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RELIGIOUS IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT OF
ADOLESCENTS IN CHRISTIAN SECONDARY SCHOOLS:

EFFECTS OF SCHOOL AND RELIGIOUS BACKGROUNDS
OF ADOLESCENTS AND THEIR PARENTS

Gerdien D. Bertram-Troost, Simone A. de Roos,
and Siebren Miedema

Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Abstract

This study examines religious identity development of pupils at
Dutch schools for secondary education (mean age 16.4). With the
help of a theoretical conceptualization of “religious identity devel-
opment” empirical research is carried out. Main question is whether
differences in terms of religious commitment and exploration be-
tween pupils of the four participating schools can be explained by
religious denominations of pupils and the importance the pupils’
parents attach to worldview. It is concluded that school in general
has no significant main effect on religious commitments and explo-
rations of pupils. Religious backgrounds of pupils should be taken
into account. Because pupils themselves do indicate that school has
influence on the way they look at life, further research is needed in
which specific school aspects (like the way pupils evaluate religious
education) should also be taken into account.

CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT

The research project “Religious identity development in adoles-
cence” focuses on pupils of Protestant schools for secondary education
in The Netherlands. The religious backgrounds of these pupils are very
diverse. A lot of research has been done (in The Netherlands) on re-
ligious socialisation of children and adolescents. However, only little
attention has been paid to the way schools effect or can effect religious
identity development. Besides that, most of the research done in the
past focuses on specific religious traditions. These studies focus for
instance only on children in the school whose parents are member of a
certain church (Alma 1993). As a result, the plurality in the school and
the way this effects the religious development of young people, do not
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GERDIEN D. BERTRAM-TROOST ET AL. 133

get much attention. Because religious plurality nowadays is a fact in
many schools, even in religious affiliated schools, it is our contention
that it is very important to pay attention to this diversity within (and
between) schools and to elaborate on the question in what way this
influences religious identity development of adolescents.

In The Netherlands 50 percent of the schools for secondary ed-
ucation is Christian. Schools use very different interpretations of this
Christian school identity. The differences between Christian schools
with respect to for instance their view on religious education, the (re-
ligious) background of their pupils and staff and there location (in a
city or more rurally) are enormous. Therefore, the present research
can not give a representative view of Christian secondary schools in
the Netherlands. An important goal of the research is to gain insight
into factors which possibly influence religious identity development.
We try to detect, in an exploratory way, aspects which possibly effect
religious identity development of pupils. In this article we focus on the
possible effects of school, adolescents’ religious denomination, and the
importance that the parents of the pupils attach to their worldviews.

First, we go further into the central concepts of the research on
religious identity development. Then we will discuss the design of
the present study. We will focus on the questionnaire which we used
in our research. Special attention will be paid to items on two cen-
tral concepts: commitment and exploration. These main items of the
questionnaire are closely related to the theoretical framework. After
we presented the results of our empirical research, we will discuss
briefly these results and concentrate on the possible implications for
further analyses and research.

THEORETICAL NOTIONS

In order to be able to monitor the religious identity development
of pupils and to detect (school) aspects that can influence this religious
identity development, an operationalization of the concept “religious
identity development” is needed. First, we will go further into the
concepts of identity and development and then we will briefly explore
the concept “religious.”

Identity and Development

Since Erik Erikson’s work titled “Identity, youth and crisis”
(Erikson 1968), identity development has been one of the main issues
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134 RELIGIOUS IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT OF ADOLESCENTS

of the psychology of adolescence. Identity is a very complex concept.
Erikson himself has not given a clear definition, which makes it hard
to get grip on his work. In our opinion, one of the most important
aspects of Erikson’s identity theory is that identity is socially founded:
Human development is placed in a historical and social context. In
Erikson’s theory eight phases of development are distinguished. In
every phase people are confronted with a kind of conflict. The way
an individual solves this conflict effects further development. In ado-
lescence (the fifth phase in Erikson’s model), identity development is
the most important developmental task. A successful identity devel-
opment expresses itself in the existence of commitments. In Erikson’s
work, “commitments” are the psychosocial bonds that young people
make by the end of adolescence. These bonds underline the integra-
tion within society. As in every phase of Erikson’s model, there are two
possible outcomes of the “conflict”: a positive outcome and a negative
outcome. The outcome of the identity conflict is either Identity or
Identity diffusion.

