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Abstract

:

The world seems a different place than it was before and now, more than ever, young people are faced with questions that cannot be avoided any longer: who am I? How and where can I find roots to endure the storms in my life? In what direction should I steer my compass? These questions are about resilience; the ability of individuals to cope with rapid societal change, both in their personal lives and in their professional career. Religious Education (RE) can help pupils and students to develop resilience by articulating these questions and pursuing them. The RE teacher’s job is to simply be there with them, having considered these questions her- or himself. All teachers and educators have to start with their own reflection: who am I as an RE-teacher in this new, uncertain and rapidly transforming world? Research on how to start this reflective formation process in RE is essential to attracting the attention that RE deserves. In this article, examples of pilots and the research conducted on them in the author’s Teacher Academy are presented. The main goal is to contribute to the formation of young people to make them resilient and fit for the -as yet unknown- future. They have to create this future and use their talents to effect the transformation that our world highly needs.
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1. Introduction


The central research question in this article is: how can young people today become resilient? How can religious education contribute to the (re) discovery of the core values that can help young people become strong young adults who are ready for a professional career in uncertain and challenging times.



Today’s world is such that pupils and students can no longer look to their teachers to provide solutions for the future. This is why they must be challenged to design their future themselves. The core values that guide moral decisions are the central starting point here. These values can be found above all in religion and philosophy, although young people are rarely aware of this. Religious education, especially, should be about forming the moral compass, so that young people learn to make their ethical choices based on these core values. This should be the central topic within RE today.



The article discusses two examples of how education that is provided at the author’s Teacher Academy is working to form resilient people by bringing students and their teachers together in their development. The educational strategies as well as research conducted with these strategies is presented. These two different examples show precisely that there is a range of new educational practices to work together with pupils and students on this process of professional identity development.



The role of teachers is crucial in this regard, because teachers must, on the one hand, set an example of how a moral compass can be developed in all openness, whereas on the other they cannot predetermine the exact form this will eventually take.




2. (Post-)Pandemic World: Pausing to Reflect


A few months ago, nobody could have imagined the world we are living in now, in which we have to socially distance and stop traveling to work, college or across the world. My hope was that I would be able to write “post-pandemic” without parentheses, but unfortunately the end of the crisis is not yet in sight. For decades, the sky seemed the limit, or better, we took to the skies and flew wherever we wanted to go. Although debate was already underway on global issues such as climate change, the search for sustainability and the negative effects of the enormous growth in technology and digitization, no one can now ignore these issues any longer. In our world, which is on hold due to the Covid-19 virus, we have become aware of the vulnerability of our lives and of our world. We are forced to stop and realize that we must be more careful with our earth and the way we treat everything that lives on it. This is in fact a common theme in the Christian tradition, but one which seems to have disappeared in the more secularized West. However, as the virus has spread across the world and has become “our common enemy”, this idea has now also regained currency in this part of the world. This is an opportunity to consider the connection we have with each other. We must become aware that we are a community of people (we are all God’s creation, as Christians say), gathered from across the world and interconnected with each other.



We have taken a long time to realize this. The economy and knowledge were the main motives for our actions, often without any consideration of whether the road taken was the best way to grow and expand. We were not in the habit to pause and reflect on the choices we made, to take care of our neighbors, to realize what we are doing to the planet through our consumption and the uneven distribution of resources among peoples. Even the high numbers of refugees moving across the world did not open our eyes. It turns out that we needed a virus to stop us in our tracks and realize these things.




3. Young People’s Challenges in Today’s World


For young people, in particular, this is proving to be a difficult time. Growing up and going out into the world happens by socializing with others and confronting one’s own ideas and opinions with others (Pratt 2006; van Dijk-Groeneboer 2017). These discussions, as well as the establishing of boundaries, help young people to realize what choices they need to make to become the person they truly want to be. However, now that meeting their peers is possible only in online settings, communication is poor and less natural than they would want. Moreover, meeting up is essential to experiencing the safe environment required to share their vulnerability, to open up about their deepest sorrows, dreams, ideals and fears (Roebben 2011). This is essential to growing up and it is not possible in these days when gathering together is prohibited and is even subject to fines.



