbook might use the example of a boy or girl from the religion in question and describe their personal experience of religion. 

12. Those engaged in methodologcal discussion, especially in German-speaking countries, but also elsewhere, believe that it is sensible to allocate tasks to different curricular areas when describing the religions; religious education classes, both denominational and inter-denominational play a leading role in this. As the subject in which questions about religion are most often taken as a theme,  this is the one most able to address the fundamental questions about religion for people of different faiths. Where “ethics” or “values and norms” are offered as alternatives to denominational religious education classes, corresponding chapters should appear in the textbooks. From their own perspective, History and Geography also deal with the religions; but the languages and expressive arts subjects, too, can make their contribution to the encounter with  religions and cultures. Ideally, the different subjects will plan their syllabuses and textbooks in “neighbourly” collaboration, in other words with mutual agreement, thus facilitating inter-disciplinary, interconnected learning.

13. Such a complex set of tasks requires close attention to the continuity of learning: For the younger age groups it is also concrete events, personal experiences, stories by way of example, meaningful illustrations and symbols that are most likely to provide a way in to the topic of the religions. Ideally, such textbook chapters should be planned by interreligious teams who can bring to the task the experiences of learning about religion in their own faith tradition. The older age groups need to be introduced to wider contexts: the historical dimensions, the fundamental beliefs of the religions, their present manifestations, and also  the joint efforts being made to achieve, for example, peace.

14. The principles cited will encounter a variety of problem areas: 

· Will a person’s own relgious conviction allow the self-view of the other religions to be represented, even where it is not only different from one’s own convictions but is perhaps  in contradiction to them? How can such differences between the religions be represented without causing confusion among the students? How can the “darker chapters” of the religions be addressed without such lessons leading to bias and criticism against a religion? Can a simplifying approach be successful, particularly with the younger age groups, without resulting in a superficiality and narrowing of the presentation? 

· How can teachers, but especially also textbook writers, acquire the necessary expertise, in view of the very varied, and sometimes very inadequate teaching training structure and largely non-existent exchange of interreligious and relgious educational scholarship? 

· What is the position in countries in which children traditionally learn only about their own religion when they are urged to show respect for other religions as well? What is the position in countries which have no religious education (e.g France)? – At least there discussion is taking place about how to counter the widespread “religious illiteracy” and the lack of cultural knowledge in this field.  It is also emphasized that the school as a place of open and reflective engagement with religions can act as a counterbalance to the one-sided indoctrination in certain religious (particularly “fundamentalist”) circles. 

· How are resources to be provided for achieving appropriately lively, student-orientated presentations?

15. Having set out on the one hand the most important points of view for the evaluation of textbooks and the development of new ones, and on the other the associated problem areas, a number of tasks emerge for future textbook research and the associated work in the fields of theology, religious scholarship and religious education:

· What has been learnt to date from research should be made internationally known and evaluated through interreligious exchange. It is to be hoped that fundamental agreement can be reached to strive as far as possible towards an objective representation, which gives serious weight to the religions’ self-view, and aims at achieving mutual understanding. The book by HRH El Hassan bin Talal who, as a Muslim, describes “Christianity in the Arab World” is a good example that this is possible. 

· School textbook authors need training in basic knowledge about the religions, or at least to have ready access to introductions, sources and representations based on reliable scholarship. An important pre-condition for this is the international exchange of academics and students.

· What is needed in the context of school textbook development is for the groundwork to be prepared within the religious communities, showing how their own religious convictions can enter into a process of dialogue with other religions and world views, which recognizes the others as equal partners.

· Wherever possible interreligious teams, national or local, should be formed to follow and lend inspiration to the work of textbook writing -  much on the model of the Standing Advisory Committees on Religious Education (SACRE) of the local authorities in England.

· In countries with no religious education in schools attention should be paid to providing information about the religions, at least in subjects such as History and Geography, but also in the languages and expressive arts subjects, which encourages mutual understanding. In these countries (but not only these) the textbooks used within the religious communities  should also be included in discussion of religious education.

· Examples of good practice should be introduced into the exchange between the curricular subjects and the religious communities (perhaps even gaining awards in competitions such as those run by the Global Ethic Foundation). Of particular relevance is the exchange of teaching methodology and approaches which take students’ own questions seriously and encourage them to form their own opinions.

· Familiarity with school textbooks should be an aspect of teacher training.  Teachers in training should practise working with textbooks in an imaginative, lively, but not uncritical manner.

