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Objective: In light of the contemporary challenges facing religious education and the central
role of the family and the school in the religious formation of children and adolescents, this
study examines the capacities and practices of these two institutions in the domain of
religious education.

Method: This qualitative research employs a phenomenological approach to analyze 30
narrative reports written by University of Tehran students, recounting their childhood and
adolescent experiences of religious education at home and in school. Participants consisted
of distinguished students from various provinces of Iran, aged 20-45, enrolled in
undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral programs during the 2021-2022 academic year.
Using thematic analysis, and organizing the emergent data according to Bloom’s taxonomy
of learning domains, the study systematizes the actions and interventions of both
institutions.

Findings: The findings reveal a significant disparity: the family possesses a markedly
broader and more diverse range of opportunities for religious education compared to the
school. The school, by contrast, while offering fewer constructive opportunities, contributes
more substantially to potential threats or hindrances to effective religious formation, placing
it at risk of failing in its mission to cultivate students’ religious education.

Conclusion: Although both institutions tend to neglect the development of deep religious
understanding, this shortcoming is more pronounced in the school context, despite its formal
mandate as an educational institution.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction and Objective: For many centuries, religion constituted the core of education,
and educational institutions were the primary sites through which religious formation was
transmitted. In pre-Islamic Iran, the family, the fire-temple, and elementary schools were
responsible for the education of children and adolescents. After the advent of Islam, the mosque
and the maktab replaced the fire-temple and the earlier schools. Beginning in the fifteenth
century in the West and the nineteenth century in Iran, both contexts experienced significant
transformations in religious education. Gradually, religious education became differentiated
from general education, and its place within educational institutions diversified. Some families
and institutions continued to uphold strong commitments to religious education, while others
preferred to reduce the role of religion in education (Ringer, 2024).

On the eve of the Islamic Revolution, many Iranian families still prioritized religious education
over schooling in the modern educational system. In the new schools, religious instruction was
largely limited to reciting the Qur’an and a small portion of doctrinal principles. Some teachers,
motivated by personal religious commitment, provided informal and practical experiences for
interested students. Nevertheless, religious education was not considered the primary mission
of the modern school (Iravani, 2014).

The Islamic character of the Revolution generated a wave of expectation for the revival of
religious education and transformed it into a central responsibility of the school. Educational
planning and teacher training were reoriented toward this objective, and the school—alongside
the family—re-entered the field of religious education with renewed seriousness. In an era in
which religious teachings and religious formation face increasing threats, understanding how
each of these two institutions functions, and how effective they are in shaping children’s
religious development, has become a critical necessity. Such understanding can prevent the loss
or misdirection of invested resources and enable more realistic and effective policy-making in
religious education.

Despite this importance, most existing literature focuses on prescribing methods for religious
education. Far fewer studies investigate what actually occurs in practice—what families and
schools do in the process of religious education, and what outcomes these efforts produce.

This study addresses this gap by examining the various educational practices of the home and
the school through an analysis of university students’ narratives of their childhood
religious-education experiences. The central research question asks: What do these two
institutions—family and school—actually do in the religious education of children, adolescents,
and students? Additional questions include: What shared and distinct domains characterize their
practices? How are the three domains of Bloom’s taxonomy of learning—behavioral, cognitive,
and affective—represented in their educational actions? What picture emerges of the capacities,
limitations, and focal points of each institution when these practices are systematically
identified?

Method: This study employed a qualitative research design using a phenomenological method.
Data were collected through narrative accounts written by university students describing their
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childhood experiences of religious education. The data were analyzed using thematic content
analysis.

A purposive sampling strategy was adopted. Sampling began with accessible participants and
continued through snowball sampling. The final sample size was determined based on data
saturation, meaning that participants were added until no new conceptual insights emerged.

Participants consisted of students at the University of Tehran, representing diverse social
backgrounds, aged 25-45, enrolled in undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral programs during
the 2021-2022 academic year. After initial data collection and preliminary analysis, sampling
continued until 30 students’ narratives were obtained, at which point saturation was achieved.

To ensure the trustworthiness of the study—Dbased on criteria such as credibility, dependability,
and confirmability—the research team conducted independent coding of the narratives aligned
with the study’s objectives, achieving an 84% inter-coder agreement. Reliability was further
supported through examination of internal coherence within the narratives, while external
coherence was assessed by comparing the findings with prior research in the field.

Findings: The findings include comparative analyses of the opportunities and threats generated
by the family and the school in religious education, as well as comparisons of the two
institutions in their attention to the cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains of Bloom’s
taxonomy of learning.

A comparison of the family and the school in generating opportunities and threats in religious
education shows that both institutions create both types of influences. However, the diversity
of opportunities and the breadth of educational actions within the family are significantly
greater than those of the school, while the threats to religious education are considerably more
pronounced in the school than in the family.

