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Role of Religion Didactics
in the Religious Education of Children and Adolescents

Introduction

Religion didactics is a subdiscipline of the integral catechetics. It has
a long tradition and has been developing rapidly since the return of religion
teaching to Polish schools in 1990. Obviously, in the current educational and
social situation, there is a need for increased interest in religion teaching in
Poland, both in theory and in practice. Successive education reforms in Poland,
changes in the standards for educating religion teachers and in conducting
classes as well as expectations from the public and the development of new
information and communication technologies — all these are the most important
factors on which the development of modern religion didactics is based. More-
over, the concern of both researchers and practitioners about the effectiveness
of religion teaching to children and adolescents at the school implies changes in
the perception of religion didactics.

No one needs to be persuaded of the importance of religion didactics in the
religious education of young people. Each educational activity of a religion
teacher aims at attaining certain objectives and tasks specified in the religion
teaching syllabus. It requires following the didactic principles, proper planning
of the students’ work organisation, applying various forms, methods, tech-
niques and teaching resources as well as properly conducted checking and
marking the students’ knowledge and skills. These are important elements that
define the quality of the teacher’s educational activity. They also affect the
teacher’s methodological decisions.

There have been few studies which focus on the role of religion didactics
in religious education of children and adolescents’. However, there are ongoing
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debates concerning traditional and modern teaching solutions®. Catechetics
refer to proposals developed in general didactics®. General didactics provides
a lot of information about the methodological solutions which largely affect the
effectiveness of learning-teaching®. It is based on what is familiar to children
and adolescents. Religion teaching uses methodological solutions similar to
those applied in general education. Moreover, especially with respect to the
subject matter concerning the Bible and liturgy, didactic methods, techniques
and resources used in religion teaching are typical of preaching God’s word".

The following question appears in the context of what has been said above:
what is the role of religion didactics in the religious education of children and
adolescents? Seeking the answer to this question requires an analysis of the
basic literature on religion didactics. These analyses will take into account ma-
jor research conducted by Polish catechists, who have been dealing with relig-
ion didactics and religious education of children and adolescents for a long
time. When seeking the answer to the question put above, the first part of the
process must deal with the following: what is the subject matter of religion
didactics research? Subsequently, attention must be paid to the functions of
teaching in the religious education of children and adolescents and the place of
religion didactics in the educational activity of a religion teacher. This will
provide grounds for the final comments.

The question about the subject matter dealt with
in religion didactics research

“Religion didactics” in the Polish literature is usually considered in asso-
ciation with religion lessons at schools®. It is among the basic areas of modern
integral catechesis. It is associated with the systematic religious education of
children and adolescents. Some researchers use the term “didactics of cateche-
sis”’ rather than “religion didactics”, with the former term having a wider
range. It covers the activities performed as part of parochial catechesis, espe-
cially sacramental catechesis. It is sometimes regarded as identical with formal
catechetics. The area of catechesis didactics research is not limited to the
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clearly beyond the purely didactic approach to the teaching and rearing in faith.
It also emphasises issues related to the Christian initiation®.

It is justified to isolate the term “religion didactics” and associate it with
religious education of children and adolescents. The presence of religion teaching
in Polish schools makes catechetics pay more attention to various aspects of the
teaching-learning in the course of a lesson and as part of various forms of educa-
tional activities performed by the religion teacher at the school®. Moreover, they
analyse the procedural and content-related elements associated with pedagogic
supervision. There is also perceptible multi-directional dynamics in studying
religion teaching in a Polish school and in designing new didactic solutions™.

Considering the definitions of “religion didactics”, which is the most fre-
guently used in the Polish literature, one can claim that this term defines
a branch of science isolated from general didactics™. It points to the didactics
of a subject. So far, in Poland, only the Roman Catholic Church has developed
a comprehensive concept of religion teaching. Due to its specific objectives,
content, methods, resources, forms and organisation of religion teaching, relig-
ion didactics studies and describes education and self-education goals associ-
ated with the reality of faith. Researchers have pointed out the education con-
tent that focuses on the truths of faith, the Decalogue, moral standards, princi-
ples of life in the society and religious practices™.

