religious education in Cyprus

This section presents briefly the contemporary Cypriot society. It also, focuses on the aims of humanities subjects because religious education is considered to be a humanity subject. It also describes in detail the aims of religious education, as they are presented in the national curriculum of Cyprus. Finally, this part presents the content of religious education textbooks in Cyprus.

religious education and the cypriot society

Cyprus is a small island and its population is about 793.000 citizens. During the past few years, a great number of immigrants are arriving in Cyprus from the former Soviet Union, Sri Lanka, Iran, Pakistan, Kurdistan and other countries. In addition, since the 1st of May 2004, Cyprus has become a member of the European Union. As a result of this, many European citizens, especially from countries with high unemployment, arrive in Cyprus in order to find employment. Obviously, these immigrants profess different cultures and religions than Cypriots.

Despite the small population of Cyprus, people with different cultures and religions coexist in the Cypriot society. Particularly, the 80,7% of the Cypriots are Greek-Cypriots (including Armenians, Maronites and Latins), the 11% are Turkish-Cypriots and the 8,3% are foreigners residing in Cyprus (The Republic of Cyprus, 2004, p.1). The Greek-Cypriot community adheres to the Autocephalous Greek Orthodox Church of Cyprus. The Turkish-Cypriot community adheres to Islam. The religious groups of Armenians, Maronites and Latins, in accordance with the 1960 constitution*, opted to belong to the Greek-Cypriot community (The Republic of Cyprus, 2004, p.1). So, the majority (80,7%) of the Cypriots are Christian Orthodox. What is more, during the past few years, a growing number of pupils, coming mainly from the former Soviet Union and other foreign countries, were enrolled in the Cypriot primary education (The Republic of Cyprus, 2004, p.1).
Multicultural education in Cyprus is currently being practiced in the form of various support measures. For instance, there are ‘measures for language support, which refer to the learning of Greek as a second language and measures for the smooth integration of groups with different culture identities’ (The Republic of Cyprus, 2004, p.1). 

Cypriot schools teach religious education to all registered pupils. Religious education is a compulsory subject for preprimary, primary and secondary education (Tapakis, 2003, p.13) and it is usually taught twice a week. In secondary education is taught by teachers that are specialized in religious education. These teachers usually are theologians who specialized in Orthodox Christianity. In preprimary and primary education, educators teach religious education without being specialists in theology. In other words, in preprimary and primary education an educator teach all the subjects without being a specialist. 

the aims of religious education in the national curriculum of cyprus

In the National Curriculum of Cyprus (Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1996, p.128), the subject of religious Education is under the title ‘Christian Orthodox Education’. Particularly, the main purpose of ‘Christian Orthodox Education’ is that:

Pupils have to realize that they are members of the Christian Orthodox Church, to learn the fundamental truths of Christianity and to experience a loving relationship with God.

(Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1996, p.128)

In addition, the national curriculum of Cyprus (Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1996, p.128), demonstrates a variety of aims for ‘Orthodox Education’. 

These aims are presented below: 

· To begin with, pupils should be enabled to understand the presence of God throughout the history and the apocalypse of God as an answer to the fundamental questions of human existence. 

· Children must also experience the figure, the teachings and the work of Jesus Christ, as the highest contribution of God for the multilateral fulfillment of man.

· Children need to experience the Christian way of love towards all people, regardless color, religion and race. 

· Children should be introduced to the basic aspects of other religions and develop a critical attitude towards them. In this way, they will become able to understand and respect the religious beliefs of other people. 

· ‘Orthodox Education’, provides pupils with the skills to appreciate the meaning of the Orthodox ethics, traditions, prayer and to make them part of their everyday life.

· Pupils should also appreciate the beneficial influence of the Orthodox Church to the development and progress of civilization. 

· Apart from these, ‘Orthodox Education’, also develops children’s understanding of the collective worships of the Church and encourages them to participate in these worships. 

· Children have to respect the value and importance of the various ecclesiastical monuments. 

