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Framing the identity of Catholic schools: empirical methodology for
quantitative research on the Catholic identity of an education institute
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In this article, a new empirical methodology is presented aimed at framing the
religious aspects of the identity structure of Catholic educational organisations.
Under the auspices of the Catholic Education Commission of Victoria, Australia,
we developed three theoretical models into handy research instruments that allow
us to quantify an organisation’s confessional identity in a statistically responsible
way: the Post-critical Belief Scale, the Melbourne Scale, and the Victoria Scale.
" After interpreting the results, it is possible to give recommendations concerning
the policy steps aimed at a further development and enhancement of Catholic
institutional identity. The normative framework of this research is the ideal of the
recontextualisation of Catholic identity, based on dialogue with plurality and a
symbolic understanding of religion. These empirical instruments are being
integrated into an automated Web platform that will allow Catholic institutes
to do autonomous research on the religious aspects of their collective identity.
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Introduction: empirical research on Catholic school identity

In recent years, the Centre for Academic Teacher Training of the Faculty of Theology
of the Catholic University of Leuven (Belgium) has been developing a new empirical
methodology to frame the identity structure of Catholic educational organisations.
This methodology allows us to investigate in detail the kind(s) of Catholic institutional
identity and the level(s) of Catholicity present in an organisation, today and towards
the future. To this end, we developed three theoretical models into multivariate attitude
scales that allow us to quantify a Catholic organisation’s identity in a statistically
responsible way. After interpreting the results, it is possible to give justified recom-
mendations concerning the policy steps aimed at the further development and
enhancement of Catholic institutional identity. These empirical instruments are
applicable on three levels: they can be used by individuals, by groups, or by organi-
sations as a whole. The instruments will be integrated into a completely automatised
Web platform with which, in the long term, educational institutes will be able to do
autonomous empirical research on their Catholic identity.

This empirical methodology has been developed in the framework of the
Australian research project ‘Measuring and Enhancing Catholic School Identity’,
carried out by Goedele Baeke (2006-2007) and Jan Bouwens (2007-2011), promoted
by Didier Pollefeyt. This five-year project, carried out under the auspices of the
Catholic Education Commission of the Australian federal state of Victoria, has been
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running at the Centre for Academic Teacher Training of the Leuven Faculty of
Theology since August 2006. The project focuses on the religious identity of Catholic
education institutes that face the challenge today of recontextualising their Catholic
identity in a detraditionalising and pluralising culture, both in Australia and in
Belgium.

How does such research work in practice? The researcher carefully defines a sample
frame and selects a suitable group of participants. By filling out the questionnaires
online, the respondents reveal various attitudes and opinions by evaluating a number
of carefully chosen statements, measured on a seven-point Likert scale (from ‘I agree’
to ‘I disagree’). With the aid of statistical analyses we are able to disclose general
tendencies and patterns of thinking applicable to the whole population. We des-
cribe these tendencies in terms of the typological models on which the scales are based .
and express approvals or disapprovals in the form of numerical scores. With these data
we can perform even further analyses, such as the calculation of sub-group scores,
associations between scale types and among scales, cross-tables with background
variables, evolutions through time, comparisons to other populations, etc. As in all
empirical research, a deselect random sample of sufficient volume is necessary to be
able to draw meaningful conclusions about a population as a whole. Our tools measure
the organisation’s identity at two levels. The factual level describes the way in which
people perceive and interpret their organisation’s current identity (‘my school’). On the
normative level, respondents indicate their personal ideal visions, the normative
standpoint from which they perceive reality (‘my ideal school’). The comparison
between both measurement levels yields valuable insights. We can determine to what
extent one identifies with the current state of affairs, and in what direction one would
like to see the organisation develop in the future. For each empirical instrument we
generate a series of tables and graphs that render results in a complementary way: scale
averages, histograms, box-and-whisker plots, percentage charts, radar charts, linear
correlations, etc. Next, the results are carefully described and interpreted. To this end,
a good knowledge of the underlying typological models is indispensable. Finally, one
can draw conclusions from the results on a policy level. The theoretical concepts,
empirical methodology and statistical building blocks form a new language, as it were,
with its own vocabulary, grammar and ways of speaking that allow us to talk about the
identity of organisations in an innovative and revealing way.

In this article, we will briefly introduce the three attitude scales: the so-called Post-
critical Belief Scale, the Melbourne Scale, and the Victoria Scale. Each time, the
internal structure of the underlying typologies is presented schematically and briefly
elucidated. Next, we describe in some detail the various ideal-typical school identity
options used in our research (for a more extended description, see Pollefeyt and
Bouwens 2009). We continue with a written interpretation of a basic example result
taken from our Flemish educational context. We conclude with the presentation of the
new website for empirical research on Catholic institutional identity.

A. The Post-critical Belief Scale

The Post-critical Belief Scale is an empirical instrument that was developed in the
1990s by the Leuven psychologist of religion Dirk Hutsebaut (Hutsebaut 1996). The
questionnaire operationalises the typology by David M. Wulff (1991) on the four
different ways that people deal with belief contents. These four cognitive belief styles
or religious attitudes result from the combination of two dimensions. In Figure 1, the



meaning that they are theoretical, extreme positions in a continuum with many in-
between positions and mixed forms.

A typology of cognitive belief styles

Orthodoxy or ‘literal belief” stands for a literal affirmation of doctrinal belief contents.
Theologically speaking, this religious attitude assumes a direct, immediate access to
the transcendent reality. The literally believing human being stresses the possibility
and the desirability to present God unmediated, to meet Him directly in words and
rituals. He believes in a personal, immutable God and in fixed religious truth claims.
Religious metaphors and truths of faith are objectified and interpreted literally.
Biblical texts are mostly read literally and just accepted, and great value is attached to
the Catholic tradition’s objective shape. In particular cases, literal faith goes together
with a need for stability, certainty, security, and familiarity. The literally believing
person is often uncertain and afraid of new, complicating problems and, therefore,
desires absolute certainty on matters of faith. On each question of faith, one single,
exact, certain, and unchangeable answer should be given. Authority, ecclesiastical
hierarchy and obedience are of great importance. A subjective, critical faith interpre-
tation is risky since interpretation results in uncertainty and doubt. One meritorious
aspect of literal belief is the carefor the ontological referent of the Christian faith: faith
may not ‘become symbolised” in such a way that belief in the objective existence of God
would no longer be significant. However, in a pure form literal belief runs the risk of
becoming a rigid, forced faith experience, often characterised by intolerance for
alternative religious positions. At its worst, we can even speak of religious fanaticism
and fundamentalism.



















































