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Abstract  

 

This paper draws on data from a research project which aimed to identify the range of 

responses being made by primary schools on the island of Ireland to the increasing diversity 

of beliefs amongst the student populations, especially in regards to religious education. It was 

discovered that in recent years a number of adjustments and mitigations have been made in 

both jurisdictions on the island but with significant variation across different school types. In 

addition, the research identified a persistent characteristic of governments has been to adopt 

a laissez-faire approach to the role of religion in education. Using strategic action field theory 

(SAF), the authors highlight three intersecting subfields – system, ethos and learning - where 

change is taking place. Drawing upon this theory, it is noted that managing change effectively 

will require a coordinated approach across all three fields and is dependent upon teachers 

with diverse beliefs being able to make sense of the role of religion in school and their role as 

religious educators in particular. 

 

 

Religion in education in Ireland (North & South) 
The primary school systems on the island are largely divided on religious lines between 

Catholic and Protestant schools though in both jurisdictions there are small (and increasing) 

numbers of deliberately inclusive forms of schooling (Macaulay, 2009; Mulcahy, 2006). At its 

origin, before Partition1, there was an attempt for the state system of schools to educate 

children from different religious backgrounds together but this policy failed when Christian 

churches did not support it (Coolahan, 1981). Subsequently, the state became reluctant to 

intervene in education in relation to religion (Ball, 2012). Following Partition, both states 

formed slightly different partnerships with churches but in both cases maintenance costs 

such as teachers’ salaries were paid while churches had control over the religious education 

of their pupils (Barnes, 2007; Irwin, 2013). Over the years management arrangements of 

schools has evolved but a general reluctance of the state to intervene in religious influence 

over education has remained.  

 
1 In 1921 a border was created on the island when the fledgling Irish state came into existence in the 
south and Britain retained political control in the north. 



 

As a result of changing demographics and changing attitudes the role of religion and beliefs 

in education remains a key issue in how we educate our children in Ireland, North and South 

(O’Sullivan, 2005; Richardson, 2014). Pressure is also mounting as a result of wider 

changes in the role of religion in public life, most notably the change in legislation on same-

sex marriage and abortion, first in the South and more recently in the North. This has left 

some commentators asking when, not if, changes will occur regarding the role of religion in 

the education systems. 

 

Understanding Transition Processes  

One lens that can assist in trying to understand processes of educational change is the 

sociological theory of ‘fields’. While primarily associated with Bourdieu (Bathmaker, 2015; 

Thomson, 2005), we focus in particular on the strategic action field theory (SAF) developed 

by Fligstein and McAdam (2011, 2012). Fields are focused around a core issue where 

there is something at stake. These fields also represent a more or less stable social order 

and they seek to reproduce themselves over time (Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016, p. 186). SAF 

is of particular interest in our work because it focuses upon transitions within fields. Unlike 

other field theory SAF is not institutionally focused but sees fields as social constructs where 

actors ‘vie for advantage’ (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 3). Even in settled SAFs, change 

is always occurring between ‘incumbents’ (those with control who set the ‘rules of the game’) 

and ‘challengers’ in one of two ways: gradually over a period of time or dramatically as a 

result of an ‘exogenous shock’ (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 8). Where change is 

gradual there may come a ‘tipping point’ where the status of the incumbents is significantly 

undermined and the rules must be renegotiated and altered.  

 

Returning to our context of change in religion and education in Ireland, we will now outline a 

research project in which our key research question was: What responses are being made 

by primary schools on the island of Ireland to the increasing diversity of beliefs amongst the 

student populations in terms of how they organise or approach the teaching of religious 

education? We then employ the conceptual vocabulary of field theory to discuss the findings 

and ascertain what transition processes, if any, are arising from these changes. 

 

Methodology   

The authors chose to gather data on the research question above from experienced and 

well-informed stakeholders whose professional work wholly or mostly involves developing 

learning programmes or providing teacher education in religious education. Twelve such 



individuals were invited to participate in two symposia. Employing a form of Delphi method 

(Linstone & Turoff, 1975),  they shared their professional insights into the research 

question in both written and oral form. 

 

Findings and discussion  

Within our analysis we sought to understand our research question within the broad strategic 

action field of primary education in each jurisdiction. Within this field we identified three 

strategic action subfields which were labelled ‘system’, ‘ethos’ and ‘learning’. In line with SAF 

theory each subfield was primarily identified by an ‘issue at stake’ within a ‘unit of analysis’. 

These are summarised in table 1. 

 

SAF subfields Primary ‘unit 

of analysis’ 

Actors Issue at Stake 

System Policy Department of 

Education; 

Churches/Patrons; 

National Curriculum 

Council 

Who controls 

education? 

Ethos School Schools; Churches; 

Teachers; Communities 

of Belief 

What are the 

appropriate aims of 

religious education? 

Learning Classroom National Curriculum 

Councils; Teachers; RE 

Syllabus writers 

(Patrons/Churches)  

What should 

students learn about 

religions, beliefs and 

values in schools? 

 

System 

Fligstein and McAdam (2011) note that within a SAF, different groups vie for authority and 

the participants’ responses revealed that at the system level there were ‘incumbents’ who 

supported the existing role of church ownership and control and the ‘challengers’ who 

disputed it. This dispute in the system subfield was spoken of in terms of historical 

developments, legislation and constitutional arrangements. The incumbents justified the 

churches’ position in terms of satisfying parental choice and sustaining a coherent 

communitarian vision which nurtured young people into Christian values, while maintaining a 

tradition of openness to all: 



In the vast majority of cases, Christian schools have shown themselves to be inclusive, 

welcoming, and respectful environments. (Participant D).  