Despite young people’s familiarity with mobile devices, usually only the good times are shared on Instagram and other social media; when they feel insecure or weary, what they need is a friend to meet in person, a real shoulder to cry on or an arm around them. Having to cope with this loneliness is a problem that has become very apparent in these months. Evidence for this is found in the higher incidence of depression and loneliness among students (Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation 2015). In addition, the high figures of burnout among young people must be mentioned caused by high expectations on them and the endless possibilities that they have (Jongburnout 2020). Having too many choices and not pausing to consider which one fits your talents best, is an important reason for these psychological problems. Young people have to learn to be flexible if they are to weather the storms in today’s world; to bend with the various expectations and new situations that present themselves, while at the same time staying rooted, grounded, so as not to be blown over (Delle Fave 2014). They have to be trained to become resilient, as will be elaborated on in the next paragraph.




4. Becoming Resilient


Strongly resilient persons are better able to cope with the issues mentioned above (Brewer et al. 2019). The European Commission (2016) defines resilience as “the ability of an individual, a household, a community, a country or a region to withstand, cope, adapt, and quickly recover from stresses and shocks”. This article emphasizes the importance of making young people strong and resilient. The focus is on developing a new perspective and new actions in which society, the economy, and governance play an important role. However, being resilient starts with the individual who will be making decisions that affect our world. This article offers two examples of approaches that can support pupils and students in shaping their position in a society that is characterized by growth. The meritocracy that our societies aspire to is in fact vitiated by dividing lines of ethnicity and levels of training, causing social distances between groups to emerge. In the projects presented here, strategies are put into practice to make young people aware of their individual resilience as well as of their public engagement that not only strengthens their resilience but also addresses the other stated challenges of ethnic divisions.



This should, therefore, be an important focus when educating young people. How can young people become strong individuals? How can they be resilient in this time when everything is insecure? Consider the everyday issues in their lives: the degree program they want to take is taught online instead of at school or on campus. The vacation they planned is cancelled and tickets are reimbursed in the form of vouchers. They are fired from their side-job due to too little work. The courses they follow are exclusively online, so they stay in their own room instead of spending time with old friends and making new ones. The job they hope to get after their degree does not exist anymore because of changes in the wider society. They want to move out of their parental home but there are no affordable rooms. It is not simple to deal with all this, and in addition they have to grow up and become an adult, which is a tough process as it is.



More than ever, young people have to rely on their own talents. They have to find solutions that were never found before, they have to be creative and the world needs them for that. It is an important task that faces them, and they have to be strong to deal with it. According to religious educator Schröder (Schröder 2017) strong rootedness and changing perspectives is needed to be able to weather these storms (van Dijk-Groeneboer 2017). Being aware of their own talents and finding nourishment for their roots helps them to become strong resilient adults. If they are able to combine this resilience with knowledge and creativity, they can become strong resilient professionals (Barbara-i-Molinero et al. 2017).



Of course, resilience in itself will not stop any virus from spreading. What resilience can do is to make young people stronger, to develop the ability to stand up when they need to and to create solutions for future problems which their educators cannot foresee. Especially in our individualistic society, religion can be helpful to build this resilience. Religion helps people to cope with situations and to propose new solutions to issues in the world (Zondag and van Uden 2017). Even if religion today is seen as a personal and private affair, it can still help individuals to find their deeper roots and core values. An important dynamic of religious education is to encourage personal reflection and to challenge the student to reassess their essential values. When this happens, a sense of community re-emerges, despite the fact that people’s initial motives to turn to these routes may have been individualistic (Bernts and Berghuijs 2016). In today’s world, people of different cultural backgrounds interact intensively due to globalization and to the large numbers of refugees, each with their own original values originated in their own historical and cultural background. This being the case, it is interesting to study how and where values originate and develop, and whether they are subject to external influences as described. The challenges in today’s globalized world requires people to be resilient and to live with integrity because how we make sense of the world and the values and ways of making meaning are challenged by external influences and the value systems of others (Seymour et al. 1993). Once our knowledge has thus been enhanced, educators and societal organizations could benefit from this by developing value learning strategies that are able to mediate in situations of cultural conflict. Moreover, it will help foster a truly general dialogue about values, including in a wider setting, for instance in the political sense. This is crucial since previous generations have not been able to find effective solutions for the transformation that humanity needs to survive on this earth; the limits are already coming into view. The young generation has to come up with new creative solutions itself, becoming resilient in the societal changes and building on its own talents and inner set of core values. Young people’s values are, therefore, the particular focus of this article. Religious education has to concentrate on facilitating them in becoming aware of these values and in developing new ideas that are aligned with this set of values, this moral compass.




