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ABSTRACT

This study aims to identify and explain conceptual, methodological, and pedagogical gaps
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education, philosophy of education, and children’s meaning-making were screened,
resulting in the selection of 17 articles. Data were collected through close textual analysis
and examined using theoretical thematic analysis. The findings indicate that children’s

meaning-making is often implicitly addressed and conceptually underdeveloped in religious
Education; Children’s Meaning- education research.
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Adult-centered methodologies marginalize children’s lived
Making; Religious Education; experiences, while pedagogical practices reveal a persistent gap between philosophical
Research Gaps depth and classroom application, limiting opportunities for active meaning construction.
Reconnecting philosophy of religion with primary education requires integrative
frameworks that recognize children as active meaning-makers and reposition religious
education as a space for reflective and meaningful engagement.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Meaning-making is increasingly recognized as a foundational dimension of human
development that begins in early childhood and manifests through children’s existential
questions about God, life, suffering, justice, and purpose. Contemporary research in
education, philosophy, and religious studies has challenged earlier assumptions that such
questions emerge only in adolescence or adulthood, demonstrating instead that primary
school children possess significant capacities for existential reflection and spiritual
interpretation (1-3). Within this perspective, primary religious education is no longer
understood merely as the transmission of beliefs or moral norms but as a formative context
in which children actively construct meaning and worldviews.

Despite this shift, the relationship between philosophy of religion and primary
education remains theoretically fragmented. Philosophy of religion has traditionally
focused on abstract analyses of meaning, faith, religious experience, and rationality of
belief, largely addressing adult subjects and operating at a high level of conceptual
generality (4, 5). Conversely, research on primary religious education has tended to
prioritize curricular goals, pedagogical strategies, and classroom practices, often without
engaging deeply with the conceptual resources of philosophy of religion (6, 7). As a result,
children’s meaning-making is frequently treated as an implicit or secondary outcome rather
than as a central educational concern grounded in a coherent philosophical framework.

Parallel developments in philosophy of education and Philosophy for Children (P4C)
have emphasized the child as an active, interpretive subject capable of philosophical
inquiry through dialogue, narrative, and reflection (8, 9). Empirical studies have
demonstrated that P4C approaches can enhance critical thinking, communicative
competence, and collaborative reasoning among primary school students (10-12). However,
these approaches have often been implemented without sustained engagement with
philosophy of religion, leading to dialogical practices that may lack depth in addressing
questions of faith, transcendence, and existential meaning (31).

Research on meaning in life further underscores the relevance of these issues for
education. Meaning has been conceptualized as comprising coherence, purpose, and
significance, all of which develop gradually and are shaped by early experiences and
interpretive frameworks (14, 15). These insights suggest that meaning-making in childhood
Is not incidental but constitutive of emerging worldviews. Yet, educational research has
rarely integrated these theoretical models with religious education at the primary level.



In Islamic educational thought, the concept of fitrah (innate disposition) provides a
rich philosophical foundation for understanding meaning-making as intrinsic to human
nature from childhood. Classical and contemporary scholars emphasize that the human
orientation toward truth, transcendence, and meaning is innate and precedes formal
instruction (16-18). Nevertheless, studies indicate that these metaphysical and
anthropological foundations have not been systematically translated into child-centered
pedagogical models in primary religious education (19, 20).

Recent empirical research has also raised concerns about the consequences of
predominantly normative or transmissive models of religious education, linking them to
reduced meaningful engagement and, in some cases, negative psychological outcomes
among children (21, 22). In contrast, meaning-oriented and dialogical approaches have been
associated with positive developmental and well-being outcomes (23, 24). Despite these
findings, the literature remains fragmented, with philosophy of religion, P4C, Islamic
educational philosophy, and religious education research developing largely in parallel
rather than in dialogue (25-28).

