
THESIS COMMITTEE 
Sponsor, Professor Paul R. Radosavljevich 

Reading Committee, Professors Howard R. Driggs and J. B. Nash 
and Assistant Professor Lloyd N. Yepsen 

This abstract approved by sponsor 

ABSTRACT OF THESIS 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy in the School of Education of New York University, 1933 

A FOUNDATIONAL STUDY OF EXPERIMENTAL 
RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 

BY V ARTAN DIKRAN MELCONIAN 

I. The Problem and Its Importance 
The problem of this thesis is to determine 

the foundations of religious education in both 
theory and practice with reference to the re
search and experimentation which have been 
applied to it, as indicated : ( 1 ) by an historical 
study of the developing science of religious 
education; (2) by a survey of its most scien
tific literature to discover the theoretical bases 
and the pedagogical issues which necessitate 
an experimental religious education ; and ( 3) 
by an analysis of the most important researches 
related to it. 

This investigation may be considered neces
sary at the present stage of the development of 
religious education which has attained some
thing of a status as a scientific study. More
over, this approach is preliminary to, and may 
be considered to comprehend, any additional 
contribution which may be felt necessary to a 
discipline characterized by such rapid develop
ment and broadening .scope. There is ample 
justification of this study in the expressions of 
need by the outstanding leaders in religious 
education, many of whom are quoted. The 
felt need, essentially, is for inductive data 
secured by means of scientific research pro
ceeding from the point of view of experimental 

education. The efforts in this direction are 
presented here in a foundational study of ex
perimental religious education. 

No such approach to religious education was 
found to have been made. The only book in 
experimental religious education, according to 
Otto Mayer, Research Associate of the Bu
reau of Research, The International Council 
of Religious Education (in a letter to the 
writer under date of November 17, 1932), is 
Goodwin B. Watson's Experimentation and 
Measurement in Religious Education, New 
York: Association Press, 1927, xii+295 pages. 
This is a textbook treatment of the statistical 
approach to religious education, the author 
presenting the principles involved in the test
ing method and in the construction of tests; 
the tests available ; and a technical summary 
of educational statistics. 

II. The Methods Used and Proce
dure of Study 

This investigation, with reference to meth
ods and procedure, developed logically. After 
a preliminary analysis of the chief source of 
religious education, the volumes of the journal 
of the Religious Education Association, Reli
gious Eduaction (Vol. I, No. 1, April1906 to 
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Vol. XXVIII, 1933), an historical study of 
what is recognized as a science of religious edu
cation was presented in perspective. In the 
light of this history, particularly of the last 
quarter century, the need which gave rise to 
the present investigation was revealed; namely, 
that religious educators were confronted by a 
condition composed of theories. More than 
two hundred sources which most nearly ap
proximated scientific study in the field were 
examined in order to determine its theoretical 
bases. This survey of the literature of the field 
revealed -also the pedagogical problems which 
make necessary an experimental religious edu
cation. These were found to be inherent in and 
issue from the confusion of theories. 

The study thus far revealed the need for 
scientific research in religious education. In
ductive data were not available. The ques
tions, therefore, were inevitable: To what ex
tent had the scientific method been applied to 
religious education? What problems have been 
investigated and methods used? One hundred 
and two research studies related to religious 
education were analyzed. In the summary and 
conclusions following the analysis of each 
group of researches, organized according to 
the elements of the educative process, there 
were presented the observations, inductions, 
evaluations, and suggestions for further study. 
In the final conclusion, the implications of the 
entire foregoing investigation with respect to 
experimental religious education were organ
ized and a critical estimate offered. 

III. Evidence Presented 
In chapter two the historical data gathered 

chiefly from the preliminary survey of the vol
umes of Religious Education present the devel
oping science of religious education in perspec
tive. The examination of the more than two 
hundred sources which most nearly approxi
mated scientific study of religious education 

furnished the data which determined both the 
theoretical bases and the pedagogical issues 
necessitating an experimental religious educa
cation. Chapters three and four, respectively, 
present these data. The data resulting from 
the analysis of one hundred and two research 
studies are presented in cllapters five and six. 

IV. Conclusions 
1. The felt need for inductive research in 

religious education is justified. Religious edu
cators have been too content to speculate ac
cording to deductive reasoning, and experi
ment according to trial and error. The con
fusion of theories and the resultant pedagogical 
issues make research necessary. 

2. At the present stage of development, · 
experimental religious education must be less 
concerned with practical results and concen
trate more upon the perfection of research pro
cedure. Two dangers are evident: that of gen
eralizing beyond the data, and the other of 
accepting the face value of results without re
gard to working hypotheses and methods of 
procedure. 