Because Erikson used the term “identity” in many ways, it is very
difficult to come to a clear operationalization of identity on the basis of
his work. Many researchers in the field of identity are inspired by the
identity status paradigm of Marcia (1966, 1980) who has made further
operationalizations of Erikson’s theory. Marcia states, with Erikson,
that “commitment” and “exploration” are very important in relation to
identity development. Exploration refers to a period in which adoles-
cents are searching for sensible alternatives before making commit-
ments (Marcia 1993). On the basis of these two variables, Marcia has
formulated four identity statuses: identity achievement (after explo-
ration commitments have been made), foreclosure (commitment with-
out exploration), moratorium (no commitments have been made, but
there is exploration), and diffusion (no commitments, no explorations).
Marcia has developed the identity statuses as a methodological instru-
ment, which could make Erikson’s theoretical notions on identity de-
velopment subject of empirical study (Marcia 1980). Although there
are ongoing discussions about the question whether the statuses are
too narrowly defined (e.g., Van Hoof 1999), it is still one of Marcia’s
most important contributions that he has shown that more nuances
can be made with regard to “identity development.” Where Erikson
places ego identity versus identity diffusion, Marcia makes clear that
there are different ways in which young people come to identity.

In Erikson’s theory both essentialistic and constructivistic notions
on identity can be found. In a constructivistic view, emphasis is laid on
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GERDIEN D. BERTRAM-TROOST ET AL. 135

processes and the transaction between object and subject cq. individ-
ual and context. Because an important aim of the present research is to
gain insight into (school) effects that possibly influence religious iden-
tity development, we take a constructivistic view on identity. There-
fore we will not pay attention to essentialistic notions as continuity
and sameness. This does not mean that we do not reckon with the hu-
man experience of being “one”: “A consolidated sense of self-identity
provides a subjective feeling of an inner wholeness and it offers an
interpretive context within which questions about the ‘meaning,’ ‘pur-
pose,’ ‘fit’ and ‘direction’ of one’s life are answered” (Berzonsky 1990,
155–156). The perspective we take on identity does not ignore the
experienced “continuity in time and space,” but remains, ontologically
speaking, fully constructivistic. With Berzonsky, we describe identity
as “a self-constructed cognitive representation of oneself that is used to
interpret self-relevant information and to cope with personal problems
and life events” (Berzonsky 1990, 156).

In this research project, the main concepts of Marcia’s theory will
be related to open, dynamic models of development (Breeuwsma
1993). Consequently, the extent of commitment and the extent of
exploration will be used as descriptors of the actual position toward
worldview. Explorations and commitments can (and probably will)
change during a lifetime. The extent and the “how and when” of these
changes vary from person to person.

Bosma (1985) elaborated Marcia’s notions on commitment and
exploration. Unlike Marcia, Bosma (1985) does not use a division in
identity statuses. Instead he uses (on the bases of factor analyses on
the items of his own instrument “Gids”) four scales: two for com-
mitment and two for exploration. The two scales for commitment
are: (1) Commitment gives a sense of support, strength, and direc-
tion. (2) Involvement in and identification with the commitment. The
two scales for exploration are: (1) Orientation to other persons in the
process of exploration. (2) Attempts to come to a new commitment,
to change. Bosma prefers the use of scales instead of statuses, be-
cause intra-individual changes can be better monitored. Another dif-
ference between Marcia and Bosma is that whereas Marcia focuses on
whether there has been exploration before commitments have been
made, Bosma emphasises actual commitments and explorations. With
Bosma we describe identity development as “The totality of changes
in the content and strength of commitments and the amount of explo-
ration in the achievement and change of these commitments” (Bosma
1992, 99).
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136 RELIGIOUS IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT OF ADOLESCENTS

Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, and Vollebergh (1999) have, for their
part, elaborated on Bosma. They used the most robust items of Bosma’s
Gids and developed a short questionnaire (U-Gids) in order to measure
actual commitments and explorations quite easily. We will make use
of this instrument because it measures the extent of commitment and
exploration quite easily. We will come back to this point later.

