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Introduction into the ECSIP 



The Enhancing Catholic School Identity Project is a research project under 
the auspices of the Catholic Education Commission of Victoria, Australia 
(CECV) chaired by Bishop Tim Costelloe SDB. Carried out by the Faculty of 
Theology and Religious Studies of the Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium. 
The ECSIP was initiated in 2006. 

A project in two stages: 
 

1. Assessing the identity of Catholic educational institutions by 
means of quantitative and qualitative survey instruments. 
 

2. Enhancing the identity of Catholic educational institutions by 
means of practical-theological instruments, promoting post-critical 
belief and a recontextualisation of Catholic identity in dialogue with 
the cultural context. 

There is growing interest of other Australian dioceses to take part in the ECSIP research. At the initiative of Paul 
Sharkey, director of the Catholic Education Office Adelaide, exploratory negotiations are being conducted. 
 

Our research methodology is also being trialed by Catholic institutions in other parts of the world in preparation 
for implementation, e.g. in The Netherlands, England, Germany, Lithuania and the USA. 

Presentation of theoretical backgrounds & research results Victorian schools 



Three multivariate attitude scales 

Post-Critical Belief Scale 

Melbourne Scale Victoria Scale 



School identity is measured on two levels: 
 

Á FACTUAL LEVEL: the current practice in my school 
 The way in which school members perceive and interpret the reality of their school as it 

unfolds today. The subjective perception by the respondents of the current practice in their 
school. 

 
“My school is a Catholic school.” 
“All people in my school believe in God.” 
“In my school, religious beliefs are a private matter.” 

 
 

Á NORMATIVE LEVEL: my ideal school 
 The personal ideal perspectives of the school members regarding the perfect identity of 

(Catholic) schools. How the respondents would prefer their school to become in the future. 
 

“My ideal school is a Catholic school.” 
“I’d like to go to a school where all people believe in God.” 
“In my opinion, religious beliefs are a private matter.” 

 
 
 
 



A comparison between the current practice and the ‘ideal school’   
yields valuable insights: 
 

 
ÁThe support basis for the current policy.  

 
 

ÁThe potential for change – the school’s  

 most likely future development.  
 
 

ÁGuidelines for decision making. 
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Dual empirical measurement level: 
 

CURRENT PRACTICE (factual level) 
the current identity of a school, 
perceived by the respondents 
 

IDEAL SCHOOL (normative level) 
perspectives on ideal school identity 
 

empirical normativity 

NORMATIVE PREFERENCE 
Our preference on theological grounds 
‘hermeneutical theology’ 
a post-critical belief style, symbolically mediated 
a recontextualisation of Catholic school identity 
a dialogue school model: identity in diversity 
the hermeneutical-communicative didactical model 
 

 theological normativity 

Step 1 
A neutral and objective description 
of the research results 
without reference to the normative 
preference; ‘the graph put into words’. 

Step 2 
Evaluation and critique 
of the research results 
in the light of the normative preference. 
Recommendations for future policy. 



In total, there are ten distinct respondent groups, each with their corresponding colour: 
 

Respondent Groups Description 

Students grades 5-6 children 9-12 y. 

Students grades 7-8 teenagers 12-13 y. 

Students grades 9-10 teenagers 14-15 y. 

Students grades 11-12 teenagers 16-18 y. 

Students tertiary education tertiary education students 

School teachers adults who implement policy, but don’t make it 

School leadership adults who make policy on a local level 

Educational policy makers adults who make policy on a supra-local level 

Parents the social context of an organisation 

Other respondents individuals, not belonging to a particular other group 



Cognitive belief styles as building blocks for Catholic school identity 



preferential belief position 
on theological grounds 

(prayer) 



School staff & parents 

I strongly agree   = 7 
 

I agree  = 6 
 

I somewhat agree  = 5 
 

I neither agree, nor disagree  = 4 
 

I somewhat disagree  = 3 
 

I disagree  =  2 
 

I strongly disagree  = 1 

 = strong agreement 
 

 = plain agreement 
 

 = hesitation 
 

 = plain disagreement 
 

 = strong disagreement 



Primary school students 

School staff & parents 

Secondary college students 



Theological school identity options in a pluralising cultural context 



 

 

Confessionally based institution 

Christian  
Values Education 





 

 

Confessionally based institution 

Christian  
Values Education 

Institutional 
Reconfessionalisation 

Institutional 
Secularisation 

Recontextualisation 

preferential school identity option 
on theological grounds 



Mosaic that shows events in the life of 
St Brendan. A school community project 
in a small Catholic primary school with 
children from mainly immigrant and 
socially marginalised families. The school 
has hired the services of an experienced 
craftswoman/artist. Children, teachers 
and parents work together to create a 
magnificent glass mosaic with scenes 
from the adventurous life of St Brendan, 
intertwined with other references to the 
Christian story, creatively portrayed in an 
imaginative and contemporary way. 
When finished, the mosaic will find its 
place on the floor between the new 
multifunctional sports hall and the school 
library. 

For many years to come, the mosaic will be a testimony of how this school’s Catholic identity exists in 
the dynamic between its traditional heritage and the living faith of its current community. 



