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Abstract: This study is based on the existence of the right to an integral education in childhood, which 

includes the spiritual and religious dimensions. Multiple studies show that, for religious people, religiosity is a 

fundamental dimension in their personal development. Religious development depends to a large extent on 

different factors, such as school education and family. However, not every religious context is positive for human 

development, which is why societies set limits on religious freedom. A summary of the main studies concluding 

that, in general, religiosity has a positive influence on people’s development (e.g., it makes them happier, more 

tolerant, more resilient, less susceptible to illness, they have more positive relationships, etc.) is shown below. 

Finally, guidelines are provided for an integral education of religiosity during childhood and adolescence, valuing 

the differential role played by psychological development, the family context, the educational context and that of 

peers. This paper advocates the importance of comprehensive religious education for children who are believers; 

and of the relevance of teaching about different religious realities for all schoolchildren. 
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1. Introduction 

The starting point is that the right to education is a fundamental and universal right, and that education must 

be integral (involving all aspects of the person as a biopsychosocial-spiritual being). 

An integral education is a universal right. In the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, there were 

several sections explicitly referring to the right to education and the right to freedom of religion (UNICEF, 1990). 

From these, the following aspects stand out, which are taken as premises: Every child has the right to education 

(art. 21), to an education “aimed at: the development of the child’s personality, (...) values...” (art. 29.1); together 

with this, we also find the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion (art. 14.1), the right to an education 

where there is continuity in their religiosity (art. 20.3), and where they learn to assimilate and respect religious 

differences (art. 29.3); as well as the right to religious practices (art. 30). It also recognizes the importance of 

spiritual development and the obligation of the states to promote it (art. 17, art 23.3, art. 27.1, art. 32.1). 

These rights, the right to an integral education (covering all aspects of the personality, including values) and 

the right to religiosity, lead us to defend that religiosity should be included as a relevant dimension in education 
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(logically with respect for those who take different positions on the religious question, including non-believers). In 

addition, States must ensure that personal as well as religious development be guided by respect for differences, 

having as limits “those prescribed by law which are necessary to protect public safety, order, morals, or health, or 

the fundamental rights and freedoms of others” (art. 14.3). This forces the States to monitor the different religious 

socializations, including the educational system, because not all personal religious orientations and developments 

are in themselves ethical, as they can deviate and develop positions which are contrary to universal human rights. 

It has been proven that the type of religious and spiritual education has a significant influence on the development 

of individuals, and therefore special attention should be paid to it (Vargas & Moya, 2018). 

At this point, it must be said that our position is fully in line with these rights, and therefore, we take these 

rights as our starting point. 

The question now is whether religiosity/spirituality influences a person’s development; and if so, to what 

extent does it do so in a positive or negative way? This being said, it would be necessary to know whether cultural, 

social, interpersonal, educational, family factors... influence this development, because it would then be necessary 

to provide guidelines to positively influence this dimension. 

The aim of this research is to provide answers to these questions based on the review of multiple scientific 

studies. 

2. Influence of Religiosity on Personal Development 

Firstly, it is necessary to distinguish between religiosity and spirituality (Pargament, 2013; Urchaga, Morán 

& Finez, 2019). In short, religiosity is embedded within a religious tradition, and it involves a religious group, 

with its rules, dogmas, traditions... related to the sacred, so it has a “cultural” and optional component, while 

spirituality is universal, as it includes issues such as the meaning of life, the connection with the inner and outer 

world (whether I am part of a whole or not), values, search for self-transcendence, etc... which can be presented 

without reference to the sacred, and without an institutional context. Religiosity includes spirituality.  

To the question of whether religiosity influences a person’s development, one has to answer that it does to the 

extent that people consider religiosity to be important in their lives. Following the classical proposal of Allport 

(1950) and Allport and Roos (1967), the appropriation of religiosity would become an intrinsic religiosity. Current 

personality models include religiosity and spirituality as key dimensions for coping with life, and therefore they 

can constitute important personal traits (Martínez Martí, 2006; Seligman, 2011). There are clear positive examples 

for the above: Mother Teresa of Calcutta, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Nelson Mandela..., but there are also 

negative examples, such as religious fanatics, religious terrorists or leaders of destructive religious sects. Thus, 

religiosity has a significant influence on religious people, and this influence can lead to both positive and negative 

developments. A good systematization of most of these studies can be found in the specific work published by the 

American Psychological Association (APA) which is coordinated by Pargament (2013). 