Religion/Worldview

Religiosity can be seen as a very varied term, therefore we prefer
to use the term “worldview” here as a synonym. It is important (espe-
cially when using an open, dynamic perspective on development) to
stress that one’s worldview can change over time and is not always ex-
plicitly present. Therefore, the definition we use in our research runs
as follows: “A worldview is the system, which is always subjected to
changes, of implicit and explicit views and feelings of an individual in
relation to human life” (see also Andree 1989; Leeferink and Klaassen
2000; Miedema 2003). In this, “views and feelings in relation to human
life” can refer to everything with which people can be occupied and
with what can be important to them.

The starting-point is that everyone has a worldview. This is stressed
by using a broad definition. Because the definition is too long to in-
tegrate into a definition of religious identity development, we also
make use of a “stipulative definition,“ namely: “A worldview is the way
one looks at life.” Against the background of Berzonsky’s definition of
identity and in relation to Bosma’s definition of identity development,
religious identity development can now be described as: “The totalility
of the gradual change in the content and strength of commitments in
relation to the way one looks at life and the amount of exploration in
the achievement and change of these commitments.”

Now we have elaborated the most important theoretical concepts
of the research, we will go further into the empirical research, which
focuses on the religious identity development of adolescents in four
Christian schools for secondary education in The Netherlands.

DESIGN OF PRESENT STUDY

Because the main focus is on the religious identity development
of pupils, we designed a questionnaire to get more (quantitative) data
on for instance their religious backgrounds, their worldviews, and the
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GERDIEN D. BERTRAM-TROOST ET AL. 137

role these worldviews play in their lives. In our extensive study we
combine the questionnaires with information based on interviews with
schoolmanagers, teachers, and pupils of the four schools. Here we will
only deal with the quantitative part of the research project.

Procedures

The questionnaire we used in this research is based on variables
from other projects and our own created variables. The structured
questionnaire consists of 57 closed items/questions. Many of the ques-
tions are statements. Pupils have to fill in to what degree (on a five-point
scale) they agree with these statements.

Categories of the questionnaire are (in following order): “Thinking
about life” (questions about the content of worldview), “What do you
think of it yourself?” (about the extent of commitment and exploration
in relation to world view), “Activities dealing with the way you look
at life” (including questions about prayer, church going, participating
in other religious activities), “parents/educators” (including questions
about religious activities of the parents and the extent to which world-
view/religion is important to them), “time you were in primary school”
(including questions about religious socialisation during childhood),
“Worldview and Second phase of secondary education” (with ques-
tions on how pupils evaluate religious education [as subject and field
of education] and to what degree they learn, according to themselves,
certain things at school). The questionnaire ends with some “back-
ground questions” about age, gender, and so on.

The questionnaire was filled in by all pupils in the pre-exam
classes of Havo (Higher General Secondary Education) and VWO
(pre-university education) of the participating schools (see Sample)
who were present when the questionnaire was distributed. The ques-
tionnaire was filled in during a regular RE-lesson (45–50 minutes) in
the second part of the school year.

Sample

Because the nature of this research is explorative (both object-
theoretical and methodological) there were no strict criteria to select
the schools. Ideally, schools might differ reasonably on factors that
could be of importance, so that it would be easier to detect these
factors. But because there were no clear hypotheses, we could only
use some rough criteria. The four schools which participated in the
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138 RELIGIOUS IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT OF ADOLESCENTS

TABLE 1. Description of Pupil Sample by School and School Level

School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4 Total

Havo 140 (57.6) 58 (58.0) 47 (49.5) 47 (58.8) 292 (56.4)
Vwo 103 (42.2) 42 (42.0) 48 (50.5) 33 (41.1) 226 (43.6)
Total 243 100 95 80 518

Percentages between brackets.

research are all Christian (Protestant) and vary in their location (urban
versus rural), pupil population (natives versus non-natives, the propor-
tion of pupils with a Christian background), and school size.