· Finally, ‘Orthodox Education’, needs to promote children’s responsibility for the continuation of the Orthodox faith and way of life (Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1996, p.128).

However, religious education is based not only on the aims of the syllabus of Cyprus, but it is also based on the aims of the syllabus of Greece. Some textbooks are edited by the Ministry of Education of Cyprus and some others, are edited by the Ministry of Education of Greece. Obviously, the textbooks edited by the Ministry of Education of Greece are based on the aims of the Greek syllabus. Therefore, it is very important to present the aims of religious education in the Greek curriculum. In particular, the main purpose of ‘Christian Orthodox Education’* in Greece is:

To teach pupils the Christian Orthodox way of life, tradition and values, to develop their religious identity and to enrich their relationship with God.

(Ministry of National Education and Religions, 1993, p.87)

Besides the main purpose of ‘Orthodox Education’, the Greek syllabus demonstrates some additional aims. Firstly, ‘Orthodox Education’ aims to teach children the meaning, the symbols and the tradition of the Orthodox faith. Secondly, children have to experience a loving relationship with God and with their fellow man. Thirdly, children should understand the meaning of the Gospels and appreciate the moral and spiritual values of Orthodox Christianity. Finally, they have to realize that they are members of Jesus’ family, so they have to participate in the collective worships of the Orthodox Church (Ministry of National Education and Religions, 1993, p.87).

the textbooks and the teaching topics of religious education

Religious education textbooks are written by committees appointed by the government of Cyprus or by the government of Greece. They are printed at the expenses of the Ministry of Education and Culture and they are distributed to every pupil in every public school of Cyprus for free. Teachers teach from these textbooks almost exclusively, because their content is mandated in the national curriculum of Cyprus guidelines and objectives. Also, it must be mentioned that for each grade-year there is a teacher’s handbook, which provides some guidelines for the teaching of religious education lessons. These handbooks include the objectives of every lesson and some teaching strategies.

In particular, there are six* textbooks for the teaching of religious education in the primary schools. The textbook for year one is called ‘With the Grace of Christ: Orthodox Christian Education’. Some of the teaching topics included in this textbook are: ‘The meaning of the cross’, ‘The birth of Jesus Christ’, ‘The passions of Christ’, ‘The resurrection of Christ’, ‘The Orthodox Easter’, ‘The Holy Spirit’, ‘The ascension of Christ’, ‘The role of the Christian Orthodox priest’, ‘The holy water’, ‘The church’, ‘The meaning of the prayer’, ‘The morning prayer’, ‘Prayers in the church’, ‘Virgin Mary’, ‘The holy sacrament of baptism’, ‘The power of love’, ‘The holy sacrament of Eucharist’ (Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1999, pp.6f).

The textbook for year two is called ‘With the Love of Christ: Orthodox Christian Education’. This textbook includes: ‘The meaning of love’, ‘Love in the family’, ‘The family of God’, ‘The church’, ‘The meaning of the Orthodox icons’, ‘Almighty God’, ‘God is everywhere’, ‘The children of God’, ‘The power of love’, ‘The meaning of forgiveness’, ‘The birth of Jesus Christ’, ‘Virgin Mary’, ‘The passions of Christ’, ‘The resurrection of Christ’, ‘The Orthodox Easter’, ‘Love for the natural environment’ (Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1998a, pp.5f).

The third textbook of religious education, for year three, is ‘The life with Christ: Orthodox Christian Education’. Some of the teaching topics in this textbook are: ‘The meaning of the cross’, ‘Jesus and the children’, ‘Our communication with God’, ‘Promise and hope’, ‘Virgin Mary’, ‘Angels and shepherds’, ‘The birth of Jesus’, ‘The holy sacrament of baptism’, ‘The holy water’, ‘The holy sacrament of Eucharist’, ‘Our family’, ‘The meaning of friendship’, ‘Compassion and kindness’, ‘The passions of Christ’, ‘The resurrection of Christ’, ‘The Orthodox Easter’ (Ministry of National Education and Religions. Pedagogical Institute, 2002b, pp. 181f).

