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W
hat knowledge do undergradu-
ates have of diverse religious 
traditions? How open are they 

to engaging with the religious traditions 
of others? And how does the undergradu-
ate experience—inside and outside the 
classroom—shape patterns of interreligious 
understanding over time? 

Two research centers at Georgetown University—the 
Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs 
and the Center for New Designs in Learning and 
Scholarship (CNDLS)—have begun a four-year longi-
tudinal study to address these basic questions. 

As a Catholic and Jesuit institution open to other reli-
gious traditions, Georgetown University seeks to pro-
mote knowledge of and dialogue among diverse faith 
communities. This multi-year study will deepen our 
knowledge about connections between undergraduate 
learning and interreligious understanding—knowledge 
that will help faculty and administrators design cur-
ricula and structure student life more effectively. The 
study will also contribute to a wider societal debate 
about education and education policy in an era of grow-
ing religious and cultural pluralism, both nationally and 
internationally.

To establish a baseline, we developed a survey to evaluate 
incoming undergraduates’ religious profiles and attitudes 
toward other religions. In Fall 2007, CNDLS adminis-
tered the survey online to the incoming first-year class, 

receiving some 460 responses. A detailed analysis of our 
findings comprises the bulk of this report. 

In order to document this cohort’s transitions in inter-
religious understanding as they progress through their 
undergraduate experience at Georgetown, over the 
next four years we will gather supplementary data from 
a variety of qualitative approaches, including focus 
groups, interviews, and students’ written reflections. 
This data will be used to triangulate and illuminate 
responses from the initial and follow-up surveys.
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Summary of Findings
The results of the initial survey indicated that first-year students come to Georgetown with signifi-

cant exposure to persons of other religious traditions and moderate levels of religious belief. The 

students generally reported being liberal and open-minded on general questions of religious faith 

and demonstrated positive life aspirations towards action for social justice. As a group, their self-

perceptions of religious understanding display confidence in their knowledge of other religions, if 

not always the same level of familiarity with the tenets of their own faiths. Student responses dem-

onstrated a high degree of tolerance of diverse religious views, including a willingness to see some 

truth in others’ beliefs, even while their knowledge about religious traditions—both their own and 

others—was uneven. 

StudentS’  religiouS backgroundS

• Over 78% of entering students come to Georgetown 
with some basic exposure to religious people beyond 
their own tradition. 68% thought these encounters 
were ‘just like meeting anyone else.’

• Students from Christian traditions accounted for 56% of 
the respondents, while those representing the Buddhist, 
Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, and other faiths comprised 9% 
of the respondents. The remaining 35% of the students 
did not identify with any particular religious faith.

• 60% of the students reported regularly discussing 
religion with their friends. 74% regularly discuss politics 
with their friends.

• Over 50% of students reported no positive or negative 
change of their religious beliefs due to the events of 
September 11, 2001 and the threat of terrorism.

• 49% of students indicated an intention to study religion 
beyond the 2-course general education requirement.

• The great majority of students thought they would 
have opportunities to learn about other religions 
through courses (95%) or events and lectures (91%); 
participate in community service (92%); and discuss 
their own religion and spirituality with others (90%).

• Nearly all students valued knowing people of diverse 
religious backgrounds because it could make them 
more tolerant (95% agreed, 72% strongly) and more 
thoughtful (94%).

• 89% claimed that they could relate well to people of 
different races, nations, and religions. 

• 69% claimed to ‘have a good understanding of  
the teachings and doctrines of my own religious 
denomination.’

• 74% agreed that they ‘consider it a personal duty to 
work hard for the rights of minorities, the poor, home-
less, or disenfranchised.’
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attitudeS towardS religion in general

• 79% expressed a willingness to see some truth in 
others’ beliefs.

• 75% disagreed with the view that one’s own religion 
is superior to others and 96% agreed that non-
religious people can be moral.

• 81% thought ‘All life is sacred and we must protect 
the whole environment.’ 

• 59% disagreed that ‘Only religious belief can explain 
the deepest mysteries of life.’

• 45% disagreed that ‘Prayer can change the course 
of my life and events.’

knowledge about SPecific religionS

• The students as a group felt relatively secure in their 
knowledge of Christianity, but expressed somewhat 
less confidence in the accuracy of their views of 
Buddhism, Judaism, and Islam. Students overall 
claimed substantially less knowledge of Hinduism.

• Overall, responses indicated that students were fairly 
knowledgeable of basic facts about Buddhism, such 
as whether ‘Buddhist practices strive to eliminate 
craving’ (86% correct) and whether ‘the Eightfold Path 
leads to enlightenment’ (88% correct).

• Even though 56% of the respondents self-identified 
with one of the Christian religious traditions, 37% 
incorrectly marked as true the statement that Jesus’ 
baptism was performed by the apostle Paul and 
36% incorrectly identified the focus of the Epiphany 
holiday as the end of Jesus’ 40 days of wandering 
in the wilderness.

• While students expressed low confidence in their 
knowledge of Hinduism, they recorded high numbers 
of correct responses for questions about the major 
texts (77%), the focus of Hindu moral life (85%), the 
religion’s historical origins (75%), and claims about 
the eternality of the soul (89%). 

• Questions about Muslim religious practices yielded 
a high number of correct responses related to pil-
grimage (94%) and the focus of Ramadan (92%).

• In responding to statements about Judaism, 63% 
incorrectly identified the Torah as composed of 
Genesis, Exodus, and the Psalms and 42% incorrectly 
identified the focus of Rosh Hoshanah.

attitudeS towardS SPecific religionS

• 65% agreed that Buddhism is a tolerant religion and 
76% believed Buddhists use peaceful means to 
resolve disputes.

• In terms of tolerance, women’s rights, and peaceful 
dispute resolution, students rated Christianity much 
lower than Buddhism.

• 86% agreed that many Christians work to alleviate 
suffering and poverty. 

• 74% thought Christians take a strong interest in 
human rights.

• When asked about Hindu views toward women’s 
rights, human rights, peaceful dispute resolution, 
and tolerance, many students chose the response 
‘Do not have sufficient information about.’

• 68% disagreed that ‘In general, Muslims view women 
as deserving the same rights as men.’

• 53% agreed that ‘Judaism is a tolerant religion and 
Jews, in general, are tolerant.’
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Part I: Executive Summary 
What knowledge do undergraduates have of diverse 
religious traditions? How open are they to engaging 
with the religious traditions of others? And how does 
the undergraduate experience—inside and outside the 
classroom—shape patterns of interreligious understand-
ing over time? Two research centers at Georgetown 
University—the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, 
and World Affairs and the Center for New Designs 
in Learning and Scholarship (CNDLS)—have begun 
a four-year longitudinal study to address these basic 
questions. As a Catholic and Jesuit institution open to 

other religious traditions, Georgetown University seeks 
to promote knowledge of and dialogue among diverse 
faith communities. The study will deepen our knowledge 
about connections between undergraduate learning and 
interreligious understanding—knowledge that will help 
faculty and administrators design curricula and structure 
student life more effectively. The study will also contrib-
ute to a wider societal debate about education and educa-
tion policy in an era of growing religious and cultural 
pluralism, both nationally and internationally.

We developed a survey to evaluate incoming undergradu-
ates’ religious profiles and attitudes toward other religions. 
CNDLS administered the survey online to the incoming 
first-year class, receiving some 460 responses. In order to 
document this cohort’s transitions in interreligious under-
standing as they progress through their undergraduate 
experience at Georgetown, we will gather supplementary 
data from a variety of qualitative approaches, including 
focus groups, interviews, and students’ written reflec-
tions. This data will be used to triangulate and illuminate 
responses from the initial and follow-up surveys.

The results of the initial survey indicated that first-year 
students come to Georgetown with significant exposure 
to persons of other religious traditions and moderate 
levels of religious belief. The students generally reported 
being liberal and open-minded on general questions of 
religious faith, and demonstrated positive life aspira-
tions towards action for social justice. As a group, their 
self-perceptions of religious understanding display 
confidence in their knowledge of other religions, if not 
always the same level of familiarity with the tenets of 
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their own faiths. Student responses demonstrated a high 
degree of tolerance of diverse religious views, including 
a willingness to see some truth in others’ beliefs, even 
while their knowledge about religious traditions—both 
their own and others—was uneven. 