Schools 1, 2, and 3 are situated in the Randstad (urban agglomer-
ation of Western Holland). School 1 is a regional school (1,200 pupils)
situated in a medium-sized city. Schools 2 and 3 are situated in two
of The Netherlands’ main cities. Especially at school 2 (1,000 pupils)
there are many non-natives. School 3 is, especially in comparison to
other city-schools, relatively small (about 640 pupils). School 4 (900
pupils) is located in a more rural setting. At this school many pupils
have a Christian background.

The total sample consists of 518 pupils (276 boys, 237 girls, 5
missings) whose ages range from fourteen to 19 years (mean age 16.4).
Table 1 provides descriptive information for the pupil sample by school
and by school level.

Research Questions and Data Analysis

As we made clear, this research project focuses on the actual com-
mitments and explorations of young people in the area of word view
and the way different factors influence this. The research questions
that will be discussed in this article are as follows:

1. How do pupils in the Second phase of secondary education relate
to worldviews in terms of commitment and exploration?

2. Can eventual differences in terms of commitment and exploration
between pupils of the four schools be explained by religious denom-
inations of pupils and/or the importance that the pupils’ parents
attach to worldviews?

3. How do pupils of the four schools experience the relative influence
of school, parents, ministers/imams, and religious meetings on their
worldview?

With the help of Manova we searched for significant differences be-
tween the four schools and tried to find (interaction-)effects on the
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GERDIEN D. BERTRAM-TROOST ET AL. 139

commitment- and exploration scales (as dependent variables) and the
mentioned (independent) variables. We will now pay extensive atten-
tion to the variables that are used in order to answer the first two
research questions.

RESEARCH VARIABLES

Religious Commitments and Explorations

The questions on commitment and exploration are derived from
the U-Gids of Meeus et al. The U-Gids can be used to measure com-
mitments and explorations in different life domains. The core of the
statements is always the same and can be completed by filling in a spe-
cific domain. For instance: “The way I look at life gives me certainty for
the future” (commitment) or “I speak to others about the way I look
at life regularly” (exploration). Apart from the items of the U-Gids, we
also used items from the Gids of Bosma that are not used in the U-
Gids. These items also focus on commitment and exploration and are
presented in the same way as the items from the U-Gids (with a five
point scale running from “not right at all” to “completely right”) to get
a more detailed view on the extent of commitments and explorations.
In order to assess dimensions of commitment and exploration, princi-
pal components factor analyses with varimax rotation were conducted
over the items based on the Gids and U-Gids. A minimum eigenvalue
of 1.00 and the scree test were used as criteria for extracting factors.
On the basis of factor analysis four dimensions were found: commit-
ment as certainty because of ones own way of thinking, commitment
as certainty about ones own way of thinking, exploration focusing on
information, exploration focusing on possible changes (see Table 2).
The dimensions show clear correspondence with the four scales of
Bosma’s Gids (Bosma 1985).

Religious Denomination

One of the questions in the category “Activities dealing with the
way you look at life” is: “Do you count yourself to a church, a compa-
rable organisation (like a mosque) or movement?” Table 3 shows the
denominations pupils count themselves to (for the group as a whole
and separated by school).
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140 RELIGIOUS IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT OF ADOLESCENTS

TABLE 2. Commitment and Exploration: Scales and Items

Cronbach’s
alpha (reliability)

Factorloading

Commitment as certainty because of one’s own world view (Com 1) .85
The way I look at life gives me certainty in life .62
The way I look at life gives me confidence .69
The way I look at life gives me certainty for the future .67
Because of the way I look at life, I feel certain about myself .83
Because of the way I look at life, I can look at the future

optimistically
.62

Commitment as certainty about one’s own world view (Com 2) .82
I’m content with the way I look at life .43
The way I look at life influences my daily life .58
I could hardly give up the way I look at life .61
I think it’s important to live in accordance with the way I look

at life
.61

I feel united with the way I look at life .69
I am certain about the way I look at life .53
I stand up for the way I look at life when others do not agree

with it
.55

I am prepared to undergo trouble and problems to be able to
preserve the way I look at life

.57

The way I look at life is completely my own choice .52
Exploration focusing on information (Exp 1) .87

I try to get to know a lot about the way I look at life .69
I often think about the way I look at life .69
All the time, I try hard to get to know new things about the way I

look at life
.84

Regularly, I try to find out what other people think about the way
I look at life