Numerous review studies have demonstrated the positive influence of religiosity on the 

biopsychosocial-spiritual development of human beings. Thus, Koening, McCullough and Larson (2001) found 

that in almost 90% of the 12,000 studies reviewed, religious people enjoy better health. Although not exhaustive, 

the data show that religious people biologically have lower mortality and morbidity rates, less physical illness, 

lower hypertension, lower risk of certain types of cancer, better immune function, longer life expectancy; 

psychologically, they have lower rates of suicide, alcoholism, greater ability to cope with death and cancer, more 
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sense of life, higher self-esteem, more satisfaction with life, better coping with the challenges of aging, and 

different life difficulties; at the interpersonal-social level, they are more forgiving, more grateful, kinder, more 

generous, receive more social support, and show greater marital satisfaction, with lower divorce rates. Much 

subsequent research and systematic reviews support this positive influence of religiosity (Armas & Lopez-Castedo, 

2018; Braam, & Koenig, 2019; Dew, Fuemmeler, & Koenig, 2020; Dew, Kollins & Koenig, 2020; Koening, 

McCullough, & Larson; Naewbood, Sorajjakool, & Triamchaisri, 2012; Pargament, 1997, 2013; Pérez, Sandino, 

& Gómez, 2015; Salgado, 2014; Pérez, Sandino, & Gómez, 2015; Pham, Beasley, Gagliardi, Koenig, & Stanifer, 

2020; Urchaga, Morán & Finez, 2019; Valiente, 2014). 

Therefore, since the influence of religiosity on personal development has been demonstrated, it makes sense 

to study the importance of the childhood stage in religious development, its characteristics and the most influential 

factors. There are numerous studies answering these questions, particularly those carried out at the Catholic 

University of Louvain by Professor Vergote (Vergote & Tamayo, 1980), at the University of Helsinki by 

Tamminen (1991), and at the Pontifical University of Salamanca by Vázquez (1983) and Urchaga (2005). Based 

on these and other studies, we will summarize the main characteristics of religiosity during childhood and 

adolescence and propose educational guidelines for the Catholic/Christian context (Argyle, 2000; Benjamins, 

2004; Brusselmans, 1980; Bucher & Reich, 1991; Fowler, 1981; Francis, 1979; Francis & Astley, 2003; Goldman, 

1964; Lee & Early, 2000; Oser & Gmünder, 1991; Pargament, 2001; Strommen, 1971; Vitz, 1991). 

3. Religiosity in Children 

From the aforementioned studies, and always in Judeo-Christian contexts, it can be stated that religiosity 

during childhood (approximately up to 12 years old) has its own characteristics. The main one is that during this 

stage, religion fits very well into their psychological development (this is due to concrete pre-operational thinking, 

as well as to the importance of the affective-relational dimension). As a result, for example, religion classes are 

highly valued, especially in Pre-school and the first years of Primary School (this will change in Secondary and 

Upper secondary). For this reason, they enjoy many of the readings from the Bible. 

During this period, the child has a “magical perception” of God: they believe God is like a “magician” who 

sees everything, is all-powerful, and is good. Moreover, they visualize God with “human” characteristics: big, 

with beards, living in the clouds, etc., reflecting the images they have been shown. This conception will change in 

adolescence to a closer God, friend, confessor, and later to a more spiritual idea (light, energy, presence, mystery). 