Part 2: Project Overview 
It is commonly assumed that students expand their inter-
religious understanding and tolerance over the course of 
their undergraduate education. This longitudinal study 
evaluates that assumption. The four-year project will track 
the development of attitudes and understanding over the 
course of students’ tenure at Georgetown University. 
Further, the study will deepen our knowledge about how 
undergraduate learning and interreligious understanding 
connect. This will assist faculty and administrators to 
design curricula and structure student life more effec-
tively. The study will also contribute to a wider societal 
debate about education and education policy in an era of 
growing religious and cultural pluralism, both nationally 
and internationally.

First, we are collecting attitudinal data to determine 
the extent to which this common assumption is true 
and to gain insight into the attitudes and assumptions 
of students entering Georgetown. What knowledge 
do undergraduates have of diverse religious traditions? 
How open are they to engaging with the religious 
traditions of others? And how does the undergraduate 
experience—inside and outside the classroom—shape 
patterns of interreligious understanding over time? 
Initial surveys administered to students upon entering 
Georgetown will be followed by a range of in-depth 
focus groups and particularized surveys over the course 
of the first-year cohort’s four years. 

Second, we seek to discern the primary factors that 
influence interreligious understanding. What do the 
students report about the directions in which their atti-
tudes and understanding change, and what is the extent 
of those changes? What do students report to be the pri-
mary influences upon shifts in attitude and knowledge? 
Are the primary influences curricular, social, relational, 
or some combination or set of causes? 

The outcome goals for this research project are important 
in the context of the institutional mission of Georgetown 
University, as a Catholic and Jesuit university, to advance 

interreligious understanding. One of the goals of our 
research is to identify and develop those aspects of the 
comprehensive undergraduate experience most likely to 
promote and encourage increased interreligious under-
standing, knowledge, and tolerance. Through this study, 
we aim to contribute knowledge that will inform and 
shape strategies to be used at Georgetown, and adaptable 
to other academic contexts, for increasing interreligious 
understanding and tolerance. 

Context of the Study: The primary national survey research 
that bears some overlap to the Georgetown study is 
administered by the Higher Education Research Institute 
(HERI) at UCLA. HERI is ‘conducting a comprehensive 
multi-year project to study the trends, patterns, and 
principles of spirituality and religiousness among college 
students, and how the college experience influences spiri-
tual development.’ The HERI survey, called Spirituality 
in Higher Education: A National Study of College Students’ 
Search for Meaning and Purpose, focuses on individual 
students’ religious practices and beliefs without addressing  
in detail the students’ attitudes about and tolerance 
for persons of other religious persuasions. Thus, the 
Georgetown study is designed to be complementary to 
the HERI research, and probes more deeply into the 
specific factors that influence changes in interreligious 
attitudes, understanding, and tolerance. 

Research Design: A pilot survey was administered at the 
start of the 2007–08 academic year to all Georgetown 
first-year students. With a baseline established, changes 
in interreligious understanding and knowledge over the 
course of the subsequent academic terms will be mea-
sured through two methods: 1) survey instruments will 
be used on an annual basis and the results analyzed using 
quantitative methods; 2) focus groups will be employed 
to gather richer, anecdotal information about particular, 
in-depth issues; these results will be interpreted using 
qualitative approaches. Focus group assessments will 
include brief pre- and post-meeting essays in order to 
gather detailed information on the discussion topics 
from three perspectives: individual students’ thoughts 
(pre-meeting essays), group views (focus group meet-
ing), and student reflections (post-meeting essays). This 
body of qualitative data will be analyzed and archived on 
a dedicated project website subdivided by focus group 
topic. Participants will post essay responses to web port-
folios to be used for project publications. 
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A total of 460 students responded to the email by 
submitting completed surveys during the 7-day survey 
administration period (September 5—11, 2007), with a 
response rate of 28.2% of the entering undergraduates. 
As displayed in Table 1, respondents were fairly evenly 
distributed across the undergraduate schools, in close 
correlation to the distribution of the total number of 
students in each school. School of Foreign Service stu-
dents were slightly over-represented in the survey (28% 
of respondents, yet only 20% of the total first-year 
population (see Table 1 below).

Part 3: Respondent Demographics, 
Entering Student Survey 
Using the University Registrar’s email system, an invita-
tion to complete the 30-item survey (see Appendix A) 
was sent to 1,634 entering undergraduate students.1 The 
survey included an additional item inviting students to 
provide an email address where they could be contacted 
if they wished to participate in future surveys or focus 
groups during the four years of the study.2 However, 
individual student identifiers were concealed in all data 
analysis in order to protect respondent confidentiality. 

table 2

Ethnic Background of Respondents

Ethnicity Raw # of respondents % of respondents % of ethnic group in total  
undergraduate student body

Caucasian/White 354 77% 66%

African American/Black 13 3% 7%

American Indian/Alaskan Native 3 1% .1%

Asian American/Asian 78 17% 9%

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 3 1%

Mexican American/Chicano* 6 1%

Puerto Rican* 5 1%

Other Latino/Latina* 15 3%

Other, please specify** 18 4% 5%

 *The University Registrar statistics include only one group, ‘Hispanic Americans,’ which is 7% of the general student body.
**Among the ‘Other’ responses submitted, 6 self-identified as ‘European/Eastern European descent,’ 1 ‘Cape Verdean,’ 2 ‘Cuban’ or ‘Caribbean,’  

1 ‘mixed,’ 7 ‘Middle Eastern,’ and 1 ‘human.’

table 1

School Enrollments for Respondents

School  Raw # of 
respondents

% of total survey 
respondents

% of students for that 
school as proportion of 

total first-year population 
(raw # of students)

Respondents as %  
of total first year 

enrollment in  
that school

Georgetown College 225 49% 52% (826) 27%

School of Foreign Service 
(Washington, DC campus)

131 28% 20% (324) 40%

McDonough School  
of Business

82 18% 20% (322) 25%

School of Nursing and  
Health Studies

22 5% 7% (112) 20%

1. A separate administration of the survey instrument was also sent to the 49 students comprising the entering class of the School of Foreign 
Service in Doha, Qatar. Thirteen of these students responded, yielding a 26% response, comparable to the overall response rate for Main 
Campus students in Washington, DC.

2. Of the 460 survey respondents, 291 (64%) indicated willingness to participate in subsequent study activities.
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table 3 

Self-reported Political Views of Respondents

Political Position Raw # of respondents % of respondents

Far left 19 4%

Liberal 189 41%

Middle of the Road 175 38%

Conservative 68 15%

Far right 7 2%

Among the 460 students, 187 marked Male (41%) and 
273 (59%) marked Female. By comparison, the gender 
distribution in the entire entering student population was 
45% male and 55% female. An overwhelming majority of 
students (99%) were either 18 or 19 years old. Only three 
students (1%) were 21 or older. The survey excluded any 
students who were less than 18 years of age. 

About half of the students (231, 50%) reported 
attending a public school (not charter or magnet), 110 
(24%) attended private religious or parochial schools, 
97 (21%) reported attending a private, independent 
school, and 19 (4%) attended a public charter or mag-
net school. One student was home schooled.

The self-reported ethnic background of students was 
predominantly Caucasian/White, with 354 students 
(77%) selecting that category. However, there was a 
diverse range of students from other ethnic backgrounds. 
The distribution of racial and ethnic backgrounds of the 

survey cohort is roughly similar to the general ethnic 
distribution among the whole undergraduate student 
population; however, Caucasian and Asian students were 
more highly represented on the survey than in the general 
student body, while African-American students were 
under-represented (see Table 2 on previous page).

Students reported political views distributed across the 
spectrum, although predominantly moderate to liberal-
leaning (see Table 3 below). 

Finally, the survey requested self-categorization of students’ 
‘orientation towards religion and spirituality.’ A fairly 
diverse range of responses was reported, with the largest 
clusters of responses being Catholic (36%), Spiritual, not 
religious (13%), Protestant (12%), Agnostic (12%), and 
Atheist (10%). Table 4 below displays this distribution.