.70

I speak to others about the way I look at life regularly .66
Exploration focusing on possible change (Exp 2) .82

The way I look at life changes from time to time .55
I try to find a way of looking at life which better fits me than the

way I look at life now
.63

I’ve got the feeling that I have to make choices about the way I
look at life

.56

I undertake just about everything (searching information,
reading, talking to other people etc.) to look at life at a
different way

.57

I think of searching an other world view regularly .68
I often think that an other world view could make my life more

interesting
.66

Actually I’m looking for an other world view .66

Importance of Worldview to Parents

One of the questions in the category “parents/educators” refers to
the importance that pupils’ parents attach, according to the pupils, to
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GERDIEN D. BERTRAM-TROOST ET AL. 141

TABLE 3. Description of Pupil Sample by Religious Denomination for the Group
as a Whole and Separated by School

School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4 Total

No 124 (51.0) 18 (18.0) 43 (45.3) 30 (37.5) 215 (41.5)
Yes, Protestant 67 (27.6) 5 (5.0) 19 (20.0) 47 (58.8) 138 (26.6)
Yes, Catholic 34 (14.0) 5 (5.0) 6 (6.3) 2 (2.5) 47 (9.1)
Yes, Islamic 4 (1.6) 60 (60.0) 7 (7.4) — 71 (13.7)
Yes, Hindu 4 (1.6) 8 (8.0) 16 (16.8) — 28 (5.4)
Yes, Buddhism 1 (.4) — — — 1 (.2)
Yes, Jewish — — — — —
Yes, New Age — — 1 (1.1) 1 (1.3) 2 (.4)
Different 9 (3.7) 4 (4.0) 3 (3.2) — 16 (3.1)

Percentages between brackets.

worldview. Because the variables “importance of worldview to father”
and “importance of worldview to mother” are closely related (r = .78,
α =.88), mean scores are computed: “importance of worldview for
parents” (see Table 4). Because the original scale uses five categories
(running from “not at all important” to “very important”) the computed
mean scores are rounded where needed (decimal values higher than .5
are rounded up, decimal values lower than .5 are rounded downward).

RESULTS

In order to answer our first research question, we compared the
mean scores on the four variables (com1, 2 and exp1, 2). As the means
for the total group show (see Table 5), the degree of exploration is
lower than the degree of commitment. A within-subjects analysis in
which the mean commitment (com1 and com2) is compared to the

TABLE 4. Description of Pupil Sample by Importance of Worldview to Parents
for the Group as a Whole and Separated by School

School
1

School
2

School
3

School
4 Total

1. Not at all important 11 (4.7) 3 (3.4) 12 (14.0) 3 (3.9) 29 (6.0)
2. Unimportant 18 (7.8) 3 (3.4) 10 (11.6) 4 (5.3) 35 (7.3)
3. Neither important 77 (33.2) 9 (10.3) 18 (20.9) 17 (22.4) 121 (25.2)

nor unimportant
4. Important 84 (36.2) 22 (25.3) 29 (30.2) 33 (43.4) 165 (34.3)
5. Very important 42 (18.1) 50 (57.5) 20 (23.3) 19 (25.0) 131 (27.2)

Percentages between brackets.
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TABLE 5. Means of Commitments and Explorations by School

School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4 Total F (df = 3) p <

Com 1 3,33b 3,38ab 3,54a 3,27bc 3,37 2,75 0.05
Exp 1 2,71b 3,13a 2,83b 2,60b 2,80 6,29 0.001
Com 2 3,36c 3,69a 3,54ab 3,44bc 3,47 7,18 0.001
Exp 2 2,07ab 1,90c 1,93bc 2,13a 2,02 2,92 0.05

Means in the same row that do not share the same subscripts differ significantly for school
(p < 0.05).

mean exploration (exp1 and exp2) shows that this difference is sig-
nificant: F(1) = 842,28, p < .001. To examine possible schooleffects
a multivariate analysis of variance (Manova) was employed with the
four variables (com 1,2 and exp 1,2) as dependent factors. “School” was
used as an independent variable. As can be seen in Table 5, there are
significant differences between the schools for all dependent variables.
Commitments as certainty because of one’s own world view (com 1)
are significantly higher at school 3 than at schools 1 and 4. Commit-
ments as certainty about one’s own worldview (com 2) are significantly
higher at school 2 than at schools 1 and 4. Exploration focusing on in-
formation (exp 1) is significantly high at school 2. Exploration focusing
on possible change (exp 2) is, on the other hand, significantly low at
school 2 (in comparison to schools 1 and 4).