5. Young People’s Values


Religious Education is a subject that is contested, especially in non-religious schools, but also in religious schools with a highly secularized population. Despite this debate, even authors who oppose the compulsory status of RE in schools, like Hargreaves and White, acknowledge that the main purpose of RE is to further the moral development of pupils and to inculcate positive social values in the young (Hargreaves 1994; White 2004). Because of the nature of the subject, which uses strategies such as debating, “thinking through”, reflecting and critical thinking, RE is the one subject in the school curriculum in which values are best discussed and sharpened. The fact that most values are embedded in traditions that are often rooted in religions is a further argument: the conveying of knowledge about religions and the practice of thinking through religion in RE mean that it is the perfect place to make young people aware of values and to help them form and adjust the moral compass that consists of these values.



To become resilient, young people must develop greater awareness of their talents and of the set of values upon which they base the decisions they make in their lives. Young people are faced with a plurality of values, due especially to individualization, detraditionalization and mediatization (Lindner 2017). Moreover, knowledge about values is a necessary precondition for being able to focus on teaching resilience by working with pupils’ talents or by discussing values with each other in the classroom. However, the study of values that is required to gain this knowledge is beset by a number of problems.



However, the study of values to gain this knowledge is beset by a number of problems. An attempt to describe what values are shows that they are close to norms and desires. As Joas and Wiegandt (2008) have pointed out: “Values are different from norms because norms are restrictive, and values are attractive. […] Values do not limit the scope of our actions, but rather expand it.” (p. 4). Furthermore, “While desires merely consist of what is desired, values express our notions of what is for us desirable. […] Our values cause us to appraise our desires.” (p. 4) How can values defined in this way be understood? “We have to inquire what moves us to consider something as desirable, that is, what makes a certain idea of the good subjectively evident and emotionally captivating.” (Joas and Wiegandt 2008, p. 5).



Young people and their values have been studied, for example from a theological perspective (Collins-Mayo et al. 2010), especially in Christian youth work (Jessen 2016), and in the educational field especially in relation to the subjects of “worldview” (Bakker and Montessori 2016) and “citizenship” (De Groot 2013). The largest values study ever carried out is the European Values Study (European Values Study 2020), which is based mainly on quantitative data. The EVS divides values into survival values (emphasis on economic and physical security) versus self-expression values (subjective well-being and quality of life on the one hand, and traditional values (religious beliefs and absolute moral standards) versus secular-rational values (freedom for individual choices and high tolerance of the opinions and beliefs of others) on the other. The EVS has nothing to say about how values are, or can be, influenced by education.



For twenty years, I have been conducting surveys every five years in the Netherlands to determine what values young people have (van Dijk-Groeneboer and Maas 2001, 2005; van Dijk-Groeneboer et al. 2008; van Dijk-Groeneboer and Brijan 2013; van Dijk-Groeneboer and Van Herpen-de Regt 2019). Similar results are also emerging from our research in Slovakia, Poland and the Czech Republic These results show how different the values amongst young people are in the various countries in Europe, and point us to how to develop these values, combine and mediate them and how to shape the thought patterns and actions based on them in these different contexts.



Despite the rise of individualization in Western Europe, values are not invented individually. In honing their personal values, young people are influenced mainly by their parents and, from the age of about 12 onward, by their peers. Values can, therefore, be studied and learning trajectories can be developed and implemented especially in family guidance, youth ministry and other youth work and educational settings, the settings in which these young people spend most of their time. Further research on the topic will be a great help for educators.



There is much to gain from conducting research to obtain a good idea of what kind of young people actually fill the classrooms, lecture halls or youth groups and what they value in life. Based on these data, educational strategies can be developed, ministry programs can be updated, and parents can be helped to raise their children to become good and happy human beings. Still, there is already much work to do on these moral compasses, to help young people to find their own set of values and to rely on their talents to work with them. It is time to teach resilience based on these values.




6. RE: Teaching Resilience


It is difficult to teach resilience cognitively, like when teaching a language or mathematics. To acquire resilience, it is necessary to experience reciprocal learning in which subject and object are more intertwined, and which includes practicing and thinking as well as experiencing and reflecting (Lanser-van der Velde 2007). For instance, in Dewey’s school of thought (Dewey [1931] 1998), the goal of learning can be defined as helping ourselves and others to escape from precarious situations, such as we are currently experiencing in our pandemic world, and to find and create an environment in which we can flourish. Dewey preferred not to speak of development, as this suggests a certain predetermined outcome; instead, he used the word growth. Although he himself had no interest in teaching about and “into” religion, he did advocate openness in the learning process. This open-endedness is a particularly important requirement when teaching resilience by forming a moral compass.



