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Abstract 

In this emerging scholar summary, the author joins together scholarship on religion and culture and advocates for 
socially just education for religious understanding that is linked to global citizenship and diversity education. A 
comparative case study methodology that incorporates a survey and elite interviews is used to explore the manner and 
degree to which global liberal arts colleges and universities are engaging with religious diversity. Three axes are applied 
to analyze the ways education for religious understanding may function across place, space, and time within global 
education policy networks. 
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Introduction 

As inclusion, equity, and diversity initiatives become increasingly foregrounded in comparative and international 
education (CIE) (Deardorff et al., 2021; Hunter et al., 2022), it is essential to note which identities, communities, and 
topics are commonly excluded from the discussion. This is necessary from the perspective of seeking epistemic justice 
(Clarke, 2021) for Indigenous and spiritual knowledge (Lin et al., 2021), for creating equitable and inclusive campuses, 
and in preparing students to address global challenges. Authors in this journal have noted that intentionality is required to 
counter “the mainstream Anglo-American imaginary” (Castiello-Gutiérrez, 2020, p. 94) and to reimagine 
internationalization in and across contexts for the common good. Many international higher education institutions have 
missional commitments to develop global citizens (Castiello-Gutiérrez, 2020; Marinoni, 2019), yet religious, secular, and 
spiritual worldviews, referred to in higher education spiritual and interfaith development literature as “RSS” (Snipes & 
Manson, 2020), are often absent, despite their interwovenness with culture. This inquiry into leaders’ framing of 
education for religious understanding, also referred to as worldview diversity education (Edwards & Kitamura, 2019), is 
an exploratory attempt to understand the manner and degree to which global liberal arts campuses are engaging 
intentionally with religious diversity. 
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I join with scholars who link global and domestic diversity agendas from a social justice lens (Deardorff et al., 

2021; Özturgut, 2017; Williams, 2013) and with those who argue for alignment between global citizenship education and 
worldview diversity education that champions interactional diversity (Edwards & Kitamura, 2019, Geibel, 2020). These 
authors share a humanistic orientation to the common good mission of the university, a rhetoric that many universities 
espouse but that is frequently found to be in the service of neoliberal aims (Brunner, 2022; Zhang, 2020). To counter the 
dominant imaginary, humanistic goals must be clearly articulated and woven into international higher education strategies 
and pedagogies (Castiello-Gutiérrez, 2020; Geibel, 2020). Thus, I propose education for religious understanding as a 
purposeful companion to diversity, intercultural, and global citizenship education within the expanse of global learning 
(Green & Hassim, 2022).  
 

Informed by Critical Lenses 
CIE and religious studies scholars frame religion and spirituality as aspects of identity, culture, and knowledge 

(Edwards, 2018; Lin et al., 2021; Shahjahan, 2010) that are dynamically interconnected with politics, history, and 
geography (Beyers, 2017; Moore, 2022; Sivasubramanian & Hayhoe, 2018).  

 
Religion & Secularism 

Higher education’s neutrality on the topic of religion in many locales demonstrates a privileging of secularism in 
the academy that devalues what are, for many, meaningful ontologies and epistemologies (Dei et al., 2016; Lin et al., 
2021; Shahjahan, 2010; Zine, 2004). Paradoxically, this secularism often functions within larger societal religious 
hegemony (Blumenfeld, 2020; Small, 2020) that may also be present in global liberal arts contexts. The modernist 
division of sacred/secular is itself asserted to be a Western construction rooted in the modern/colonial imaginary (Horii, 
2019; Stein & de Oliveira Andreotti, 2017). These perspectives inform my approach to the study from a critical 
internationalization studies lens (Stein & McCartney, 2021).  

 
Critical and Decolonial Approaches to Internationalization 

My racial, citizenship, and religious heritages as a White American Protestant Christian, experiences living and 
working in religiously plural contexts, and the histories in which contemporary religion and education are embedded, 
including Christian privilege and secular bias in Western-patterned institutions, sensitize me to the importance of 
decolonial and contextualized approaches to education for religious understanding (Edwards, 2016, 2018; Shahjahan et 
al., 2021; Vázquez, 2015). Similarly, a critical approach to qualitative research (Bhattacharya, 2022) informs my posture 
toward both the inquiry – rejecting objective neutrality – and people: valuing leaders as collaborators and fellow human 
beings, not sources of data. In response to authors who advocate for the explicit naming of values in comparative 
education research (Appadurai, 1990; Hayhoe, 2021), I disclose that I am motivated by my faith to seek decolonial and 
contextual approaches to education for religious understanding to enhance global justice and peace. 

 
Research Questions 

The forthcoming study is guided by the following research questions: 
(1) To what extent education about religious diversity is a concern of global liberal arts colleges and universities;  
(2) How it is expressed by senior leaders in relation to select campuses’ purposes, priorities, or initiatives;  
(3) What approaches to worldview diversity education are these campuses adopting and why. 