In order to find out more about the possible causes of the founded
differences between the schools, we will take a closer look at the data
to find out whether the differences between schools still exist if the
two mentioned background variables are taken into account.

Effects of School and Religious Denominations of Pupils

A Manova with both school and religious denomination as between
subjects variables and com 1, 2 and exp 1, 2 as dependent variables,
was performed in order to find out whether significant differences
between schools on commitments and explorations still exist when
“religious denomination of pupils” is taken into account. Multivariate
significant main effects for school (F(12,1428) = 2,02, p < 0.05) and
religious denomination (F(24,1908) = 1.62, p < 0.05) as well as a sig-
nificant interaction effect (F(52,1908) = 1,38, p < 0.05) were found.
An univariate significant main effect for school was found for com-
mitment as certainty because of one’s own worldview (Com1) (F(3) =
4,62, p < 0.05): Pupils at school 3 scored significantly higher on Com1
than pupils at school 1 and school 4 (see Table 5). Univariate significant
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TABLE 6. Means of Commitments and Explorations by Religious Denomination
with Univariate F-tests for Main Effects of Religious Denomination

None Protestant Catholic Islamic Hindu Different Total F (df = 8) p <

Com1 3,26b 3,40ab 3,35ab 3,59a 3,46ab 3,53ab 3,37 2,50 0.05
Exp 1 2,63c 2,73bc 2,74bc 3,26a 3,09ab 3,01abc 2,79 2,76 0.05
Com2 3,32 3,48 3,35 3,89 3,60 3,60 3,47 1,82 n.s.
Exp 2 2,04 2,05 2,21 1,77 1,80 2,26 2,02 .690 n.s.

Denominations with low frequencies are excluded from the table. Means in the same row
that do not share the same subscripts differ significantly for religious denomination (p < 0.05).

Non-significant differences between means (p > 0.05) are marked as n.s. (non-significant).

main effects for religious denomination were found for commitment
1 (F(7) = 2,50, p < 0.05) and exploration 1 (F(7) = 2,76, p < 0.05)
(see Table 6).

Islamic pupils scored higher on commitment as certainty because
of one’s own worldview (Com 1) than pupils who do not count them-
selves to a certain worldview. Islamic pupils scored higher on explo-
ration focusing on information (Exp 1) than pupils without a certain
worldview, Protestant, and Catholic pupils. Hindu pupils scored higher
on exploration 1 than pupils without a certain worldview. Univariate
no significant interaction effects were found.

Effects of School and Importance of Worldview to Parents

A Manova with both “school” and “importance of worldview to
parents” was performed. We found multivariate main effects for both
“importance of worldview to parents” (F(16, 1776) = 3,34, p < 0.001)
and “school” (F(12,1329) = 2,25, p < 0.05) and a significant inter-
action effect of “school” and “importance of worldview to parents”
(F(48,1776) = 1,59), p < 0.05). An univariate main effect of “school”
was found for commitment as certainty because of one’s own worldview
(com 1) (F(3) = 3,30, p < 0.05): Commitment 1 at school 3 is signif-
icantly higher than at school 1 and 4, independent of the importance
of worldview for the parents of the pupils (see Table 5). Univariate
main effects of importance of worldview to parents were found for
commitment 1 (F(4) = 5,60 p < 0.001), exploration 1 (F(4) = 7,60
p < 0.001) and commitment 2 (F(4) = 6,89 p < 0.001) (see Table 7).