The family creates opportunities through practices such as cultivating a moral-religious
atmosphere; providing access to religious and ethical gatherings and environments; fostering
kindness and emotional support; storytelling; play; dialogue; encouragement; allowing choice
and avoiding coercion in performing religious duties; and serving as role models through
parents’ own religious practice and reading of religious texts. The school also provides
opportunities through modeling or describing exemplary figures, creating collective religious
environments, offering encouragement, and fostering reflection and inquiry.

Threats within the family arise from actions such as coercing children to perform rituals,
neglecting religious practices, ignoring children’s needs, failing to answer their questions, and
associating religion with sadness or distress. In the school context, threats emerge from
compelling students to perform religious duties, disregarding students’ needs and conditions
when selecting content, methods, or contexts for religious activities, teachers’ limited
understanding and inconsistency between their words and actions, and linking religion with war
or conflict.

A comparison of the cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains in the educational practices
of the two institutions shows that within the family, all three domains of Bloom’s taxonomy of
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learning contribute to the creation of opportunities for religious development. However, the
range and frequency of actions in the behavioral domain are considerably greater than those in
the cognitive and affective domains. At the same time, all three domains are represented in the
family’s harmful or counterproductive practices.

In the school context, all three learning domains are also present, yet the cognitive domain—
despite being the school’s primary educational mandate—does not appear in students’
narratives as an opportunity derived from classroom content or religious textbooks. Instead,
cognitive opportunities are more frequently associated with peer discussions than with teacher-
led question-and-answer sessions. The affective domain is reflected mainly in the creation of a
religious atmosphere through the display of religious symbols, although the repetitive and static
nature of these symbols gradually diminishes their emotional impact. The behavioral domain
appears in practices such as encouraging students through personal attention, the teacher’s
role-modeling, and the organization of religious celebrations, which create opportunities for
interaction and emotional engagement.

In the school, the affective and behavioral domains also account for a larger share of threats
compared to the cognitive domain. Cognitive harms include dissatisfaction with the content of
religious instruction and fear generated by superstitious ideas circulating among peers.
Affective-behavioral harms include neglecting students’ needs and circumstances when
organizing religious programs, coercing participation in rituals, and inconsistencies between
teachers’ stated beliefs and their actual behavior. Unlike the family context, peers and
classmates in the school emerge as a competing source of religious knowledge, sometimes
rivaling the school’s formal instruction.

Overall, attention to the cognitive domain is weaker than attention to the affective and
behavioral domains in both institutions. This shortcoming is more consequential in the school,
given its foundational mission in education. The school’s comparatively greater contribution to
threats and its limited diversity of educational practices highlights serious concerns for
policymakers and administrators who view the religious formation of students as a central
expectation of the school system.

Discussion and Conclusion: The findings—showing the school’s significantly smaller
contribution to creating opportunities for religious development and its considerably larger role
in generating threats—raise two major and thought-provoking challenges, especially given the
persistent insistence of Iran’s educational system on the inseparable link between religious
education and the school:

First Challenge: If, according to national educational policies and foundational documents,
religious education is defined as the school’s primary mission, how can this functional
weakness be justified? Is it merely the result of shortcomings among administrative and
instructional staff in schools and local education offices? Considering that the study’s
participants were generally high-achieving students from diverse provinces—students who had
access to a wide range of family and school conditions—this weakness likely has deeper
structural causes. One possibility is that the school’s failure stems from the ever-expanding
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expectations placed upon it by both the educational system and families, who increasingly view
the school as responsible for all dimensions of children’s upbringing.

Second Challenge: A second challenge concerns the very designation of religious education as
the school’s central mission. What is the basis for this assignment by educational policymakers?
Why is the school’s capacity and responsibility for religious formation taken for granted, while
students’ own accounts reveal the school’s inability to fulfill this mission? The rationale behind
this policy decision must be clarified, as all school planning and activities are directly shaped
by this foundational assumption.

Both challenges are too significant to be overlooked. The family, when it chooses to do so, still
possesses sufficient mechanisms and opportunities for the religious education of children—
even under current difficult conditions—and could achieve deeper success by strengthening the
cognitive dimension of its efforts. The school, however, for various reasons, has not been
successful in this domain. Yet the school cannot simply be dismissed. On the one hand,
families’ attention to religious education is declining, and for many children, the school remains
the primary context in which they encounter religious concepts and teachings. On the other
hand, the school is the institution responsible for public education, and religious formation is at
least as essential to human development as other educational domains.

For these reasons, it is necessary to move beyond policy imperatives and beyond the continuous
publication of prescriptive guidelines for teachers, and instead undertake deep research into the
obstacles that prevent the school from succeeding in religious education. In this regard, two
directions are proposed: First, to investigate the historical and conceptual roots of defining
religious education as the school’s mission—toots that may lie in the historical presence of
religion within educational institutions. The findings of such research may help recalibrate
expectations of the school in this domain. Second, to explore the actual capacities for religious
education within today’s schools—not according to the current dominant model of schooling,
but based on the real conditions and capacities of contemporary educational environments. The
key question is how the modern school can meaningfully and effectively engage in religious
education so that it may achieve greater success in fulfilling its objectives.
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