3. It is found necessary already to remind 
religious educators that science can have its 
mistaken worshipers no less than religion. The 
rapid development of interest in the science 
of religious education has caused the use of 
scientific terms without sufficient regard to 
their meaning. That there are few scientific 
experiments in religious education while at the 
same time there is a great literature is evidence 
of this. 

4. Religious education has been too long de
pendent upon the natural and social sciences 
which neighbor it. It is evident that experi
mental religious education must develop cri
teria of research and secure its own data. 

5. The extreme complexity of personality 
and character as they relate to religious educa-
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tion must be recognized in order that the diffi
culties arising may be attended to in experi
mentation. Persons are extremely complicated 
beings on the plane of self-consciousness. Reli
gious consciousness, therefore, is still more 
involved. Studies which measure only overt 
behaviours are obviously inadequate. It is emi
nently impottant that all underlying factors 
be considered i~ research in religious education. 

6. Definition is a scientific tool essential to 
research. To establish working definitions is a 
necessary step in developing instruments and 
techniques of investigation. In religious edu
cation, too many researches were found to 
have failed in this respect. 

7. There has arisen serious questioning as 
to the possibility of studying quantitatively 
the problems of religious education, and a type 
of research is recommended, the results of 
which, it is claimed, will have as much signifi
cance and reliability as the statistical- and the 
control-laboratory types. This is the confer
ence-check method, by means of which research 
students in conference on a particular problem 
present their experiences and judgments, de· 
cide principles, and check on each other 
throughout the study. 

8. Present-day research related to religious 
education is predominantly statistical. It was 
clear that the value of measuring instruments 
must be validated. Experimental situations are 
difficult to control and determining factors in 
any religious situation are extremely hard to 
isolate. Hence there is increasing discontent 
with quantitative methods applied to any prov
ince in the life of man, and particularly to 
religion. 

9. High statistical correlation as a cri
terion in experimental religious education is 
questioned. Single factors ought not to be over
stressed in experimentation, since one factor 
cannot be studied unless it is considered in the 

total situation. On this account, -it is seriously 
questioned as to whether religious personality 
as a whole can be investigated experimentally. 

10. Religion is concerned with ultimate 
ethical values and spiritual motivation. The 
question is raised as to whether these can be 
determined by scientific experimentation or 
whether philosophical reasoning is the only 
possible cooperative method of study in this 
field. Experimental religious education in its 
pedagogical researches must reckon with the 
question of ideals which are to be taught, with 
reference to how they must be determined as 
well as taught. The problem of values, both 
ethical and spiritual, cannot be ignored in reli
gious education. 

11. Finally, religious education has spread 
itself out too widely over the whole field of 
social research and in so doing is losing its 
identity. There is need of an experimental reli
gious education. 

V. Implications of Findings 
1. Religious education, viewed in historical 

perspective of only a little more than a quarter 
century, reveals rapid development and exten
sive activity. The literature is vast. Research 
and experimentation are therefore inevitable 
to its development. 

2. There is a scientific trend clearly evident 
in this development, many of the problems 
of religious education already being subjected 
to inductive research and experimentation. 
Though results are yet negligible, a science of 
religious education has taken form. 

3. In this development there has been no 
hesitation on the part of religious educators 
to acknowledge indebtedness to and depend
ence upon the sciences neighboring their field. 
The working hypotheses, therefore, of research 
in religious education reveal overlapping, par
ticularly with psychology and sociology. Cri-
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teria of invesitgation must be considered in 
connection with research in religious educa
tion. 

4. The overlapping of the neighboring sci
ences with religious education was revealed 
particularly in the investigation of its theoret
ical bases ; the many and conflicting theories 
related to it indicating clearly the need of an 
experimental foundation. 

5. The question involved in the problem of 
theories is that of definition. For example, it is 
not clear as to whether religion has a unique 
content or not, or whether it is more than con
duct, and a special kind of character. As re· 
lated to experimenta1 religious education, re
search is dependent upon definition which is 
essentially a scientific tool. Interpretation of 
data is impossible without it. 

6. There was found increasing acknowledg
ment of the complexity of both religion and 
character, as well as of education. The diffi
culty of research in the problems of religious 

education was found to be generally appre
ciated. 

7. Due to the complexity of the problems 
facing experimental religious education, the 
need for inductive data is urgent. 

8. In order to secure adequate data, reli
gious education is endeavoring to construct 
scientific procedures, for it is increasingly felt 
that methods and techniques of research are 
present-day primary needs. There has not yet 
been developed, however, an adequate method
ology in this field. 

9. An outstanding result of the present 
study is its justification. It has been made evi
dent that the first approach to present-day reli
gious education needs to be the determination 
of its foundations in both theory and practice 
with reference to research and experimenta
tion. In order to know what may be further 
expected, it is first necessary to determine. the 
foundations and present progress of experi
mental religious education. 
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