 
Purpose of the Study  

The study explores the extent to which education about religious diversity is an area of attention at global liberal 
arts colleges and universities (GLAC&U) through the perceptions of senior university leaders. Building on research by 
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Godwin (2013, 2015a, 2015b) and others (Bowling, in press; Boyle, 2022; Jung et al., 2019; Yang, 2016), GLAC&U are 
self-identifying campuses that combine interdisciplinary undergraduate teaching with foci on the liberal arts and 
developing students’ global citizenship. As of a decade ago, there were over 200 global liberal arts programs located 
outside of North America (Godwin, 2013), including international branch campuses and American Universities Abroad 
(Long, 2018), although most GLAC&U campuses partner with a regional institution (Godwin, 2015b). As institutions 
characterized by an intentionally high degree of student mobility and internationalization of the curriculum, they are 
environments poised for interactional worldview diversity.  

 
Conceptual Framework 

I follow Rizvi and Lingard (2010) in conceptualizing educational practices and discourses as policy that can be 
studied across global networks and flows. Responding to calls for multidisciplinary research from international education 
scholars (Ball et al., 2017; Carnoy, 2021; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Stromquist, 2002), the study considers qualitative 
nuance, layers of culture and context, and global education networks and policyscapes. I incorporate concepts such as 
connected sociologies (Bhambra, 2014) from the social sciences, ecological network theory (Neal & Neal, 2013), and 
complexity leadership theories (Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009) to understand global higher 
education leadership and global education practices as adaptive, emergent, and connected. Higher education interfaith 
development studies have underscored the importance of interactional diversity for students’ growth in a “pluralism 
orientation” (Mayhew et al., 2016, p. 2), convergent with its importance for intercultural learning (Geibel, 2020). In 
keeping with a critical lens, I incorporate Stein’s (2021) matrix of internationalization rationales and purposefully 
decenter Western individualistic and belief-centered understandings of religion, instead conceptualizing religion and 
culture as interconnected and related to belonging and practice for many communities (Benson & Roehlkepartain, 2008; 
Edwards, 2018; Iliško, 2017; Sivasubramanian & Hayhoe, 2018). Leaders, too, are conceptualized as embedded in 
religious cultures and both shape and are shaped by the policyscapes in which they move. 

 
Methodology 

Research Method 
To study multiple levels and layers of CIE, including the local, regional, and transnational across space, place, 

and time, I selected Bartlett and Vavrus’ (2016; 2020) comparative case study (CCS) methodology. It is compatible with 
my critical realist (Maxwell, 2012) view of a Reality of which there are multiple situated perspectives. Given that 
“internationalization is less about geographic location and more about the participants involved” (Geibel, 2020, p. 72), 
CCS studies “look at how policies or processes unfold, influenced by actors and events over time, in different locations, 
and at different scales, including transnationally” (Vavrus & Bartlett, 2009, p. 1). I focus on approaches to education for 
religious understanding as the unit of analysis across three axes. A horizontal axis guides comparison across sites, a 
vertical axis by scales ranging from local campuses to regions to transnationally, and the transversal axis is used to trace 
networks and policyscapes temporally. In CCS methodology, contexts are viewed as constructed (Bartlett & Vavrus, 
2019) and research is seen as an iterative process. 

 
Stages of the Study 

The study will unfold in two stages. In the first stage, I broadly survey GLAC&U campuses to better understand 
the landscape of education for religious understanding. From this pool, a smaller sample of three to five senior leaders will 
be purposively selected for the second stage of elite interviews. Selection criteria were established to capture variation in 
approaches to religious diversity and a range of senior positions relevant to worldview diversity education. The survey 
incorporates network generator questions to aid in mapping approaches to global education policy discourses. 
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Analysis 

Emergent networks and descriptive statistics will be analyzed post-survey. Prior to the interviews, I will explore 
the historical and contextual background of the campuses and their regions, and following the interviews I will extend 
member check opportunities to center leaders’ meanings and interpretations. The three axes of CCS serve as both guides 
and analytic tools of the developing inquiry. I will utilize codebook thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) and may 
incorporate mapping and network visualization tools that may be incorporated per the developing inquiry. Given the 
iterative, qualitative nature of the study and the potential for positionality issues with elite interviewing (Dexter, 2006), 
the study incorporates reflexive memoing and audit trail practices. 

 
Conclusion 

As a proponent of socially just international education for the common good, I am keenly aware of the harm that 
has been done by linking religion and education in the past and of the damage done in the present by divorcing religious 
worldviews from global learning. This includes harm done to students whose worldviews are marginalized or unwelcome 
in higher education, and to global society, which needs future leaders capable of navigating RSS diversity to solve global 
challenges. I advocate for the intentional inclusion of decolonial and contextual approaches to worldview diversity in 
conversation with other types of diversity as a necessary component of global learning. Through this comparative case 
study, I aim to explore the extent to which religious, spiritual, and secular diversity are being addressed on global liberal 
arts college and university campuses, and the larger policyscapes that approaches to education for religious understanding 
may be embedded in. 
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