In Bourdieu’s articulation of fields, he identifies dominant narratives such as these which 

sustain the field as a ‘doxa’. These narratives fit within and justify the current ‘rules of the 

game’, yet also deliberately misrecognise how the game produces inequality (Thomson, 

2005). 

 

 In our study, this misrecognition was identified by challengers who saw churches occupying 

a place of ‘privilege’, ‘majoritarian control’ and ‘domination’ (Participant L). Furthermore, 

there was an awareness that certain minority Christian groups and other religions and a 

growing number of non-religious groups are excluded from, or have very limited access to, 

bodies which control education. As a result, there was a feeling on the part of some 

participants that structural changes would be required in order to address the dominant 

control of churches. Yet, on this front it is important to note the role of the state.  There was a 

keen awareness of the historical powerlessness that governments have had in directly 

intervening in curricular matters pertaining to religion and beliefs on the island and a sense 

of inevitability from all participants that it would continue to be difficult in the years ahead. 

Field theory would reinforce this point that structural change within a field can be very hard 

to achieve as key social actors usually begin by trying to stabilise a field when change 

occurs – this may involve brokering new alliances, finding new ways to cooperate or 

developing adaptations to the dominant rules or narratives (Fligstein, 2001). More dramatic 

change often requires the presence of ‘skilled social actors’ in the challenger group(s) finding 

a niche within which to build support and ultimately create a new ‘cultural frame that 

reorganises interests and identities’ (Fligstein, 2001, p. 118).  

 

Ethos 

The ‘ethos’ sub-field was found to be a particularly contested arena at the school level where 

aims of the broader education system, the aims arising from the founding spirit of the school 

and the aims set by school leaders interfaced.  

It was notable that, for some participants, the level of authority which churches had at school 

level was weaker than within the system subfield; one said the values of churches have 

been sidelined from their own schools, and these should be reclaimed: ‘if a school is going to 

set itself up as a Catholic school then it needs to ask itself, is it living out the values of the 

Catholic faith?’ (Participant J). Fligstein (2001) notes that, because fields involve ongoing 

jockeying for power, authority plays a crucial role and our sample showed that ethos is an 

area where religious authority is being challenged. Two examples from the data illustrate 

this. First, the increasing diversity in pupil and teacher belief disrupt the doxa that single-



identity religious formation of pupils can be assumed as a core aim, and it can be assumed 

that teachers will facilitate this. Second, the ethos field is being influenced by wider 

education policy which places value on inclusion, children’s rights and equality. Indeed, at 

Primary level it is often the same teachers who teach a curriculum promoting human rights 

and equality as well as the RE programme, and often in a cross-curricular way, and this 

according to our participants has created a cognitive dissonance for some teachers in terms 

of deciding what is an appropriate ethos in which religious education should be conducted.  

 

For fields to function in a stable way, Fligstein (2001) argues that social actors within fields 

must be able to articulate the rules and rationale for the field in a way that makes sense to 

themselves and others. There is evidence from the sample that, apart from those 

(incumbents) who continue to fit comfortably within the ethos, are teachers who struggle to 

make sense of a religious ethos. This is seen through suppression of their own identity, or 

avoidance of actions which outwardly support the religious identity. Similar responses were 

also seen in the Learning subfield at classroom level. 

 

Learning 

 

While governments have legislated for the compulsory status of religious education in 

schools, state departments in Ireland (N&S) have very limited ability to control and regulate 

learning in RE in Primary schools. Governments have chosen to delegate control of this area 

to churches (Barnes, 2007; O’Reilly, 2012). Despite provision for learning in religious 

education being officially part of all schools to some degree, there was agreement among 

participants that in many cases it was not being taught appropriately. Either it was neglected 

by teachers who felt out of their depth and unable to navigate complex and sensitive 

contexts, or it was being squeezed out by other curricular priorities. It was also observed that 

inclusive pedagogical approaches have yet to be confidently owned by teachers in plural 

classrooms. With increased diversity the situation has inevitably become more complex and 

teachers are in a state of transition in trying to manage a situation in which pupils from 

communities of belief from outside the Church are accommodated in learning about 

religions, beliefs and values.  To understand the dynamics within a field, Fligstein and 

McAdam (2011) highlight the need to identify the key issue at stake, and in this case there 

are competing ideas around the question ‘What should students learn about religions, beliefs 

and values in schools?’. Interestingly, the data contains evidence from participants 

attempting to answer this question with new language. The concept of ‘spaciousness’ was 

used by several participants when trying to articulate a vision of transitioning from ‘a 

monolithic space to a multiplicitous one’ (Participant D).  



 

 

Conclusions  

In applying the concepts of fields this analysis highlights the increasingly contested nature of 

religion in Primary education. In the majority of schools on the island, Christian churches retain 

the strongest influence over how and what pupils learn about religions, values and beliefs. 

However, while the role of churches in education remains strong, their ability to manage 

change at school level seems to be weakening and there seems to be increasing neglect of 

religious education. This paradox can be partly explained by the increasing diversity of pupil 

and teacher beliefs, and the inability of teachers, as social actors, to make sense of their task 

as religious educators. The fact that the state in both jurisdictions continues a laissez-faire 

response to the role of religion in education along with the limited response from churches 

about how plural worldviews are to be reasonably accommodated in schools means that the 

transition to more inclusive forms of education is likely to be difficult. The evidence above 

suggests a re-consideration of the policy of state reluctance/avoidance is needed. Any 

transition process must be coordinated and take account of all three subfields in order to 

manage change smoothly and effectively. Further, our SAF analysis highlights the need for 

teachers as key social actors to be provided with policies and rules that allow them to make 

sense of the role of religion in education in relation to school ethos and religious curricula. 

 

Words: 1995 
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