Taken together, students who identified with one of 
the Christian traditions (Catholic, Orthodox Christian, 

table 4 

Religious Orientations Reported by Respondents

Religious Orientation Raw # of respondents % of respondents

Agnostic 57 12%

Atheist 47 10%

Buddhist 1 0%

Catholic 164 36%

Hindu 6 1%

Jewish 22 5%

Muslim 4 1%

Orthodox Christian 8 2%

Other Christian 27 6%

Other religious tradition, not listed 7 2%

Protestant 55 12%

Spiritual, not religious 59 13%
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Part 4: Religious Attitudes
Students’ background, prior  
experiences, and factors influencing 
inter religious understanding

4.1 Students’ personal religious back-
ground and experiences 
The students in this study reported moderate levels of 
religious belief; 15% of the respondents agreed strongly 
that they considered themselves ‘deeply religious,’ 
and an additional 27% agreed somewhat. A similar 
number (44%) agreed that their actions are influenced 
by religious beliefs, while even more students (60%) 
reported regularly discussing religion with their friends. 
By comparison, fully 74% agreed that they regularly 
discuss politics with their friends. The two statements 
about interactions with adherents of other faiths elicited 
a range of responses that indicate students may both 
question and confirm their own religious beliefs during 
or as a result of such interactions, thus contributing to 
their personal development and understanding in the 
area of religious experience (see Table 5 below).

Moreover, in a separate question, the overwhelming 
majority of students (98%) responded that when they had 
encountered people of different religious practices while 
they were in high school, generally these encounters were 
‘positive and left me understanding the perspective of the 
person’ (30%), or were ‘just like meeting anyone else’ 
(68%). Only 2% thought such meetings were ‘marked by 
disagreement over a fundamental issue’.

other Christian, or Protestant) accounted for 56% of 
the survey respondents, while those representing the 
Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, and other faiths 
(not listed) comprised only 9% of the respondents. The 
remaining 35% of the students responding to this ques-
tion selected either Atheist, Agnostic, or Spiritual, not 
religious. Thus the survey sample included a substantial 
proportion of students who did not identify with any 
particular religious faith.

Students reported a significant exposure to persons of 
other religious traditions. Close to half of the respondents 
(48%) marked ‘very often’ or ‘frequently’ when asked 
how often they encountered people of different religious 
practices during high school. 30% marked ‘sometimes’ 
and only 23% marked ‘seldom’ or ‘not very often.’ Thus 
78% of entering Georgetown students experience some 
basic exposure beyond their own faith tradition. 

Students reported a range of places where these encoun-
ters occurred. Student’s high school educational set-
tings provided the highest exposure to people of other 
religious traditions: 67% reported ‘frequently’ or ‘very 
frequently’ encountering people of diverse religious 
traditions at school. Family trips (50%), work settings 
(48%), neighbors (37%), study abroad (37%), sporting 
events (33%), and parents’ friends (31%) were other 
important places of exposure to religious diversity. 
Interestingly, when asked how often they encountered 
people of diverse religions in their own religious com-
munity, only 15% of respondents marked ‘frequently’ 
or ‘very frequently.’

table 5

Religious Orientations Reported by Respondents

Disagree strongly/somewhat Agree somewhat/strongly n/a

I consider myself deeply religious. 28% 28% 27% 15% 2%

My actions are heavily influenced by my  
religious beliefs.

27 26 31 13 3

My parents were deeply religious. 22 29 30 19 0

I discuss politics with my friends regularly. 8 18 39 35 0

I discuss religion with my friends regularly. 8 32 43 17 0

Interacting with people of different religions 
strengthens my own religious beliefs.

8 21 41 21 9

Interacting with people of different religions 
weakens my own religious beliefs.

24 28 33 9 6
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strong student interest in studying religion’s role in poli-
tics is that it may arise from students’ desire for a better 
understanding of the relationship between religion and 
politics as important social institutions which individu-
ally and in combination impact their lives, rather than 
from an interest in the religions themselves. 

4.2 College expectations and life aspira-
tions regarding religion 
Students were asked to estimate whether they thought 
they would have No chance, Very little chance, Some 
chance, or A very good chance to participate in religious 
or related activities (classes, lectures, worship services, 
community service) while studying at Georgetown 
University. The options for participation that students 
ranked as most likely for them are displayed in descend-
ing order in Table 6 on the following page. 

The great majority of students thought they would have 
opportunities to learn about other religions through 
courses (95%) or events and lectures (91%); participate 
in community service (92%); and discuss their religion 
and spirituality with others (90%). Most also thought 
they would have chances to participate in direct action 
for a cause (80%), and deepen their knowledge of their 
own faith through courses (79%) or events and lectures 
(75%). These responses confirm that these students think 
Georgetown University provides them with good oppor-
tunities to learn about and discuss religion, both their 
own and other faiths. Overall, student responses also seem 
to indicate that they are open to, or have a moderate level 
of interest in, learning more about religion in general.

The activity they expressed least confidence in taking 
part in was Regularly attend religious services: 44% said 
‘very little chance’ or ‘no chance’, while 56% thought 
there was ‘some’ or ‘a very good chance’. Based on the 
survey’s student demographics and the variety of reli-
gious services available on campus, this response pattern 
is revealing. According to Georgetown University’s 
Campus Ministry website, ‘On any given week on our 
campuses, more than 50 different religious services 
are taking place, including Catholic Masses, Muslim 
prayer services, Orthodox Christian services, Shabbat 
services, Protestant Services, and Bible Services.’ Taken 
together, students who self-identified as Catholic, 
Muslim, Orthodox, Jewish, or Protestant accounted for 
56% of the survey respondents, the same number who 

Survey respondents were presented with a list of 12 pos-
sible influences on their religious beliefs and were asked 
to rate them as weakening, strengthening, or making 
no change in their beliefs. In rank order from most to 
least influential, those factors that strengthened students’ 
religious beliefs most profoundly were reported to be:

•	 Positive	reaction	to	parents’	religious	practices	[43%]
•	 Conversations	with	persons	of	different	religions	[38%]
•	 Influence	of	another	adult	mentor	[other	than	parent	
or	teacher]	[36%]

•	 New	ideas	encountered	in	class	[34%]
•	 Understanding	a	different	perspective	due	to	a	song,	
movie,	book,	or	other	form	of	media	[34%]

•	 Death	of	a	close	family	member	or	friend	[30%]

The fact that ‘conversations with persons of different 
religions’ had the second highest positive influence on 
students’ current beliefs supports their earlier response 
pattern where nearly two-thirds agreed that ‘interacting 
with people who practice different religions than my 
own strengthens my own religious belief and practice.’

About half of the items elicited a ‘no change’ response 
from the students; 50% or more marked No change for:

•	 Influence	of	my	boyfriend/girlfriend	
•	 My	negative	reaction	to	my	parents’	religious	practices
•	 Influence	of	a	teacher
•	The	events	of	September	11,	2001	and	the	threat	of	

terrorism
•	 A	trip	to	a	foreign	country
•	The	role	of	religion	in	American	politics

Factors that served to weaken students’ religious beliefs 
were, to a lesser extent, new ideas encountered in class 
[20%],	and	negative	reactions	to	their	parents’	religious	
practices (17% marked ‘weakened’; however, 50% 
reported no change, while 24% marked ‘not applicable’). 
Of those listed, the factor that weakened students’ reli-
gious beliefs most profoundly was ‘the role of religion in 
American	politics’	[29%].	When	asked	in	a	separate	ques-
tion (Q. 8) about their plans to study religion while an 
undergraduate at Georgetown University, 49% indicated 
an intention to study religion beyond the 2-course gen-
eral education requirement, while fully 81% expressed 
some (44%) or a strong (37%) interest in ‘studying about 
religion’s role in politics and world affairs.’ Based on the 
finding that 35% of the students did not adhere to any 
particular religion (see Table 4), one interpretation of the 

U
N

D
E

R
G

R
A

D
U

A
T

E
 L

E
A

R
N

IN
G

 A
N

D
 I

N
T

E
R

R
E

L
IG

IO
U

S
 U

N
D

E
R

S
T

A
N

D
IN

G
 R

E
P

O
R

T
, 

F
A

L
L

 2
0

0
7
 

9



in adjusting to college life, unawareness of Campus 
Ministry offerings, or a personal reticence to participate 
in religious services other than their own.