The child has a “childish” vision of God, and it cannot be otherwise, since they are children. During this period, 

they see God with characteristics related to the people closest to them (mainly parents, but also other figures such 

as grandparents, catechists, teachers, etc.): love, affection, respect, rules, care. It can also happen that if there is a 

bad relationship with parental figures, this can be transferred to their relationship with God, and then God is seen 

as a punisher, bad, and distrusted, and sometimes they even stop believing (Rizzuto, 1991). Studies show that in 

order to believe in a loving and fatherly God (who has rules and limits, who tells us that we must distinguish 

between right and wrong, that not everything is acceptable, that not everything is irrelevant, the God of the 

Commandments), children during the first years of their lives (especially before the age of 5) have had to 

experience love, they have had to experience and feel that they have been loved unconditionally, only then can 

they lay the affective foundations for a relationship with a loving God. We would like to point out that this 

experience of love, the feeling of being loved, does not only affect religiosity, but all aspects of their lives: their 
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self-esteem, and their belief that other people can love them. If the child has not been loved, he/she will tend to 

reject, to not believe in the existence of a loving God (this is clearly observed in children with very problematic 

childhoods) (Rizzuto, 1991; Vergote & Tamayo, 1980; Vitz, 1991) 

On the other hand, it is not enough to be loved, the child must also experience that there are social rules, that 

not everything is fine, that wrongdoing has consequences, in other words, the child must be educated about limits, 

about obligations, not only about rights. Rules are easily learned if they are transmitted, through word and 

example, by the person who respects and loves them. Rules without affection are impositions which are not 

assumed but feared (behind this type of relationship can be born the idea of a punishing God, who is frightening). 

At this point, it is important to emphasize that showing affection is not incompatible with setting limits; in fact, 

those who best transmit limits are those who love us. Love without limits is the basis of a person who believes 

they have the right to everything, who is overprotected, and therefore will not be autonomous as an adult, will not 

know how to relate to others, as they will not accept the rules of others and will tend to do as they please, and will 

also be a person who does not make an effort. It is the basis of a believer who assumes that there are 

commandments, that we have to work and strive to improve the world in which we live and share. 

Finally, we would like to highlight a third aspect which has been found to be one of the most decisive in the 

transmission of religiosity: the example, the fact that the child sees and knows that his or her parents are religious. 

It has been shown that knowing that both parents (mother and father) carry out some of these religious practices 

(praying on occasion, attending mass several times a year, going to communion on occasion) will make it very 

unlikely that the child will be an unbeliever when he or she is young: people believe what the people we love and 

respect believe. If during childhood, children do not see their beloved parents practicing, they learn that religiosity 

is not important to them. At this point, we would like to stress that the key is not so much in the children’s practice, 

but in that of their parents. In that sense, it is important to support all initiatives of family catechesis, and of 

groups where families practice together, especially when they are children. When a child attends religious services, 

this should be done not out of obligation, but in freedom, and he or she should be emotionally at ease, comfortable 

and happy (Tamminen, 1991). 

4. Religiosity in Pre-adolescence and Adolescence 

Pre-adolescence (12–14 years) is undoubtedly the stage where most changes occur in religiosity, and yet this 

period receives little attention. This is due to the fact that psychological changes do not usually emerge until 

adolescence, but it is during pre-adolescence that the child has ceased to be a child, and has been almost silently 

reviewing his or her religiosity. At this age, there are major psychological changes resulting from biological ones, 

which affect brain and body development. The physical aspect is the most visible, from a child’s body to an 

adult’s, but there are also great mental changes which allow the pre-adolescent to reason in a different way, 

especially in a more logical and abstract way (thus, he or she can now understand the laws of physics, carry out 

abstract problems, etc.).Therefore, at the beginning of this period we have a child who has a childish religiosity 

characterized by a vision of God as a “magician”, where biblical stories are accepted and interpreted literally. 

They begin to systematically and logically doubt many of the religious ideas, for instance: “how is it possible that 

if God is good, He allowed my father to die? This leads to doubts about God’s intervention in the world, and by 

extension about almost all religious ideas, which were logically wrong to a large extent because they were childish. 

During pre-adolescence, this religiosity will be reviewed, but they will do so almost “in solitude”, because in this 
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period their doubts are hardly attended to, since they are barely asked any questions” (Oser & Gmünder, 1991; 

Tamminen, 1991). 