In our Catholic Teacher Academy, we educate RE teachers in a two-year master’s program. Furthermore, we collaborate with the other Teacher Academies at our University as well as with Teacher Academies in other parts of the Netherlands who all educate teachers in subjects other than religion (note: we are the only Catholic RE Teacher Academy in the country). As religious educators, we have to focus on our pupils and students, to become student centric. We have to allow them to navigate successfully through the world, a dangerous world in our eyes. In our classrooms, they have to build and reshape their moral compass which they use to make ethical decisions. They will have to make our society more sustainable, to improve it and to come up with creative action to devise new solutions for problems that are as yet unforeseen, just as the virus was unforeseen until very recently.



Thus, we have to train our pupils and students to use their knowledge to achieve and secure social values, use scientific procedures to facilitate human relationships and direct technological developments toward positive social effects. We want them to try to ensure that the world resembles our ideal world (the “kingdom of God”, Christians would say) as much as possible. We want them to contribute to a world in which the values that we consider worth aspiring to are made palpable through application of their knowledge of our rich traditions and to use their social skills. In addition to helping them acquire this knowledge and training them in transferable skills, we must focus specifically on the choices that have to be made on this basis. Professional decisions are based on professional beliefs and interrelated with a personal value orientation, a moral compass.



We want young people to make decisions based on values such as solidarity with the less fortunate, empathy for and openness toward people with dissenting views and responsible management of our vulnerable world that is now clearly adrift. This type of social community thinking is currently often relegated to the background, even by religious pupils and students. A sense of community must again be fostered, to create a more caring world that is open to people of other cultural and religious backgrounds, people with different convictions and world views. Empathy with other people and awareness of the vulnerability of our earth are necessary if students are to develop this ethical decision making.



Martha Nussbaum’s ideas (Nussbaum 2010) can help us here, because she underlines the importance of creativity and human imagination in education. She states that pupils and students must also be trained to regard people with different views, habits and customs as equals and not as “strangers”. This is essential in today’s world, and it is an important pillar in Religious Education. Therefore, I think that openness toward the other and a focus on one’s own core values and ethical decision making should and can be features especially of RE classes. This ensures that students will not only learn to serve their own self-interest or wish to impress others; it will help them to live according to an inner morality and to strive to serve a higher purpose above and beyond their own self-interest (Brooks 2015).



The values one has forms their moral compass, which students use to orient their actions towards their goals. Furthermore, a person develops that compass by encounter (Selçuk 2018), by really listening to the stories of others. Other people’s stories help people to view their own story. Looking through someone else’s eyes can give a clear view on their own perspective, on the glasses through which they see lives, their profession and the context they work and live in. Pre-eminently Religious Education can help pupils to practice listening to others and help them become morally responsible and fully human (Shea 2018). And really listening means listening without immediately giving an answer, one’s own opinion or judgment. Furthermore, an RE-teacher or religious educator has to listen and be open to what young people are really saying. It is important to not have one’s own ideas ready, attempting to teach the pupils or students to think differently, but to stay with them in their process, and delve more deeply into what it is they are trying to say. A teacher really has to rely on their ability to find and further develop their own moral compass. This helps the young people become more resilient, to feel stronger and to become aware of their talents.



That is also why it helps to involve the great stories from the old religious traditions, because people have been making choices for as long as we know. People have always worked on developing their compass (Mitchell 2004). These stories do not have to be presented as the only right way to act, but they can provide new ideas for working with your moral compass. That is why these great stories must be told and why a lot can be learned from religious traditions but in the same open way in which you listen to pupils and students. “Listen” to these stories and make them valuable for your own life, the choices you are making. As a RE-teacher and religious educator, you can offer these stories without judging them, as either right or wrong, you should just let them be the stories they are. Everyone can then reflect on them freely and find the way towards shaping their core values in how they relate to these stories.