The next question asked students to rate the importance 
of seven life aspirations on a 3-point scale of Not very 
important, Somewhat important, or Essential to them 
personally. Responses to the items in this question indi-
cate that the students value opportunities to develop 
positive personal characteristics such as kindness, 
personal serenity, and acceptance of diverse views, as 
well as to be of service to society and the world. Based 
on the percentage of Essential responses to each item 

responded positively to this item. One possible interpre-
tation of these results is that students who self-identified 
as professing another faith (Buddhism, Hinduism, other 
religious traditions) might not be aware of appropriate 
services, and that those who did not identify with any 
religion (atheist, agnostic, spiritual not religious) lacked 
interest in participating in religious services of any kind. 
However, as it is quite possible that the two groups of 
respondents (the 56% identifying with a religion served 
by Campus Ministry, and the 56% anticipating attend-
ing religious services) are not conterminous, it seems 
likely that students’ responses on this item were affected 
by other factors such as perceived time constraints 

table 7

Importance of Seven Life Aspirations

Not very important Somewhat important Essential

Become a kinder person 1% 16% 83%

Achieve inner peace and harmony 2 26 72

Reduce pain and suffering in the world 4 33 63

Work for social justice 7 35 58

Open myself to diverse religious beliefs 
and practices

7 40 53

Seek opportunities to grow spiritually 14 33 53

Find answers to spiritual and theological 
questions that may lead me beyond my 
own religious beliefs 

 15 41 45

table 6

Opportunity to Participate in Religious Activities

No chance  Very little chance Some chance A very good chance

Take classes about  
other religions

1% 5% 36% 59%

Participate in community 
service

2 6 30 62

Attend events/lecture 
about other religions

2 7 35 56

Discuss my religion/ 
spirituality with others

2 9 32 58

Participate in direct  
action for some cause

4 16 36 44

Take classes about  
my own religion

7 15 32 47

Attend events/lecture 
about my own religion

8 17 34 41

Regularly attend  
religious services at GU

19 25 27 29
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people of diverse religious backgrounds could help 
them develop positive personal qualities such as kind-
ness, tolerance, and thoughtfulness. Their responses 
indicated that nearly all of them valued knowing people 
of diverse religious backgrounds because it could make 
them more tolerant (95% agreed, 72% strongly) and 
more thoughtful (94% agreed). Students also agreed, 
though less strongly, that such interactions or friend-
ships could make them more interesting (88% agreed), 
and more kind (80% agreed). 

However, students were least confident that having 
diverse religious acquaintances would enable them 
to become more trusting—69% agreed, while 21% 
disagreed. Table 8 shows the response data from this 
survey question.

It is not possible to discern from the data whether this 
response pattern related to trust simply reflects a lack of 
familiarity with religiously diverse others, or whether it 
flows from negative experiences in such relationships or 
even biased attitudes not based on personal interactions. 
The relatively higher level of N/a responses suggests 
several alternative interpretations: those students may 
already feel a high level of trust towards others, and there-
fore disagreed with the statement; they may have thought 
it not applicable to them; or they may have simply 
disagreed with the notion that knowing people of diverse 
religious backgrounds was related to developing trust. 

4.3 Student self-perceptions of  
interreligious understanding
Other survey questions were designed to elicit students’ 
self-perceptions of their own interreligious understand-
ing and knowledge of religious diversity. One question 
(Q. 9) asked students to indicate how much their opin-
ions and beliefs were similar to those of other students 
who have come to Georgetown University. Fully 89% 

(shown in Table 7 on the previous page), the data show 
that students desire first to focus on issues of personal 
development and self-transformation, such as becom-
ing kinder and achieving inner peace, and then wish to 
engage more fully with society at large, through social 
action and exposure to a variety of beliefs (alleviate 
suffering in the world, work for social justice, become 
open to other religions). 

Perhaps based on increased knowledge and experience 
in the world, students then expect to return to their 
somewhat lower priorities of spiritual growth and 
expansion of personal religious beliefs. This process is 
displayed in Figure 1, which could also be viewed as 
a cyclical progression that students may repeat as they 
continue to grow personally, gain professional compe-
tence, and increasingly bring these private and public 
experiences to bear on their own spiritual, moral, or 
religious development. 

Still, these students appear to respect individual reli-
gious belief, and they generally agreed that knowing 

table 8

Benefits of Knowing People of Diverse Religious Backgrounds

 Disagree strongly / somewhat Agree somewhat / strongly n/a

A more tolerant person 2% 2% 23% 72% 1%

A more thoughtful person 1 3 37 57 2

A more interesting person 2 6 39 49 3

A more kind person 4 12 42 38 5

A more trusting person 4 17 41 28 9
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rights of minorities or the disenfranchised. Interestingly, 
an only slightly smaller proportion (72%) indicated that 
their own membership or participation in such groups 
was either not important (38%) or only somewhat impor-
tant (34%) in determining their response to this item. 
The response patterns to these items support the view of 
Georgetown undergraduates as generally civic-minded 
and committed to personal social activism.

Part 5: Religious Attitudes:
Specific attitudes toward major  
religions 

5.1 Attitudes toward religious belief  
in general
The student responses to the preceding survey items 
(Q. 2, 5-12) present a composite picture of this sample 
of Georgetown University’s 2007 entering class as liberal 
and open-minded on general questions of religious faith, 
and as demonstrating positive life aspirations towards 
action for social justice. As a group, their self-perceptions 
of religious understanding display confidence in their 
knowledge of other religions, if not always the same level 
of familiarity with the tenets of their own faiths. 

Students were next asked to respond (agree/disagree, 
5-point Likert scale) to seven statements about religion 
and religious beliefs in general. Student responses dem-

claimed that they can relate well to people of different 
races, nations, and religions—42% said this is ‘some-
what like me,’ while 47% said it was ‘very much like 
me.’ Only a few admitted this ability was merely ‘a little 
like me’ (11%), or ‘not at all like me’ (1%). 

By contrast, the number of students who claimed to 
‘have a good understanding of the teachings and doc-
trines of my own religious denomination’ was 20% 
lower, possibly reflecting the perspective of those students 
who self-identified as ‘agnostic’, ‘atheist’, or ‘spiritual, not 
religious.’ Of the 69% who professed a solid understand-
ing of their own religion, 40% said this was ‘somewhat 
like me,’ while only 29% said ‘very much like me.’ 

Finally, 74% of the respondents said it was somewhat (38%) 
or very much (36%) like them to ‘consider it a personal duty 
to work hard for the rights of minorities, the poor, homeless, 
or disenfranchised.’ Only 5% responded that they consid-
ered this statement to be ‘not at all like me.’ 

When asked how important their religious beliefs were 
in answering the previous item, 64% responded either 
not important (31%) or only somewhat important (33%), 
while only 36% felt religious convictions were very 
important (22%) or essential (14%) as a basis for their 
response. By contrast, fully 80% responded that ‘personal 
convictions’ were either very important (39%) or essential 
(41%) as the basis for their belief in working for the 

table 9

Responses to Statements about Religions or Religious Beliefs

1 
Disagree 
strongly 

2 
Disagree 

somewhat 

3 
Agree  

somewhat 

4 
Agree 

strongly 

5
No 

Opinion 

Non-religious people can be moral. 1% 2% 15% 81% 1%

All life is sacred and we must protect the 
whole environment.

3 14 43 38 2

Different religious traditions open up  
valuable alternative perspectives for me.

3 13 46 35 3

All religions manifest some truth. 5 13 47 32 2

Prayer can change the course of my life  
and events.

25 20 28 23 4

Only religious belief can explain the deepest 
mysteries of life. 

31 28 23 14 3

My religious beliefs are superior to others, 
because they are right.

60 15 13 5 7
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5.2 Attitudes toward specific religions and 
their adherents
The image of these students as reflected by their survey 
responses thus far becomes clearer in the context of 
their answers to the next group of questions, which 
elicited respondents’ attitudes toward five of the world’s 
major religions: Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, 
Islam, and Judaism. As will be seen (see discussion in 
section 5.3 below), the students’ reported knowledge 
of the beliefs and actions of adherents of these faiths is 
very uneven. Students expressed much more confidence 
when asked to agree or disagree to general statements 
about the beliefs of Christians or Jews, for example, 
than when asked the same questions in relation to 
Hinduism or Buddhism.

Students were asked to respond to five identical state-
ments, in terms of how well they thought the items 
described each religion in turn. Topics listed were:
•	 equality	of	rights	for	women	and	men
•	 importance	of	human	rights	in	general
•	 tolerance	of	the	religion	and	its	followers
•	 social	activism	to	alleviate	suffering	and	poverty
•	 peaceful	dispute	resolution

In order to address the issue of presentation bias, this set 
of questions was ordered alphabetically, beginning with 
Buddhism and ending with Judaism.