Against this background, the present study addresses a critical gap by examining
how and why the relationship between philosophy of religion and primary education—
specifically in relation to children’s meaning-making—has remained disconnected in
contemporary research. By systematically reviewing and critically analyzing relevant
literature, the study seeks to identify conceptual, methodological, and pedagogical gaps
that hinder the development of coherent frameworks for meaning-oriented primary
religious education.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a systematic critical literature review with a qualitative,
interpretive orientation. Seventeen peer-reviewed journal articles and authoritative
scholarly works were selected as the final corpus. The selection process involved a multi-
stage screening procedure, beginning with database searches using keywords related to
philosophy of religion, religious education, primary education, meaning-making,
spirituality, and Philosophy for Children. Publications were limited to a defined time span
to capture contemporary debates, while a small number of seminal works were included to
anchor the theoretical discussion.

Inclusion criteria focused on relevance to at least one of the core dimensions of the
study: philosophy of religion, children’s meaning-making, primary religious education, or
dialogical and philosophical pedagogies. Excluded were studies lacking analytical depth
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or direct relevance to meaning or childhood. Data consisted of full-text scholarly articles
and books, which were read iteratively.

Data analysis followed a theoretical thematic analysis approach. Texts were coded
for key concepts, assumptions about the child, definitions or implicit uses of meaning,
methodological orientations, and pedagogical implications. Codes were then grouped into
higher-order themes corresponding to conceptual, methodological, and pedagogical
dimensions. The analysis was explicitly critical, aiming not only to summarize findings but
to identify silences, tensions, and inconsistencies across the literature.

FINDINGS

The analysis revealed three interrelated categories of research gaps. At the
conceptual level, meaning and children’s meaning-making were frequently undefined or
conflated with moral development, religious identity, or attitudinal outcomes. Few studies
treated meaning as a multidimensional, existential construct, and even fewer
conceptualized children as active agents in constructing meaning. Philosophy of religion
was often present only implicitly, providing background assumptions rather than explicit
analytical frameworks.

At the methodological level, the findings showed a strong predominance of adult-
centered research designs. Most studies relied on curriculum analysis, teacher perspectives,
or policy documents, with minimal direct engagement with children’s lived experiences.
Participatory and creative methods capable of capturing children’s narratives, questions,
and interpretations were rarely employed. This methodological limitation contributed to an
incomplete understanding of how meaning-making actually unfolds in primary educational
contexts.

At the pedagogical level, a persistent gap was identified between philosophical depth
and classroom practice. While dialogical and inquiry-based methods were frequently
advocated, they were often detached from substantive philosophical or theological content.
As a result, classroom dialogue tended to remain at a general level, insufficiently
addressing existential and religious meaning. Traditional transmissive models continued to
dominate in practice, constraining opportunities for children to explore ambiguity, doubt,
and interpretation as integral aspects of meaning-making.

Collectively, these gaps indicated the absence of integrative frameworks capable of
linking philosophy of religion, child-centered pedagogy, and empirical research on
meaning in a coherent manner.



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings suggest that the disconnection between philosophy of religion and
primary education is not accidental but structurally embedded in prevailing research
paradigms. Conceptual ambiguities regarding meaning, methodological reliance on adult
perspectives, and pedagogical separation of dialogue from philosophical substance
together limit the potential of primary religious education to support children’s meaning-
making.

The study argues that children’s meaning-making should be reconceptualized as a
central educational process situated at the intersection of philosophy of religion,
philosophy of education, and pedagogy. From this perspective, philosophy of religion
offers essential conceptual tools for understanding meaning, transcendence, and faith,
while child-centered pedagogies provide the means through which these concepts can be
explored in developmentally appropriate ways.

By identifying and systematizing existing research gaps, this study contributes a
critical foundation for future theoretical and empirical work. Reconnecting philosophy of
religion with primary education has the potential to transform religious education from a
primarily transmissive practice into a reflective, dialogical, and meaning-oriented
educational experience. Such a transformation is particularly urgent in contemporary
pluralistic and media-saturated contexts, where children encounter diverse and often
competing sources of meaning from an early age.

In conclusion, the study highlights the need for integrative frameworks that
recognize children as active meaning-makers and position philosophy of religion as a vital
resource for primary education. Addressing the identified gaps can enable the development
of more coherent research agendas and more meaningful educational practices that support

children’s existential growth alongside their cognitive and moral development.
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