Resilience comes from listening to others as well as to one’s own stories, to be able to change perspectives (Schröder 2017). However, of course, it also requires reflection, discussion and open dialogue in a safe space where it is possible to think about it out loud. That is the most important prerequisite for teaching resilience. First, the classroom has to be a safe space, then teacher and student can find the safe space in their own heart for it is there that the real strength lies. When the going gets tough, one has to be able to pause and find that safe space within oneself. Darling-Hammond points out that teachers are to be critical in crafting the learning environment for students (Darling-Hammond 2006). It is in a safe space that you will find the answers on how to deal with the chaos that exists outside, the first steps to act in this appealing outer world and the possibility to weigh the different options. If teachers are able to point their pupils or students in this direction, they can teach resilience.



Of course, knowledge too is needed to come up with new answers, to find new technological solutions, to develop new ideas to deal with climate change. Knowledge transfer is essential to become resilient. However, everyday there are moments in which people have to make decisions, however minor. Furthermore, in these moments, a person needs to know how to find one’s set of values, one’s moral compass, to make the right decision. This moral compass helps a person to take the blow, to consider one’s options, and respond to it. It is in this way people become more resilient.



Obviously, the question as to how these practices of action, reflection and experience must be acquired, needs thorough attention, and the model of the hermeneutic space described by Sharkey (2019) can become helpful here. Sources are to be added at the different stages in the reflective process, and experience through encounter is of central importance as is attending to the meaning of the existential fact that we are in the world (pp. 134–35).




7. Starting with Our Own Compass: Research in Building Resilient Professionals in RE


Any program to develop one’s own moral compass in order to be a more resilient person in this (post-)pandemic world, must start with teachers who are willing to facilitate this learning process. The trainers and educators have to be able to facilitate their pupils and students in becoming co-creators in order to find answers the teachers do not know themselves yet. It is not possible to teach these new solutions; all participants have to learn through them together. The pupils and students become change agents when they are really respected as true partners in the learning environment.



Anna Stetsenko (2017) has developed tools for an Agentive Transformative Approach (ATA) to teaching and learning in science education that corresponds closely to this. She describes how to create transformation studios in which teachers and students work together to transform their ideas and practices of teaching and learning. These studios are places where activists are trained to ensure ontologically and epistemologically crucial processes (p. 37). Each learner and each teacher then contribute to science authentically and through activism, thus participating in the human endeavor in the context of the world and of everyday realities. The participants add to existing knowledge through creative practices such as critiquing, questioning, probing and innovating. They observe how knowledge is grounded in the past collaborative processes of humanity and the normative and ethical implications that these contain. Furthermore, they explore how to ground knowledge in present and future community practices, in line with aspirations and hopes. Finally, they trace the historical roots of knowledge and transform this knowledge into action that is consistent with their aspirations and hopes. When a learning environment as described here is created and people become real change agents as activists, their development helps the world undergo transformative processes. Stetsenko also states, in line with my reasoning here: “The answers to these challenges [in today’s world, MvD] have to be figured out by each individual learner qua actor of social communal practices and agent of the world- and history-in-the-making” (p. 44) This section is a sketch of an example from science classes where pupils become change agents. The following section will present two examples of this kind of teacher–trainer education that I work with in Religious Education classes. We can learn from these two examples and apply the practices in RE classes. Moreover, in RE we should focus transparently on the values that underlie the practice of critiquing, questioning, probing and innovating. This enhances the learning and reflective capabilities of the participants and adds to their resilience.



Firstly, at teachers’ academies such as ours, an essential aspect for any trainee teacher is that they should do what they tell others to do: they should practice what they preach. To this end we have developed inspirational days that are held at the start of our Masters’ program, in which teachers from our School and students who are training to become teachers, together form a professional learning community. This is done using our colleagues’ expertise and our students’ input. In this way, we jointly develop new teaching methods for secondary education. These new methods are used by internship students in real school classes, and then faculty members research their effectiveness. A first pilot study of these new, self-designed forms of work was carried out in 2016 (Kienstra et al. 2018). In this study the focus was on religious thinking through (Baumfield 2002) by using activating exercises and measuring the effectiveness of the teacher behaviour gearing active learning. Several new educational themes were introduced in our team of students and teachers and discussed in our own encounters and narrative dialogues. New educational assignments were then developed to introduce this method to the classroom at secondary schools, and they were tested in six lessons. The research consisted of student questionnaires, teacher logs and classroom teaching materials.