Students’ expressed views of Buddhism were generally 

onstrate a high degree of tolerance of diverse religious 
views, including a willingness to see some truth in 
others’ beliefs (79% agreed at least somewhat). There 
was strong disagreement with the view that one’s own 
religion is superior to others (75% disagreed somewhat 
or strongly), as well as almost unanimous agreement 
that non-religious people can be moral (96% agreed 
somewhat or strongly). There was also a high degree of 
consensus on the sanctity of life and the environment 
(81% agreed somewhat or strongly), but responses were 
mixed on the explanatory potential of religion (59% 
disagreed; 37% agreed) or the power of prayer to alter 
life events (45% disagreed, but 51% agreed at least 
somewhat). These results are revealing, in that while 
these students were willing to suspend disbelief in the 
validity of others’ religious values in particular, there 
seemed to be moderately strong skepticism that Only 
religious belief can explain the deepest mysteries of life 
(59% disagreed). By contrast, half of the students (51%) 
agreed that Prayer can change the course of my life and 
events (see Table 9 on the previous page). It is possible 
that some students are willing to engage in a spiritual 
practice such as prayer or meditation, even though they 
may not identify with any particular religious tradition, 
or feel that religion is the only path to truth. 

This attitude of general acceptance and tolerance of reli-
gious belief is examined further in the next section, which 
deals with student responses to statements about the 
beliefs and behaviors of followers of specific religions.

table 10

Responses to Statements about Buddhism

Disagree  
with 

Do not know 
anything 

about 

Do not have 
sufficient infor-
mation about 

Am not sure 
about

Agree with

In general, Buddhists view women as  
deserving the same rights as men.

2% 17% 34% 18% 29%

Buddhists take a strong interest in  
championing human rights.

2 13 30 14 41

Buddhism is a tolerant religion &  
Buddhists in general are tolerant.

8 15 11 65

Many Buddhists work to alleviate  
suffering of others and improve  
social conditions of the poor.

2 9 20 15 54

Buddhists tend to seek peaceful  
means of resolving disputes.

1  6 12 7 76
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topics in the question. In addition, 18% to 22% selected 
Do not know anything about and 10% to 20% responded 
Am not sure about (see Table 12 on the following page). 
Students showed most agreement that Hindus are toler-
ant (30% agreed) and seek peaceful dispute resolution 
(38% agreed). The most negative responses were attrib-
uted to Hindu views of women’s rights. While 18% dis-
agreed that Hindus espouse equal rights for women and 
men, this was still 3% lower than the disagreement with 
that statement as applied to Christians. An important 
question to pose to students in this regard would be to 
ask them where they get the information on which they 
base their opinions, whether from news media, personal 
interactions with Hindus, or other sources.

The student responses to these same topics applied to 
Islam raise similar concerns regarding the source of 
student information and opinions. Students expressed 
strongly negative views on the item about women’s 
rights: 68% disagreed; 18% claimed insufficient or no 
knowledge; 10% chose ‘not sure’; and only 5% agreed. 
For each of the other four items, 22% to 31% of the 
students reported having insufficient information to 
express an opinion. Despite displaying a level of confi-
dence in their opinions of Islam only somewhat higher 
than their confidence in knowledge about Hinduism, 
these students nonetheless displayed more negative 
attitudes about Islam than towards any other religion 
on the survey. Students selected the Disagree response 
20% or more of the time on four of the five topics when 
applied to Islam (see Table 13 on the following page). 

positive; 65% agreed that Buddhism is a tolerant 
religion, and 76% believed Buddhists use peaceful 
means to resolve disputes. Of the five religions polled, 
Buddhism received the lowest combined number of 
Disagree responses to the five statements, indicating 
that students held fewer negative views of Buddhism or 
Buddhists relative to the topics listed in the question; 
only 2% or fewer of the students disagreed with any of 
the five statements with regard to Buddhism. Results 
are summarized in Table 10 on the previous page.

Student responses to the same items regarding 
Christianity were not only more confident (higher 
percentages of Agree or Disagree responses), but also 
more positive as well as more negative than their views 
of Buddhism. Eighty-six percent of respondents agreed 
that many Christians work to alleviate suffering and 
poverty, the highest percentage responding positively 
to this item for any of the five religions on the survey. 
Additionally, 74% thought Christians take a strong 
interest in human rights, again the highest rating of 
any of the religions on that item. However, in terms 
of tolerance, women’s rights, and peaceful dispute 
resolution, students rated Christianity much lower than 
Buddhism. For each of these items, 20% or more of the 
respondents disagreed that Christians displayed those 
views or actions (see Table 11 below). 

When asked if Hindus exhibited these beliefs and behav-
iors, 30% or more of the students chose the response Do 
not have sufficient information [about] for each of the five 

table 11

Responses to statements about Christianity

Disagree  
with 

Do not know 
anything 

about 

Do not have 
sufficient infor-
mation about 

Am not sure 
about

Agree with

In general, Christians view women  
as deserving the same rights as men.

21% 2% 6% 17% 55%

Christians take a strong interest in 
championing human rights.

4 2 7 13 74 

Christianity is a tolerant religion & 
Christians in general are tolerant.

32 2 5 21 40

Many Christians work to alleviate  
suffering of others and improve social 
conditions of the poor.

1 1 4 8 86

Christians tend to seek peaceful  
means of resolving disputes.

20 2 5 20 53
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As high as 88% of the students surveyed agreed (40% 
agreed strongly) that they had ‘already studied about 
religions other than my own’, while 62% agreed some-
what (43%) or strongly (19%) that they had ‘consider-
able knowledge about other religions.’ In addition, 
recall that 89% claimed that they could relate well to 
people of different races, nations, and religions (Q. 9). 

These previous response patterns are instructive when 
compared with the relative levels of knowledge students 
indicated regarding Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, 
Islam, and Judaism by their responses to questions 14 to 
18. A measure of student confidence in their knowledge 
of each religion was derived by computing the percent-

Finally, student attitudes toward Judaism were generally 
positive, as indicated by low percentages of Disagree 
responses and moderately high numbers of Agree 
responses to each item (see Table 14 on the following 
page). Still, there was a significant proportion of stu-
dents who claimed insufficient information about the 
faith: between 15% to 23% for all items, compared to 
4% to 7% for Christianity. 

5.3 Self-reported knowledge of other 
religions 
When students were asked on an earlier survey ques-
tion (Q. 8) about their knowledge of diverse religions, 
response patterns revealed relatively high confidence. 

table 12

Responses to Statements about Hinduism

Disagree  
with 

Do not know 
anything 

about 

Do not have 
sufficient infor-
mation about 

Am not sure 
about

Agree with

In general, Hindus view women as  
deserving the same rights as men.

18% 21% 34% 16% 11%

Hindus take a strong interest in  
championing human rights.

7 22 38 19 15

Hinduism is a tolerant religion &  
Hindus, in general, are tolerant.

 6 18 32 15 30

Many Hindus work to alleviate  
suffering of others and improve social 
conditions of the poor.

 6 19 34 16 25

Hindus tend to seek peaceful means  
of resolving disputes.

2 18 30 12 38

table 13

Responses to Statements about Islam

Disagree  
with 

Do not know 
anything 

about 

Do not have 
sufficient infor-
mation about 

Am not sure 
about

Agree with

In general, Muslims view women as 
deserving the same rights as men.

68% 7% 11% 10% 5%

Muslims take a strong interest in  
championing human rights.

 22 16 31 20 11

Islam is a tolerant religion and  
Muslims, in general, are tolerant.

 29 11 22 15 23

Many Muslims work to alleviate  
suffering of others and improve  
social conditions of the poor.

6 15 28 19 32

Muslims tend to seek peaceful  
means of resolving disputes.

24 12 27 17 20
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The amount of knowledge students claim towards each 
religion, as well as their indirectly expressed attitudes 
toward these faiths, varies greatly. As can be seen, 
the students as a group felt relatively secure in their 
knowledge of Christianity, but expressed somewhat less 
confidence in the accuracy of their views of Buddhism, 
Judaism, and Islam. Students overall claimed substan-
tially less knowledge of Hinduism.

