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Statement of the Problem

 As contemporary society elsewhere changes in its engagement with religion, 

 There is need to understand also how young people engage with that dynamic and the 

extent to which Religious Education (RE) is responsive to this dynamic

 South of the Sahara, in particular, 

 The understanding of young people and their lived experience of religion in education 

(and from their own perspectives) is an understudied area of research. 

 In Botswana, to date, there is little attention (if at all) in the discourse

 Concerning the changing needs and perceptions of young people (12-17 year olds) about religion 

and how this should be factored in the design and delivery of Religious Education (RE). 



Aim 

 Based on their ‘Hopes and Fears’ and on ‘My Lifeworld’, 

 To examine how young people in Botswana dis/engage with religion in contemporary society, and 

implications of this dynamic on RE as a school subject.



Research Questions

 The study that informs this paper was guided by three key

questions:

 From their own perspectives, what are the sources of values and meaning making that

inform young people’s lifeworld in contemporary Botswana?

 How do young people dis/engage with religion in contemporary Botswana?

 In what ways can a lifeworld approach address the issue of how young people

dis/engage with religion in Botswana?



Background and Context

 Botswana’s religious context and secular-political framework tell us the following:

 Although Christianity (62.9%) is the dominant religion

 The country is religiously diverse: Islam (35.2%) and other religions such as African Traditional Religion, 

Hinduism, Sikhism, Bahaism, Judaism, Rastafarianism and including the ‘nones’ (2%) (Pew Research Center, 

2016).

 Since independence in 1966

 Botswana has had a secular political framework to avoid religion having undue influence in its social and political 

affairs (Heron and Jensen, 2008;  Matemba, 2010).

 Young people are socialised

 Into ‘home’ religion and the socio-cultural norms of their parents and society.  

 Lifeworld of young people

 Is influenced by a complex mix of societal factors, including powerful global forces that challenge their (parents’) 

traditional norms and values (see Dahlberg, 2006).

 Since 1996

 Multi-faith RE curriculum is taught in schools, although Christianity continues to dominate how the subject is 

delivered  and taught by teachers some who self-declare their Christian position (see Matemba, 2005).



Research Methodology 

 Mixed-methods design (qualitative and quantitative methods)

 Qualitative

 Phenomenological approach (Erricker, 1999)

 Data collections techniques

 Semi-structured interviews with  12-17 year olds (N=29) from three secondary schools

 Focus group discussion with teachers at one school to triangulate the data (N=5) (Erricker, 1999).

 Document analysis of primary documents like syllabuses, policy materials etc.) to further triangulate the data (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2000).

 Quantitative

 Based on questionnaires to capture ‘Hopes and Fears’ (N=303) and ‘My Lifeworld’ (N=178).

 Data analytical tools to test and rank emerging themes from the questionnaires:

 Non-parametric statistical tests, 

 Kruskal and Friedman tests

 Table 1: Population sample of the study (qualitative and quantitative data)

Population Participants

Teacher Focus Group in one school 5

Interviews with students from three schools 29

Student questionnaire – ‘Hopes and Worries’ in 11 schools 303

Student questionnaire – ‘My Lifeworld’ in 11 schools 178



Findings: Young people’s dis/engagement with religion in Botswana

 Young people are ambivalent regarding their own views on the religious-secular/non-

religious debate.

 While they do not dismiss religion outright, they nevertheless do not consider religion as the most 

significant meaning-making process in their lives. 

 The young people also revealed that they came from two sets of family backgrounds: 

religious and non-religious. 

 From the survey respondents revealed that 59% of their parents belonged to religious groups, while 41% 

claimed that their parents do not belong to any religious group. 

 When the young people professed to have found religion, this was related to what is known 

call ‘intergenerational religious momentum’ (Bengtson, Putney, and Harris, 2013)

 Related to home/parental influence that socialised them into such an experiences (e.g., church attendance) 

as part of the family tradition

 Young people belong to religious groups (i.e., home/family religion) even though they do 

not attend church or visit religious places of worship regularly.



 Young people are to a large extent influenced by ‘imported’ influence/elements from a variety of 
sources, 

 Such as mass media, cultural memes, and parental/home experience, whether these are religious or not (see also Kay 
and Francis 1996).

 Young people are to a large extent influenced by ‘imported’ influence/elements from a variety of 
sources, 

 Such as mass media, cultural memes, and parental/home experience, whether these are religious or not (see also Kay 
and Francis 1996).

 Young people are engaged with the notion of religion in a deeper and more critical way, questioning
and challenging the relevance of religion in their livid experience.

 To them, science provides tangible proof of the existence of reality, while by its intangible and abstract nature, religion
does not.

 Young people displayed some apathy towards religion, indicating the diminishing monopoly of 
religion in their lives (see also Watson, 2008). 

 For the young people, religion is a ‘fading’ reality – something that is going out or losing relevance in society

 The findings suggest that male young people show ‘more’ apathy towards religion compared to the
female respondents.

 As an optional subject, the study also revealed that RE was a subject a higher proportion of female
young people than male young people.



Implications for Religious Education in Botswana 
 The design of RE does not align the subject with the concerns, needs and 

contemporary experiences of young people. 

 Despite being multi-faith, RE continues to be dominated by the study of 
normative religions as the basis of learning and understanding of the world

 RE ignores secular/non-religious perspectives and other experiences of the 
lifeworld of the young people, which should be considered as the basis of 
learning in RE.

 Need for a paradigm shift towards the re-conceptualisation of RE to ensure it pays attention to 
both the religious and secular socio-cultural realities inherent in their lived experience

 We  suggest a lifeworld approach as relevant approach in the design of RE 

 To address both religious plurality and secular/non-religious issues in RE

 To relate RE with the lived experience of young people (see Skeie, 2009; Lotz, 
2001). 

 In the lifeworld approach, young people are assisted to be conscious of their 
continued participation in the processes of constructing meaning using 
knowledge from religious traditions. 

 After all, the task of teaching religion and non-religion  in the classroom is to 
create situations in the classroom that help to represent the situations from the 
lifeworld of young people. 

 The young people should be encouraged to reflect on their lifeworld through 
RE, a point that also came strongly in the teachers focus group discussions.



Questions 