With the arrival of adolescence (14–17 years old), the religiosity of pre-adolescents “blossoms”, “emerges”; 

and their position towards God will scarcely change throughout their lives. Whereas during childhood almost all 

children were religious, in adolescence they already show vital positions: believer, agnosticism (I don’t know if 

God exists), passivity (I don’t care whether He exists or not), atheism (God doesn’t exist). This change, which 

takes place in a period of 2–3 years, should not be attributed to the people responsible for their religious education 

(catechists or religion teachers), since this change has been observed in different cultures and with very different 

teachers and catechists. This does not mean that they do not have an influence, but the major factor in their 

religious positioning (whether they are more or less believers) has to do, above all, with how religiosity was 

experienced in their family environment during their childhood, and especially if their parents were practitioners. 

It has been proven that whether or not they attend a religious school has almost no influence on the greater or 

lesser religiosity of their students, since there is almost the same proportion of both believing and non-believing 

adolescents in both types of school. As previously mentioned, the key factor is family religiosity, which we 

underline once again here. The adolescent believer comes to a large extent from families who believe, practice and 

where there is a good family relationship. Agnosticism is usually associated with a non-religious family 

environment, and atheism with an atheistic family environment, or also very problematic family environments 

where it has been very difficult to experience love. Nowadays, we do not have a clear explanation as to why 

religiosity is more present in women than in men, but it is a fact that this is the case (Garzón & Barahona, 2018; 

Urchaga, 2007). 

During adolescence, the relationship with the afterlife changes, God becomes more personal, more of a friend, 

confidant, someone who feels close, who understands and listens, where Jesus takes on great importance, and 

becomes a life role model. The relationship becomes almost one of friendship, whereas in childhood it was that of 

a distant God, like a “superhero”. In this period, religious beliefs suffer a “great earthquake” and are almost 

unsustainable because they are “childish”; and the adolescent believer, instead of entering into a theoretical and 

theological revision of them, simplifies them into a “I believe in God, Jesus, Friend”, closely related to the 

practice and the Church. At this stage, the group of friends and catechism classmates is very important, and if a 

positive relationship is established, it will be the best support during this stage. Adolescents will experience 

religiosity to a great extent if they find a group of peers with whom they can share their faith. In this period, the 

relational and emotional dimensions are more important than the theoretical, so that theological-dogmatic content 

“goes in one ear and out the other”. In this period, they claim that a retreat, a get-together or a similar meeting 

with a group of friends is more meaningful to them than all the lectures-catechesis they have received. Thus, 

religion classes, which were highly valued in primary school, are not so highly valued anymore (Tamminen, 1991; 

Urchaga, 2005). 

It will be during youth and adulthood, with a more established personality and consequently, with a sense of 

life, when people individually demand a greater theological study, and that is why when they are older they sign 

up for courses to deepen their faith, as they need to understand God more deeply and thoroughly. It will be as 

adults when this childish God becomes a more spiritual God, where one assumes our smallness and thus our 

impossibility to see all of Him, but at the same time one becomes certain of His existence, presence and company, 

while placing oneself in His hands (Fowler, 1981). 
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5. Conclusion 

Education must be integral, and therefore has to take into account the religious and the spiritual dimension. 

Religious education must also be multidimensional, so it must include the different aspects of religiosity (practices, 

affective, cognitive and interpersonal issues), and therefore a purely cognitive religious education will be 

insufficient. Religiosity has a great transformation power for the individual, and education must play a very 

important role in order to be for the better, as it has been generally demonstrated, since it improves biological, 

health, psychological and well-being aspects, as well as interpersonal and social dimensions. 

It has been found that religious education must take into consideration the different stages of human religious 

development (childhood, pre-adolescence, adolescence and youth) and in its different dimensions (biological, 

affective, cognitive, behavioral and social). The significance of different factors at different ages has been proven: 

love, limit setting, the example, cognitive development, as well as the relevance of peers and adults. 

Finally, it is noteworthy that not all religious development are necessarily positive, but that they can lead to 

negative developments (e.g., religious fanaticism), hence the importance of educational contexts. It is therefore 

concluded that different societies would encourage positive religious educational contexts for those who consider 

religiosity to be important in their lives. Otherwise, there is a risk of a non-integrated education, as well as of 

potential negative religious developments (pathological, immature, childish). 
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