Moreover, it is informative to see how students’ self-
reported knowledge of a religion corresponds to how 
positively or negatively they viewed that faith. Because 
the statements on the survey are generally considered 
as positive in the United States (equal rights for men 
and women, high regard for human rights, toler-
ance, the alleviation of suffering, and peaceful dispute 
resolution), a high proportion of Agree responses should 
indicate that students hold a positive attitude toward 
that religion. Conversely, students’ more negative views 
toward a religion are indicated by a higher incidence of 
Disagree responses to the statements when applied to 
that religion (i.e., respondents disagreed that adherents 
of that religion displayed these desirable views or behav-
iors). By aggregating the total percentages of Agree and 
Disagree responses to each of the five statements across 
each religion, a composite picture for each statement 
was derived for comparison purposes among the five 
religions, as a proxy for students’ relative positive or 
negative attitudes towards them. Figures 3 through 7 
below display the results of this comparison across the 
religions for each of the five statements in questions 14 

ages of students who selected either Agree or Disagree 
to any of the five statements about each religion (see 
Figure 2 below). Students who selected either Do not 
know anything about, Do not have sufficient information 
about, or Am not sure about responses to any of these 
items were omitted from the calculation. This measure 
attempts to show the self-reported level of knowledge 
students claimed to use in rating each religion as 
embodying the five desirable traits described by the sur-
vey statements, thus indicating that they had sufficient 
confidence in their knowledge of that religion to express 
an opinion or evaluation of it (see Figure 2 below). 

table 14

Responses to Statements about Judaism

Disagree  
with 

Do not know 
anything 

about 

Do not have 
sufficient infor-
mation about 

Am not sure 
about

Agree with

In general, Jews view women as  
deserving the same rights as men.

11% 7% 15% 18% 50% 

Jews take a strong interest in  
championing human rights. 

4 11 22 20 43

Judaism is a tolerant religion and Jews, 
in general, are tolerant.

7 8 15 17 53

Many Jews work to alleviate  
suffering of others and improve  
social conditions of the poor.

4 10 23 17 45

Jews tend to seek peaceful means  
of resolving disputes.

 7 8 22 17 46
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and Christianity and Hinduism were both rated slightly 
less tolerant, with about 40% of students selecting the 
Agree response for Christianity and 30% for Hinduism. 
Islam was rated both least positively (somewhat 
over 20% agreed) and second most negatively (30% 
disagreed that Muslims were tolerant). Interestingly, 
Christianity garnered the most Disagree responses on 
this item, slightly over 30%. 

The fourth statement asked students their opinion of 
whether or not the adherents of each religion worked to 

through 18. As can be seen, no one religion was always 
viewed most positively for all five statements.

The first statement asks students’ opinions on whether 
or not each religion views women as deserving the 
same rights as men. Students rated both Christianity 
and Judaism moderately highly on this question, with 
more than half agreeing that these two religions viewed 
women’s rights as important. Conversely, Islam was 
viewed negatively on this item, with nearly 70% of the 
students choosing the Disagree response. Figure 3 below 
shows the relative percentage of positive and negative 
student ratings for each religion.

On the question of human rights in general, Christianity 
clearly led in student positive opinions among the five 
religions, with Buddhism and Judaism also receiving 
moderately positive rankings. Both Hinduism and 
Islam received relatively low positive appraisals on this 
item, with Islam also receiving the highest percentage of 
negative (Disagree) responses (see Figure 4 at right).

When asked if each religion and its adherents displayed 
tolerance, an interesting pattern of responses resulted (see 
Figure 5 below right). Among the five faiths, Buddhism 
was ranked most positively on this dimension, with over 
65% of the students agreeing that Buddhists are gener-
ally tolerant. Very few students disagreed that Buddhism 
is a tolerant religion. Judaism ranked second highest 
positively, with over 50% agreeing that Jews are tolerant, 
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Finally, students were asked whether they thought follow-
ers of each religion used peaceful means to resolve disputes. 
As was true for the item on tolerance, Buddhism was 
clearly the most positively viewed religion in this regard, 
with well over 70% of students agreeing. For Christianity 
and Judaism, students selected Agree just over and just 
under 50% of the time, respectively. Islam received the 
lowest percentage of Agree responses to this item, as well as 
the highest percentage of Disagree responses (about 24%) 
followed by Christianity with the second highest negative 
score, about 20% Disagree (see Figure 7 below left). 

Looking across the responses to the five statements 
in questions 14 through 18, as displayed in Figures 3 
through 7, a number of tentative conclusions might be 
drawn from the data for this sample of students. First, as 
might be expected based on the demographics for this 
group, Christianity was viewed most positively (i.e., it 
received the highest proportion of Agree responses to the 
five items overall). But it did not also receive the low-
est proportion of Disagree responses to the statements; 
in fact, Buddhism received well below 10% Disagree 
responses on all five statements, which was not the case 
for any of the other religions. In addition, Buddhism 
was ranked most positively on tolerance and peaceful 
dispute resolution. Judaism also had very low negative 
rankings overall, with Disagree responses in excess of 
10% only on the question of women’s rights. Thus 
Buddhism could reasonably be said to be the religion 

alleviate suffering and improve conditions for the poor. 
Christianity ranked most highly on this item, with well 
over 80% of the students agreeing. Buddhism ranked 
second highest, at just over 50% agreeing, followed 
by Judaism, Islam, and Hinduism. Negative responses 
(Disagree) for all five religions were under 10%, with 
those for Buddhism and Christianity being particularly 
low, thus reinforcing the positive student view of those 
two faiths on this dimension (see Figure 6 below).
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As can be seen, in general the two distributions are simi-
lar: regardless of whether students reported ‘consider-
able knowledge’ or ‘little knowledge’ of other religions, 
when asked to agree or disagree with statements about 
the five religions, their relative attitude profiles were 
comparable. For example, both groups of students were 
much more positive than negative towards Buddhism, 
Christianity, and Judaism; but both groups were also 
more negative than positive towards Islam. Hinduism 
received the lowest relative percent of categorical 
responses (either Agree or Disagree, point 5 or 1 on the 
scale), with most of the student responses to statements 
about Hinduism falling in the middle range of Don’t 
know / Not enough information / Not sure (points 2, 3, or 
4). This pattern may be interpreted as indicating neither 
strongly positive nor strongly negative attitudes towards 
Hinduism, as well as considerable lack of knowledge 
about Hinduism and Hindus.

However, it is unclear whether students’ positive or 
negative attitudes toward these religions reflect opinions 
based on accurate knowledge of the faiths, or whether 
they are in fact simply subjective impressions based 
on students’ favorable or unfavorable conceptions of 
a religion’s beliefs and the presumed behaviors of its  
followers. Accordingly, additional assessments during 
the course of this project will continue to assess the 
extent to which increased knowledge of a religion affects 

viewed second most positively, followed by Judaism, as 
illustrated in Figure 8 on the previous page.

Secondly, as a group, students reported almost identi-
cal levels of lack of information about Buddhism and 
Judaism, and only slightly less confidence in their 
knowledge of Islam. However, those students who did 
feel confident in expressing an opinion about any of 
these three religions indicated highly positive views 
of Buddhism, fairly negative views of Islam overall, 
and moderately positive views of Judaism. One inter-
pretation of these findings might be that differences 
in student knowledge—or lack of knowledge—of a 
religion may not correspond to the relative difference in 
positive, or negative, attitudes students hold toward that 
religion. For example, as was shown, Islam was viewed 
most negatively and also least positively on many of the 
items; but while Christianity was the most positively 
viewed religion overall, it was also ranked first or second 
most negatively on two of the statements.

To explore this possibility further in the data, we compared 
the positive and negative responses toward each religion 
(Q. 14-18, as summarized in Figure 8) for respondents 
in two groups: those claiming considerable knowledge of 
other religions, and those reporting little knowledge (as 
reported in the responses to Q. 8). The results of these 
cross-tabulations are displayed in Figures 9 and 10 below. 
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appropriate in ascertaining comparable levels of knowl-
edge about other religions (e.g. one religion may be 
more text-based or geographically focused than another, 
so asking similar questions about the role of major texts 
within the respective traditions may not translate very 
well between traditions). 

Nonetheless, we selected five basic factors about text, 
history, leading figures, geography, and overall life 
goals of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and 
Judaism. We identified these topics for each religion 
through scanning the web pages of general information 
sources like Wikipedia and Encyclopedia Brittanica 
online as well as the first ten featured sites of a simple 
Google search for each religion. We chose this method 
based on the assumption that beyond their own per-
sonal experience with religion, many students would 
search the Internet for information on other religions. 