We adopted the conceptual framework of a religious education lesson in which the relationship between the teacher’s behavior and the students’ practice of “thinking through” religion played a central role. This relationship was influenced by the teacher’s lesson design. Teaching scaffolds are important in guiding students through the learning process. The focus in this study was therefore on the role of the teacher. In a person-oriented teaching style, thinking through is an attempt to create an individual, reasonably justified worldview (van der Leeuw and Mostert 1991). 83 students participated in six lessons that were examined. A questionnaire was used in which students were able to score the teacher’s activities include scaffolds used such as feedback, hints, instruction, explanation, modeling and questioning (Kienstra et al. 2018, p. 208). Correspondence analysis was used to analyze the data (p. 210).



New scaffolds were found that direct attention towards higher-thinking skills like listening, giving space and showing understanding. These scaffolds made the pupils realize the new way in which this lesson became thinking through education. In this study we focused on how students can be stimulated to think through religious stories and make a connection with their own values and truth, with their own moral compass. It became clear that higher-thinking skills were evident among students during the newly developed and implemented exercises and higher-order scaffolds were used by the teacher thus allowing students to work on their moral decision-making skills. This is how we develop evidence-based lessons (van Dijk-Groeneboer et al. 2017) which help pupils create their moral compass. The lessons make pupils aware of their inner set of values and gives them space to reflect on their judgments in exercises, and in life.



Secondly, another example is presented called the “learning workshops” in a secondary school teacher training program (Kools et al. forthcoming). Although the main focus is not on RE teachers and classes, the underlying line of reasoning as well as the explicit reflective actions add to build a moral compass and makes the example useful here. Learning workshops are learning environments in which students from different teacher training courses learn together with secondary education teachers. A learning workshop consists of teachers from different schools and students who are doing an internship at these schools. Four principles are used in the working method of the learning workshops: (1) focus on the student’s learning; (2) work from your own learning need; (3) research and develop; (4) work and learn together. The learning workshops pursue three objectives: (a) training critical (future) teachers who have an eye for the students’ learning; (b) integrating the training of students into the professionalization of experienced teachers; (c) contributing to school development. Exchange and reflection are essential in this form of inquiry-based learning (Lomos 2012): participants look for and study sources, test their own insights against those of others and compare the results of new working methods with predefined (learning) goals.



Usually, informal learning activities are stimulated by the principles of learning workshops. The interaction between participants in this professional learning community with different levels of experience is innovative: students and both beginning and experienced teachers all participate. In previous research, both experienced and junior teachers reported similar learning activities when they engaged in interactive learning, such as discussing; exchanging knowledge, experiences and information; giving and receiving advice and help; observing; reflecting; imitating and experimenting. This interaction appears to promote the learning of both the more and the less experienced participants (Geeraerts et al. 2018), and it stimulates regarding colleagues as an important resource for learning. This collaborative learning by teachers and students together in a learning community appears to be fruitful (Kools et al. forthcoming). As a result, the student is taught to become fully engaged in reflecting and learning because the teacher in the same group is similarly engaged in reflecting and learning.



Since 2016, we have developed and held several learning workshops every year (19 different workshops as of 2020). A learning workshop in our context consists of teachers from at least three different secondary schools and a maximum of six students who are doing an internship at these schools. The majority of the participating students come from university teacher training programs (educational masters). These students have already completed a university degree in an academic discipline (for example theology, history or science) and are now obtaining their first-degree qualification in an educational master’s degree. For them, the learning workshop, in combination with their internship, is an intensive way to become acquainted with all aspects of teaching. In the research into learning in these workshops, the focus was mainly on the conditions in which this kind of learning can take place as effectively as possible. Here, too, learning is student centric. Paradoxically, focusing on the student is the greatest challenge for the teachers, because they have to accept that the learning objective or the possible learning outcome is not determined by them but by the student. Working in a joint professional learning community means that the participants have a safe space in which to reflect. Thus, all participants play an equal role in the learning process and higher-order learning is born. Researchers have established that the added value of the workshops lies in joint learning, having time to experiment in their own educational practice and reflecting critically on this together. The mix of participants from different subjects, schools and backgrounds (students as well as teachers) provides interesting results. Through the use of learning workshops, teacher training courses and schools can ensure together that training and professionalization are interwoven to create a broad continuous line of professional development towards the life-long learning attitude that is needed.