The textbook for year four is called ‘Christ’s Path: Orthodox Christian Education’. The teaching topics are: ‘Christ is a guide’, ‘The church’, ‘The monastery’, ‘The path of Christian faith’, ‘Orthodox Christianity in North Europe’, ‘Orthodox Christianity in eastern countries’, ‘Orthodox Christianity in America’, ‘Orthodox Christianity in Africa’, ‘Christian communities’ (Ministry of National Education and Religions. Pedagogical Institute, 2000, pp. 202f).

The fifth textbook is called ‘With Christ in the Struggle: Orthodox Christian Education’. This textbook includes: ‘People’s life is a struggle’, ‘Jesus’ struggle’, ‘Christ and his disciples’, ‘Saints and martyrs who died for the Christian faith: Martyr Stephano, Saint Kiriko, Saint Akilina’, ‘The transfiguration of Jesus Christ’, ‘Justice in the world’, ‘The meaning of peace’ (Ministry of National Education and Religions. Pedagogical Institute, 2002c, pp. 213f).

The textbook for the sixth year of primary school is called ‘Christ is the Truth: Christian Orthodox Education’. The teaching topics included in this textbook are: ‘Searching for the truth’, ‘Worshipping idols-idolatry’, ‘When Greeks met Christ’, ‘The Bible’, ‘Hymns and psalms in the church’, ‘The meaning of forgiveness’, ‘The path of the Christian truth’, ‘The Apostle’s creed’, ‘Religious heresies’, ‘The spiritual health’ (Ministry of National Education and Religions. Pedagogical Institute, 2002a, pp. 253f).

Obviously, the teaching topics of religious education in Cyprus are mainly about Orthodox Christianity. All the textbooks include stories about the life of Jesus Christ (birth, passions, resurrection, miracles) and many of His parables. They also include stories about the life of many Saints of the Orthodox Church.

Finally, as pointed by Tapakis (2003, p.54), the teaching topics of religious education in Cyprus can be divided into two categories: the hagiographical and the child-centered category. The former category includes topics from the Bible (Old and New Testament), the history of the Orthodox Church, the lives of Saints, hymnography and hagiography (Tapakis, 2003, p.54). The child-centered category includes topics from the children’s everyday life. It also includes topics from the Christian Orthodox poetry and literature (Tapakis, 2003, p.54). Tapakis (2003, p.54) explains that the hagiographical and child-centered categories relate religious education with children’s experiences. 

summary

To sum up, religious education is considered to be a humanity subject. In the national curriculum of Cyprus is stated that the aim of humanities subjects (religious education, history, geography, citizenship and environmental studies) is to explore and study the religious, historical, cultural, political, economical, environmental and social life of Cyprus and other countries (Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1996, p.119). At the same time, the aim of religious education in Cyprus is to enable children to realize that they are members of the Christian Orthodox Church, to meet the fundamental truths of Christianity and to experience a loving relationship with God (Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1996, p.128). Religious education is a compulsory subject for pre-primary, primary and secondary education of Cyprus and it is taught to all registered pupils twice a week (Tapakis, 2003, p.13). For the teaching of religious education in the primary schools there are six textbooks that are written by committees appointed by the government and they are distributed to every public school for free. These textbooks include teaching topics mainly about ‘The birth of Jesus’, ‘The life of Jesus (miracles, parables)’, ‘The Orthodox Easter’, ‘Saints of the Orthodox Church’, ‘Virgin Mary’ and ‘The role of the Orthodox Church’ (Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus, 1996, pp.129-132). This part of the dissertation has described the aims of humanities subjects and religious education and it has presented the content of religious education textbooks. In subsequent chapters, the way that primary school teachers assess religious education will be presented and analyzed. 
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* In 1960 Cyprus had become an independent republic. Before that, Cyprus was a British colony. Thus, since 1960, Cyprus has its own constitution.


* Religious education in Greece is under the title ‘Christian Orthodox Education’.


* Six textbooks: One for each grade-year. In Cyprus there is a six-year primary education.
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