Overall, survey responses indicated that students were 
fairly knowledgeable about Buddhism. The majority 
of students (67%) correctly identified that Confucius 
was not an important Buddhist. A strong majority of 
respondents correctly identified that ‘Buddhist practices 
strive to eliminate craving’ (86%) and ‘the Eightfold 
Path leads to enlightenment’ (88%). However, when 

student attitudes towards that religion, either positively 
or negatively. We address the question briefly in the cur-
rent survey, as discussed in the following section.

Part 6: Religious Literacy
In the final substantive section of the survey, we 
attempted to gain some purchase on the extent of the 
respondents’ basic religious literacy about five major 
world religions. While analyzing student attitudes about 
other religions is important in itself, as noted above the 
results are more objective when seen in the context 
of the extent to which students have some awareness 
of basic facts about other religions. In particular, we 
wanted to ascertain how student confidence levels in 
agreeing or disagreeing with the statements about reli-
gions (Section 5) compared to their knowledge of basic 
facts about major religions.

This inquiry has limitations for a variety of reasons: no 
basic set of facts defines any religious tradition; knowl-
edge or ignorance of the particular facts we chose is not 
necessarily indicative of general knowledge or ignorance 
of the religion; and most importantly, the factors that 
may be most salient within a particular religious tradi-
tion may not parallel those factors that would be most 

table 15

Responses to True/False Statements about Buddhism
(correct answers in bold)

True False

Mahayana, Zen, and Taoism are branches of Buddhism. 59% 41% 

Confucius was an important Buddhist. 33 67

Buddhist practices strive to eliminate craving. 86 14

The Eightfold path leads to Enlightenment. 88 12

Buddhism originated in present-day Nepal. 58 42

table 16

Responses to True/False Statements about Christianity
(correct answers in bold)

True False

The golden rule commands to love your neighbor as yourself.  85% 15% 

The Eucharist/Communion celebrates the birth of Jesus. 17 83

The Gospels describe the life and teachings of Jesus. 95 5

According to the New Testament, the apostle Paul baptized 
Jesus in the River Jordan.

37 63

Epiphany is a holy day marking the end of Jesus’ 40 days in 
the wilderness.

36 64
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Surprisingly, the questions about Hinduism yielded 
almost identical levels of correct responses as the items 
about Christianity (see Table 17 below; correct values 
in bold). This response pattern was unexpected based 
on the low confidence levels students reported in their 
responses to the earlier set of identical statements about 
the five religions (Q. 14-18). From among the true/
false questions about Hinduism, students provided high 
numbers of correct responses for questions about the 
major texts (77%), the focus of Hindu moral life (85%), 
the religion’s historical origins (75%), and claims about 
the eternality of the soul (89%). The lowest percentage 
of correct responses was obtained for the statement 
‘Shinto is an important sect of Hinduism,’ with 37% 
incorrectly responding that the statement was true.

Responses about Islam were mixed (see Table 18 below; 
correct values in bold). Questions about Muslim 
religious practices yielded a high number of correct 
responses related to pilgrimage (94%) and the focus 
of Ramadan (92%), and 75% of the students correctly 
identified that Islam regards Jesus as a prophet. In 
response to an ambiguous statement about whether the 
Qu’ran describes God’s revelations to Moses, 42% of 

presented with three terms purporting to identify 
branches of Buddhism (Taoism, Mahayana and Zen), 
59% thought this statement was true. This suggests 
that many students may have simply guessed at the 
correct answer, based on their understanding of terms 
identifiable as referring to ‘Asian religion.’ Table 15 on 
the previous page displays the results of the five ‘True/
False’ statements about Buddhism (correct value in 
bold type).

Even though 56% of the respondents self-identified 
with one of the Christian religious traditions, there was 
a surprisingly uneven level of correct responses to the 
items about Christianity (see Table 16 on the previous 
page; correct response values in bold). As might be 
expected, 85% responded correctly about the meaning 
of the Golden Rule, the nature of what is celebrated 
in the Eucharist/Communion (83%) and the focus of 
the Gospel teachings (95%). However, on the subject 
of Jesus’ baptism in the River Jordan, 37% incorrectly 
marked as true the statement that the baptism was per-
formed by the apostle Paul. Likewise, 36% incorrectly 
identified the focus of the Epiphany holiday as the end 
of Jesus’ 40 days of wandering in the wilderness. 

table 17

Responses to True/False Statements about Hinduism
(correct answers in bold)

True False

The Vedas and Upanishads are the major sacred texts for 
Hindus.

77% 23% 

In the Hindu tradition, the soul of every person is eternal. 89 11

Hinduism grew out of Buddhism. 25 75

Shinto is an important sect of Hinduism. 37 63

The Hindu moral life is focused on satisfying one’s pleasures 
in this world.

15 85

table 18

Responses to True/False Statements about Islam
(correct answers in bold)

True False

Saudi Arabia is the country with the highest number  
of Muslims.

47% 53% 

Islam regards Jesus as a prophet. 75 25

The Qu’ran describes God’s revelations to Moses. 42 58

Pilgrimage is a religious duty for Muslims. 94 6

Ramadan is a month-long observance of the revealing  
of the Qu’ran, marked by fasting and prayer.

92 8
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claiming little knowledge of other religions score a 
higher percentage of correct responses than did those 
claiming considerable knowledge. With the exception 
of Buddhism, then, it appears that students with more 
knowledge answered more questions correctly. This 
pattern appears to lend support to our hypothesis that 
more knowledge yields a higher number of correct 
answers to questions about the five religions. In the case 
of Buddhism, it is possible that the answers to the par-
ticular questions asked might be common knowledge 
for these students, or that more students are interested 
in and know facts about Buddhism than for other reli-
gions on survey, such as Hinduism or Islam. 

students marked that this was true (a more clearly cor-
rect statement would be that the Qu’ran describes God’s 
revelations to Mohammed). Finally, 47% incorrectly 
identified Saudi Arabia as the country with the highest 
number of Muslims. 

Responses about Judaism revealed a significant lack of 
knowledge about some basic facts about the religious 
tradition (see Table 19 below; correct values in bold). 
Perhaps because of its relevance to the Christian tradi-
tion, 88% responded correctly about the focus of the 
Sabbath observance. However, 63% incorrectly identi-
fied the Torah as composed of Genesis, Exodus, and the 
Psalms. Moreover, 42% incorrectly identified the focus 
of Rosh Hoshanah, and 40% incorrectly responded that 
Judaism is the third largest world religion in terms of 
numbers of adherents. Finally, 36% incorrectly stated 
that the Shema was not a key prayer of Jewish liturgy. 

In order to see how accuracy of responses to these 
questions was related to the amount of knowledge 
students claimed about other religions, we compared 
the percentage of correct or incorrect responses to the 
true/false questions about the five religions (Q. 19-23) 
with students’ self-reported levels of knowledge about 
other religions (Q. 8). The results of this calculation are 
displayed in Figure 11 at right.

A number of preliminary conclusions can be drawn 
from this comparison. First, in four out of five cases, the 
overall percentage of correct answers scored by students 
claiming considerable knowledge is higher than the 
percentage of correct answers from students reporting 
little knowledge of other religions. In no case did students 

table 19

Responses to True/False Statements about Judaism
(correct answers in bold)

True False

The Torah is the Jewish holy book composed of Genesis,  
Exodus, and the Psalms.

63% 37% 

Rosh Hashanah marks the celebration of the handing of the  
10 commandments to Moses.

42 58

The Sabbath observance celebrates God’s rest after the  
six days of creation.

88 12

Judaism is the third largest world religion in terms of number 
of adherents.

40 60

The Shema is a key prayer recited during most services. 64 36
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adherents, or lacking confidence in one’s knowledge 
of that religion, does not appear to affect students’ 
abilities to correctly evaluate the truth or falsehood of 
statements about that religion. This tentative finding 
warrants additional investigation as the study unfolds, 
in order to better understand the relationship between 
students’ knowledge about and attitudes toward reli-
gions, as those factors contribute to increased interreli-
gious understanding.