School staff & parents 

I strongly agree   = 7 
 

I agree  = 6 
 

I somewhat agree  = 5 
 

I neither agree, nor disagree  = 4 
 

I somewhat disagree  = 3 
 

I disagree  =  2 
 

I strongly disagree  = 1 

 = strong agreement 
 

 = plain agreement 
 

 = hesitation 
 

 = plain disagreement 
 

 = strong disagreement 



Primary school students 

School staff & parents 

Secondary college students 





Pedagogical school identity options in a pluralising cultural context 



 

 preferential school identity option 
on theological grounds 



Primary school students 

School staff & parents 

Secondary college students 





Respondents divided into subpopulations  
of people who share similar views 
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Adults (~23 %) Students (~20 %) 
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Adults (~40 %) Students (~10 %) 

6
4

 P
ri

m
ar

y 
sc

h
o

o
l s

tu
d

en
ts

 (9
,7

%
);

 2
0

 S
tu

d
en

ts
 7

-8
 (8

,5
%

);
  

16
 S

tu
d

en
ts

 9
-1

0
 (6

,6
%

);
 1

6
 S

tu
d

en
ts

 1
1-

12
 (8

,6
%

) 
 

23
0

 T
ea

ch
er

s 
(4

1,
5%

);
 3

2
 S

ch
o

o
l l

ea
d

er
sh

ip
 (

54
,2

%
);

 8
7 

P
ar

en
ts

 (2
8

,0
%

) 
 



Adults (~22 %) Students (~50 %) 

2
9

4
 P

ri
m

ar
y 

sc
h

o
o

l s
tu

d
en

ts
 (4

4
,4

%
);

 1
13

 S
tu

d
en

ts
 7

-8
 (4

8
,3

%
);

  
12

3 
S

tu
d

en
ts

 9
-1

0
 (5

1,
0

%
);

 7
8

 S
tu

d
en

ts
 1

1-
12

 (4
1,

7%
) 

 

12
9

 T
ea

ch
er

s 
(2

3,
3%

);
 9

 S
ch

o
o

l l
ea

d
er

sh
ip

 (
15

,3
%

);
 6

7 
P

ar
en

ts
 (2

1,
5%

) 
 



Adults Students 

~23% 

~40% 

~10% 

~22% ~50% ~20% 

~10% ~20% 

INTENTION 



Proposer-la-foi instruments 
ÅPropose the faith to students and teachers who are  

unfamiliar with it, but nonetheless receptive for it. 
ÅPromote transcendent belief and a Catholic faith identity. 
ÅOffer resistance against relativism and secularisation. 
ÅTake away suspicion, scepticism and fear. 
ÅGive existing values and norms a religious foundation. 
ÅProvide solidarity and community with their deeper  

religious meaning. 
ÅMake a recontextualised Christian belief meaningful  

and redeeming for today’s young generation. 



Dialogue between faith and culture  
searching for a re-contextualisation of Catholic identity 

The Trinity. A combination of a 
traditional crucifix and indiginous 

artwork on the playground of a 
Catholic primary school in 

Ballarat, Victoria. 



Everybody likes ‘dialogue’. In Australia, dialogue between faith and culture is the 
predominant discourse shared by all involved. However, people understand 
dialogue in different ways: 
 

Secularisation: dialogue between faith and culture = opening up to the 

(post)modern world, accepting the erosion of Catholic school identity.  
 

Reconfessionalisation: dialogue between faith and culture = opportunity to 

proclaim the Catholic faith. 
 

Christian Values Education: dialogue between faith and youth culture = 

opportunity to equalize the human (“be good”) and the Catholic (“just as Mary is”). 
 

Recontextualisation: dialogue between faith and culture = a chance to 

renew Catholic identity by reconfiguring it in a new context. 



We discovered that, within the Dialogue School type of the Victoria Scale, two separate subtypes exist: a 
kerygmatic variant and a recontextualising variant. Currently, there’s a shift taking place from a kerygmatic 
towards a recontextualising understanding of dialogue as an expression of Catholic school identity. The ECSIP 
promotes this shift. 

‘implantation’ ‘reconfiguration’ 





Concluding reflection: “Who is my neighbour?” 

Rembrandt van Rijn: 
The Good Samaritan 

(1632-1633) 



Catholic identity is a verb. It has to be 
done and made real through signs and 
acts of love and compassion. When we 
do so, the appeal will be irresistable. 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your 
soul, with all your strength, and with all your mind; and you shall 
love your neighbour as yourself.” (Lev 19.18)  
 

Q : “Who is my neighbour?” 
 

Jesus avoids the answer but instead tells the Parable of the Good 
Samaritan (Luke 10,25-37), after which He inverts the initial 
question: 
 

Q-1 : “Which of these three has been the neighbour  
to him who fell among the robbers?” 

 

“He who showed mercy on him.” 
Then Jesus said to him: “Go and do likewise.” 
 
For a Christian, the question is: “to whom am I to become the 
neighbour?” As a Christian, I BECOME the neighbour of all the 
people I find on my path, since I have no other choice than to love 
them as myself. HOW to recontextualise Catholic school identity 
so that we are enabled to serve a complex school population? It 
begins with encountering the young people in our schools as they 
really are, and to love and serve them – so I become the 
neighbour to all of them. Only then we become a Catholic school. 
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