8. Becoming a Resilient Professional: Conclusions and Discussion


In this article, I have argued that RE-teachers and religious educators are the most important factor in this religious education program to train and form resilient professionals at our schools and academies. Pupils and students today can no longer look to their teachers to provide solutions for the future. RE teachers are no experts on moral compasses, nor are they particularly resilient or able to teach pupils and students by example. They are important because they themselves are seeking this resilience and they are themselves adrift in our uncharted post-pandemic world. The teachers themselves can learn the most in this entire process. Pupils and students must be challenged to design their future themselves.



Examples presented here such as cocreating in inspirational sessions, learning together in learning workshops and making agentive-transformative approaches in transformation studios can help teachers and educators to facilitate this co creation. The starting point is for RE-teachers and educators to be aware of their own core values and the normative and ethical consequences of their moral compass.



In order to turn students and pupils into co-creators, RE-teachers and educators have to open up and give the floor to their pupils and students if the latter are to become aware of their moral compass. The adult RE-teachers and educators are aware that the way we were used to living in our world is no longer possible, but they also know that they do not have the answers to make the difference by themselves. We need to fully facilitate the young people to be creative, to collaborate and to develop out-of-the-box ideas. This starts with the talents every individual has, and the values that are deeply true to a person. It starts with that moral compass. If we, as teachers and educators, develop our own compass consciously and openly, pupils and students can in turn do the same.



We can learn about our own compass and about the choices to be made by listening to the stories of others, in the here and now as well as in the past. We are now at a point in time where we can consciously do that. All the goals we have set in society have so far revolved around gaining knowledge and the greatest wealth. The Covid-19 virus has shown us that none of this works anymore in our world, if it ever did. We have come to realize that money and knowledge alone cannot help this world. We have to use this knowledge to distribute the resources in our world equally among all people, and to realize that we are living together on this planet and have to care for it and for each other. It is the only way to survive, and it is something that everyone knows deep in their heart.



Therefore, it is crucial in today’s world that we create the space in our RE-classrooms to develop this moral compass, to find out what truly is the good life and to orient ourselves to this. We are aware that human beings are making moral choices, based on what they find in their heart, led by the spirit. This should be valued and taught at our schools and universities, so young people can stand up for it in the world and thus effect change. Furthermore, today’s world is more than ready for this transformation. The young people who are growing up now are capable of knowing how to connect to that spirit, of making those choices, of sailing to this course and focusing on the light.



We need our pupils and students to acquire a moral compass to improve our world. Becoming aware of one’s own core values and learning to make decisions based on this moral compass, can and needs to be practiced in RE classes. In these classes, they can learn to articulate their core values, their religious values, their world view, in a safe space. In the classroom, pupils and students develop their personal view on life, whether it is to be secular or religious, and they train their ethical decision-making using creativity and similar twenty-first-century skills, such as digital literacy and teamwork. In doing so, they will become strong, resilient, responsible, professional emerging adults and new solutions and actions will flow from their hands and minds.



It is difficult to chart this precise process of forming a personal moral compass, as has been mentioned above. Participants must become aware of their own set of values, by communicating about these with peers and with the teacher (I call this “the micro level”, see van Dijk-Groeneboer 2020). They then have to realize that their set of values might be different from that of others, and they must take a critical look at these values, explore possible alternatives and share experiences by realizing that the actions they take are based on their talents and internalized values (this is “the meso level”). Finally, they also have to relate to society and to the surrounding context (I call this “the macro level”). Together with their family, friends and peer groups, young people learn to discover the benefits of value sets that allow the moral compass to serve a greater good. This entire process must take place without instructing the students on how to build their compass. RE teachers and religious educators have to avoid telling pupils and students how to think and feel, and yet they should encourage them to become aware of and able to communicate about highly abstract matters. Giving the other person space, listening and showing understanding are higher cognitive skills for the students, but they also demand a great deal from the teacher. Teachers have to know their values themselves, also in relation to other people and their values, and have to be able to talk about this. Moreover, they themselves have to be willing to open up to their students, something which makes them vulnerable. It all starts with ensuring that the classroom is a safe space.



The moral compass that people develop will be reshaped continuously throughout their lives, as encounters with others always clarify and further refine people’s own values. Furthermore, it allows people to acquire better insights with which they can improve their own set of values. RE classes provide a great opportunity to invite young people to develop this compass and reflect on it, and to teach them tools to keep thinking about this compass throughout their lives. It will make them stronger and happier, and the world as a whole will benefit. Pupils should learn to embark upon a life-long learning process and be encouraged to keep it up to date.
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