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INTRODUCTION

INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORK?!2

Policy issues, solutions and practices in religion and schooling vary in Europe and throughout
the world. UNESCO findings published in 2003 showed that out of 142 countries surveyed,
religious education appears as a compulsory subject in around half - 73 of them- on at Teast
one occasion during a pupil’s first nine years of schooling.

In spite of the existing differences among many European countries, there are also significant
similarities. In many countries, there are either compulsory or elective courses about religion
and education. For instance, confessional religious education in public schools is compulsory
in Austria, Cyprus, Greece and Ireland, and optional in Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary,
and Slovakia. Sweden, Denmark, and England have compulsory non-confessional religious
education in schools. Albania, France, Serbia and Montenegro do not hold distinct religious
classes; instead they provide information about religions as part of other courses. The increasing
diversity of these societies in terms of faith, values, lifestyles and the resulting pluralism has
brought the question of what kind of education policies to pursue when dealing with the
issue of religion and schooling.

Much of public dialogue centers on interpreting the rights, defining roles of the state, public
and private educational institutions and religious organizations. Public policy debate is
influenced by international conventions, legal precedents and processes, and political theories
or agendas.

In addition to the continuing discussions at the national level, a number of international
organizations have begun to deepen discussions on religion and schooling with new perspectives.
The publication by UNESCQ'’s International Commission on Education for the 21st Century,
“Learning: The Treasure Within”, calls attention to the cultural and spiritual levels of education.
In November 2001, UN held a conference in Spain on the “Elimination of Religious Discrimination
and Intolerance in Education” in order to tackle religious intolerance and develop strategies
on freedom of faith and thought. The conference proceedings called for strengthening the
human rights education and increasing the worldviews and understanding of others. The
subsequent Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion and Belief has taken on the role of making
policy recommendations to implement the decisions of the UN conference.

Global developments have also influenced the European Commission’s strategies in devising
a more proactive, multicultural approach regarding the issue of religion and schooling. The