Part 7: Preliminary Findings and 
Areas for Further Study
Of the 460 students responding to the initial survey, 
about half identified with one of the Christian tradi-
tions, while less than 10% came from the Buddhist, 
Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, and other faiths. About a 
third of the students did not claim adherence to any 
particular religion. Nonetheless, despite the diversity 
of religious backgrounds of the respondents, there was 
consensus on several strongly shared opinions and val-
ues. The overwhelming majority of students 
•	 reported	positive	encounters	with	people	of	different	

religious practices while they were in high school; 
•	 claimed	that	they	could	relate	well	to	people	of	differ-

ent races, nations, and religions; 
•	 agreed	that	non-religious	people	can	be	moral;	
•	 considered	it	an	essential	life	aspiration	to	become	a	

kinder person; and 
•	 agreed	that	knowing	people	 from	diverse	 religions	

could help them become more tolerant.

These open attitudes toward religion and the relative 
consensus on related values across students from the 
various religions (or no religion) indicate that there is 
strong potential for further development of interreli-
gious understanding during their undergraduate years 
at Georgetown.

Even though the majority reported that they had 
already studied about religions other than their own 
before entering college, their survey responses indicated 
that they fully expect to have opportunities to continue 
learning about other religions through courses, events, 
and lectures, and to discuss their religion and spirituality 
with others while at Georgetown. Over three quarters of 
the students also expressed interest in studying religion’s 
role in politics and world affairs, participating in direct 

It is also probably the case that the particular questions 
asked about the five faiths are not of equal difficulty 
across the religions, such that some may be easier for stu-
dents to answer regardless of their level of knowledge or 
confidence in that knowledge. It may also be true that the 
questions asked on the survey would not be the specific 
questions that adherents of one or more of these faiths 
would ask to ascertain one’s familiarity with the tenets 
and practices of their religion. Additional investigation, 
more appropriately conducted in focus groups or inter-
views, will be necessary in order to assess how difficult (or 
easy) respondents perceived these questions to be.

It is interesting to note, however, that students’ positive 
or negative attitudes and self-reported levels of confidence 
in their knowledge about specific religions (as reported in 
responses to Q. 14-18, see Figure 8) are not necessarily 
related to the percentage of correct answers to the True/
False statements just described (Q. 19-23). For example, 
in the earlier set of questions about Hinduism, 30% of 
the students responded Do not have sufficient informa-
tion on each item, indicating low levels of confidence 
about expressing an opinion based on their knowledge 
of Hinduism. However, when asked to evaluate specific 
statements about Hinduism as true or false (in Q. 21), 
the percentages of correct answers from both groups 
of students—those claiming considerable knowledge 
of other religions as well as those who reported little 
knowledge—were among the highest for the five reli-
gions, second only to the percentages of correct responses 
to statements about Christianity (Figure 11). 

Moreover, students expressed relatively negative atti-
tudes toward Islam overall; however, in the true-false 
questions about Islam (Q. 22), there was a similar 
distribution of correct responses from both knowledge-
able students and those claiming little knowledge of 
other religions. The percentages of correct responses to 
the statements about Islam were not substantially lower 
than the percentages of correct responses to items about 
Christianity and Hinduism, and in fact were noticeably 
higher than the percentages of correct responses to 
items about Buddhism and Judaism, two religions that 
students appeared to view much more favorably than 
they viewed Islam (Figure 8). 

Thus holding a negative attitude—or at least not a 
highly positive attitude—towards a religion or its 
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#2: Does developing or increasing inter-
religious understanding depend more on 
students’ ability to see issues from multiple 
perspectives, or on their agreement about 
the validity of specific religious beliefs or the 

value of religious belief in general? Students 
disagreed about the value or validity of religion/s while 
still agreeing on a range of moral and ethical issues, thus 
opening a space for dialogue and increased understand-
ing. Student responses demonstrated a high degree of 
tolerance of diverse religious views, with the majority 
agreeing that different religions present valuable alter-
native perspectives. There was almost unanimous agree-
ment that non-religious people can be moral and that 
all religions manifest some truth.

#3: Does providing students with more knowl-
edge about a religion enable them to give 
(or recognize) a more accurate description of 

that religion and the beliefs of its adherents? 
Students claiming ‘considerable knowledge’ of religions 
other than their own consistently scored a higher 
percentage of correct responses to factual questions 
about five major religions than did students report-
ing ‘little knowledge’ of other faiths. However, more 
confidence in the accuracy of their knowledge about 
a religion does not necessarily translate into a higher 
level of correct views of that religion or its believers (e.g. 
students expressed least confidence in their knowledge 
of Hinduism, but their percentage of correct answers 
to questions about that faith was nearly identical with 
that for Christianity, the religion they claimed most 
knowledge about). 

In exploring further this apparent discrepancy between 
perceived knowledge (confidence) and actual knowledge 
(accuracy of responses), we would like to ask students, 
perhaps in the context of a focus group, where they get the 
information on which they base their opinions, whether 
from news media, personal interactions with people of 
different faiths, or other sources. Additionally, in order 
to gain an emic (native) perspective on ‘knowledge of a 
faith’, a related question we would like to ask student is: 
What might you want to ask a person not of your faith to 
ascertain their level of familiarity with your religion? 

Their responses to these questions could also shed light 
on our final research question, which deals with student 
attitudes towards other faiths.

action for a cause, and deepening their knowledge of 
their own faith through courses, events, and lectures. 
Nearly equal numbers valued achieving inner peace 
and harmony as an essential life goal, while half of the 
students agreed that prayer could change the course of 
events and their lives. 

Student expectations of their opportunities to gain 
knowledge of other religions, to study its role in the 
world and in their own lives, and to develop their per-
sonal spirituality during college thus confirm that these 
students have both the interest and the opportunities 
to act on the positive attitudes they display with regard 
to increasing their knowledge and understanding of 
diverse religions and their adherents. 

Over the course of the remaining three and a half 
years of this study, we will investigate how and where 
students most effectively develop this knowledge and 
understanding in order to design curricula and struc-
ture student life in ways that support their further 
development of interreligious understanding. Based on 
our preliminary analysis of the initial survey responses, 
we have identified the following questions as specific 
areas for further attention during the study:

#1: Are students more likely to develop or 
increase their interreligious understanding 
when they are less certain of their religious 

beliefs? Based on our initial survey results, the more 
fluid students are in their own religious beliefs, the 
more open they appear to be to considering other vari-
eties of religious belief and experience. For example, the 
great majority of students claimed that they could relate 
well to people of different races, nations, and religions; 
nearly equal numbers agreed that interacting with 
people of different religions could either strengthen 
or weaken their own religious beliefs. By contrast, 
the number of students who claimed to have a good 
understanding of the teachings and doctrines of their 
own religious denomination was lower. Perhaps partly 
due to their developing understanding of religious 
belief, students strongly rejected the view that their own 
religious views were superior to others, or the only right 
way to believe. 

24

B
E

R
K

L
E

Y
 C

E
N

T
E

R
  

 |
  

 G
E

O
R

G
E

T
O

W
N

 U
N

IV
E

R
S

IT
Y



#4: Why does more knowledge about a religion 
not necessarily result in more positive attitudes 

held towards that particular religion? Differences 
in student knowledge or lack of knowledge about a 
religion did not correspond to the relative difference in 
positive or negative attitudes students held toward that 
religion. For example, students claimed most knowledge 
about Christianity and also viewed it most positively 
overall; but students also gave the religion highly nega-
tive ratings in two areas. By contrast, students claimed 
least knowledge about Hinduism, but their attitudes 
toward Hinduism were neither the least positive nor 
the most negative. In fact, despite claiming a level of 
familiarity with Islam only somewhat higher than their 
reported knowledge of Hinduism, students nonethe-
less displayed more negative attitudes about Islam than 
towards any other religion on the survey. They also rated 
Islam least positively on many of the items. 

Moreover, regardless of whether students reported 
‘considerable knowledge’ or ‘little knowledge’ of other 
religions, their relative attitude profiles (either positively 
or negatively disposed toward a particular religion) were 
comparable. For example, both groups of students were 
much more positive than negative towards Buddhism, 
Christianity, and Judaism; both were also more negative 
than positive towards Islam. 

It is unclear from the survey data whether student 
attitudes toward these religions reflect opinions based 
on accurate knowledge or misconceptions of the faiths. 
Thus additional assessments during the course of this 
project will attempt to measure the extent to which 
increased knowledge of a religion affects student atti-
tudes towards it, either positively or negatively, as well 
as the conditions under which increased knowledge 
leads to greater understanding. 
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