Pupils who indicate that worldview is unimportant to their par-
ents scored significantly lower on commitment as certainty because
of one’s own worldview (com 1) than pupils who indicate that world-
view is not at all important, neither important nor unimportant, im-
portant, or very important to their parents. Pupils who indicate that
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worldview is very important to their parents scored significantly higher
on commitment 1 than pupils who indicate that worldview is unim-
portant, neither important nor unimportant or important to their par-
ents. Pupils who indicate that worldview is very important to their
parents scored significantly higher on exploration focusing on infor-
mation (exp 1) than pupils who indicate that worldview is not all
important, unimportant, neither important nor unimportant, or im-
portant to their parents. Pupils who indicate that worldview is im-
portant to their parents scored significantly higher on exploration
1 than pupils who indicate that worldview is unimportant to their
parents.

Pupils who indicate that worldview is very important to their par-
ents scored significantly higher on commitment as certainty about
one’s own worldview (com 2) than pupils who have the feeling that
worldview is not at all important, unimportant, neither important nor
unimportant, or important to their parents.

A significant univariate interaction effect between school and
importance of worldview to parents was found for exploration 2
(F(12) = 2,95, p < 0.05). Post hoc analyses gave more information
on this significant interaction effect: At schools 1 and 4 pupils who
indicate that worldview is important to their parents, scored higher on
exploration 2 than other pupils. However, pupils at school 2 who indi-
cate that worldview is important to their parents, scored significantly
lower on exploration 2 in comparison to pupils who indicate that world-
view is “not at all important” or “neither important nor unimportant”
to their parents.

DEGREE OF INFLUENCE

Now we have considered some influences of school and back-
ground variables on commitments and explorations, we will briefly pay
attention to the third research question about how the pupils them-
selves experience the degree of influence school, parents and religious
institutions have on the way they look at life. Table 8 shows that pupils
of the four schools differ significantly in relation to the extent to which
they attribute influence to the different persons/institutions.

If we order the factors from strongest influence to weakest influ-
ence, we can conclude from Table 8 that for schools 1, 3, and 4 the
order is: parents, school, religious meetings, and minister/imam and
so on. For school 2 this order is different: parents, religious meetings,
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146 RELIGIOUS IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT OF ADOLESCENTS

TABLE 8. Mean Scores of Influence (1–5) of Parents, Religious Meetings, School
and Minister/Imam on the Way Pupils Look at Life (According to the Pupils)

School
1

School
2

School
3

School
4 Total

F
(df = 3) p <

Influence of parents 4.00ab 4.19a 3.71c 3.81bc 3.95 6.501 0.001
Influence of religious

meetings
2.10c 3.44a 2.45b 2.44b 2.47 30.482 0.001

Influence of school 2.93a 2.76ab 2.57b 2.92a 2.83 3.841 0.001
Influence of minister,

imam, etc.
1.90b 3.20a 2.16b 2.15b 2.24 31.134 0.001

Means in the same row that do not share the same subscripts differ significantly for school
(p < 0.05).

minister/imam and so on, school. The founded differences should quite
likely be related to the religious denominations of the pupils, for in
comparison to schools 1, 3, and 4, there are a lot of Islamic pupils at
school 2 (see Table 3). In the discussion we will now go further into
the founded results.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The present study examined differences between commitments
and explorations in relation to worldview of pupils of four Dutch Chris-
tian schools for secondary education. These differences were related
to differences between the pupils with regard to their worldview and
the importance that their parents attach to worldview. We found that
the pupils scored significantly higher on the scales for commitment
than on the scales for exploration. Especially the exploration focusing
on possible change (exp 2) is low. These results correspond to the gen-
eral pattern Bosma (1985) found in his data: Mean commitments are
higher than mean explorations. However, Bosma also found that varia-
tion in the group means (two scales for commitment and two scales for
exploration) is related to age, sex, and area (domain). For further inter-
pretations and (theoretical) explanations of our results further study is
therefore needed.

With regard to the second research question, we found signifi-
cant school effects on commitments and exploration. However, the
schooleffects for exploration 1, exploration 2 and commitment 2 were
not significant when the variables “pupils’ religious denominations”
and “importance of worldview to parents” were taken into account.
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At first sight we found that school 2 is characterized by high explo-
ration focusing on information (exp 1), high commitment as certainty
because of one’s own worldview (com 2) and low explorations focus-
ing on possible change (exp 2). This characterization, however, can be
explained by the fact that many pupils at school 2 are Islamic and that
worldview is important to most of their parents.

A main effect for school was still found for “commitment as cer-
tainty because of one’s own worldview” (com1) when “worldview of
pupils” and “importance of world view for parents” were taken into
account. Pupils at school 3 scored significantly higher on this scales
in comparison to the pupils at school 1 and school 4. It is worthwhile
to try to find explanations for this significant high mean on “commit-
ment as certainty because of one’s own worldview” at school 3. We
have to keep in mind that, however, not all of the possible factors of
influence necessary come up in the questionnaire. Especially from a
dynamic perspective, it is important to take the broader social world
of the pupils into account. The “fit” between both primary school
and secondary school with the home situation of the pupils might be
such a possible factor of influence in relation to “certainty because of
one’s own world view.” Supplementary analyses indicate an effect of
pupils’ primary school: Pupils who attended a primary school other
than Protestant, Catholic, or Public school (not favoring a particular
worldview) scored significantly higher on commitment 1 than pupils
who attended a Protestant school (F(3) = 3,06, p < 0.05). Propor-
tionally, many pupils of school 3 attended a primary school other than
Protestant, Catholic, or Public school (12.6 percent and only 2.1 per-
cent of the pupils at school 1 and zero percent of the pupils at school
4). Of the pupils of school 3 who attended an “other primary school”
many pupils went to a Hindu school. These pupils probably have ex-
perienced a good fit between their home situation and primary school.
This experience might have given them higher certainty because of
their own worldview (com 1). It seems worthwhile to elaborate on this
in further studies.

We found that if background variables are taken into account, most
of the significant differences between the schools (with respect to com-
mitment and exploration) disappear. Consequently, we conclude that
school in itself has, at least in our research population, no significant
main effect on the explorations and commitments in relation to world-
view. There is a main effect of school for commitment as certainty
because of one’s own worldview (com1), but there are good reasons
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148 RELIGIOUS IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT OF ADOLESCENTS

to suppose that this is not a pure school effect. Therefore, we have to
conclude that the idea that is expressed both explicitly and implicitly
in (political) discussions and research (e.g., Stoffels and Dekker 1987)
that secondary schools have no influence on the religious identity de-
velopment of pupils, can not be rejected on the basis of our results.
This does not mean, however, that secondary schools have no function
at all if it is about religious education. In this study we did not take
a closer look at the different aspects of school like for example how
pupils evaluate religious education and what pupils indicate to learn at
school in relation to worldviews. Besides that, the pupils themselves in-
dicate that “school” has a certain influence. The mean score for school
as a factor of influence on how pupils look at life is 2.83 (see Table 8),
which is reasonable. In further research attention should be paid to
the very content of these influences.

We did find certain interaction effects between school and the im-
portance that pupils’ parents attach to worldview. To give a good inter-
pretation of these interaction effects, further research is necessary. We
suppose that with regard to the founded significant interaction effect
between school and importance of worldview for parents (for exp 2),
there is a relation with the religious denomination of the parents. Many
pupils at school 2 come from an Islamic background. Our hypothesis
is that pupils with Islamic parents to whom worldview/religion is very
important, have less explorations focusing on possible change (exp 2)
than pupils with non-Islamic parents to whom worldview/religion is
also very important. This should be tested further. In this, we should
also take into account that (Islamic) pupils at school 2 experience a
significant higher influence of their parents than pupils at schools 3 or
4 (Table 8).

The present research shows that pupil populations on Dutch
Christian schools for secondary education differ strongly. Pupils dif-
fer in their religious commitments and explorations. We found that
these differences can be explained by the worldviews pupils account
themselves to and the importance their parents attach to worldview.
The “self-evaluations” in which the pupils indicate the influence of
parents, school, and religious meetings on their worldview correspond
with our conclusion that parents are very important. These conclusions
are in accord with other research findings (e.g., Andree 1983; Stoffels
and Dekker 1987; Jongsma-Tieleman 1991; Alma 1993). Therefore,
one important implication of the present research is that teachers who
want to gain better insight into the religious identity developments of
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their pupils should not fail to take notice of the religious backgrounds
of the pupils and the pupils’ parents.
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