Like with didactics of other subjects, religion didactics regards didactic
principles, course of lessons, methods and techniques of learning-teaching as
important. Apart from that, it analyses issues related to the organisational
forms, within which educational activities performed by the teacher and by
students take place. Much attention is paid to didactic resources, control,
evaluation, measurement, assessment and didactic planning®®. Depending on
the assumptions regarding the elements mentioned above and their implemen-
tation, religion didacticians who conduct these studies increasingly often de-
scribe various didactic concepts and analyse them in conjunction with the prin-
ciples of religion teaching at Polish schools. They also explain the relation-
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ships between individual elements of the teaching-learning process (e.g. didac-
tic objectives, content, methods, forms and resources), specified in the religion
teaching core curriculum and syllabus. They also point to the relationship be-
tween the conditions of a religion teacher’s and students’ work and religious
education outcomes™. This provides the basis for formulating specific generali-
sations, which apply to the religion teaching-learning process.

The functions of religion didactics
in the religious education of children and adolescents

As has been pointed out above, studies of religion didactics deal with di-
dactic activities of the religion teacher and students. It covers all the compo-
nents and actions which comprise the religion teaching-learning at the school.
Religion didactics assists in the religion teacher’s professional activity, espe-
cially his/her effective work with students'. It has both a theoretical and
a practical aspect. Researchers discover the principles of the religion teaching
process and, at the same time, they formulate effective proposals concerning
didactic activities of religion teachers and students. They also develop new
theories of effective religion teaching. They also propose how to apply them in
practice'’. Therefore, religion didactics not only improves the teaching methods
applied by a religion teacher, but it also improves the quality of religion teach-
ing and contributes to effective organisation of the cognitive, emotional, social
activity of students during the course of the lesson®,

Religion didactics provides religion teachers with the knowledge necessary
to develop detailed directives which specify the methods of the proper per-
formance of the teaching activities in the process of transmitting the faith con-
tents, developing skills and moulding attitudes in participants of religion les-
sons. Religion teachers, involved in the religious education of children and
adolescents, need to know the general principles of teaching processes so that
they can use them to design — while adapting to specific features of religion
teaching — and implement their curricular and extracurricular activities.

While making use of not only the achievements of theology but also — and
mainly — various disciplines of humanities and social sciences, catechists bear
in mind a specific target (children and adolescents) at a specific stage of the
school education and various factors affecting their human and Christian de-
velopment™. Therefore, they create — in a systematic and scientific manner —
the theoretical foundations for the work of a religion teacher. This is attested to,
for example, by studies of the effectiveness and adequacy of teaching-learning

% S. Labendowicz, Dydaktyka katechezy, dz. cyt., pp. 41-253; M. Korgul, Dydaktyka dla kate-
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and self-education methods in the course of a religion lesson®. Moreover, the
issues that concern various methodological solutions and new information and
communication technologies play an important role in the religious education
of children and adolescents®. They always perform both cognitive and practi-
cal functions because they increase the effectiveness of implementation and
performance of didactic tasks and objectives. They provide methodical tools
which facilitate discovering and understanding the reality and remembering
knowledge and developing skills.

Proposals developed by religion didacticians also perform diagnostic and
motivational functions. Religion didactics provides tools necessary to measure
students’ knowledge and skills. At the same time, it indicates the importance of
didactic methods and techniques, which motivate children and adolescents to
learn by stimulating their curiosity and interest in religious matters®. Of con-
siderable importance are all the proposals that serve the multi-directional acti-
vation of students and which evoke positive experiences, make one reflect,
evaluate and control oneself.

Considering the specific nature of religion teaching at the school, which is
a direct consequence of the objectives and content related to the reality of faith,
attitude of faith, developing the bond with God and with the Church commu-
nity, religion didactics specifies the criteria of selecting such methodical solu-
tions that support proper implementation of the curriculum principles of relig-
ion teaching at the school. It specifies the didactic forms, methods, techniques
and resources that improve the effectiveness of the religion teaching process.
It also specifies the regularities related to the course of the religion lesson con-
sidering the educational nature of religion teaching. It also specifies the regu-
larities concerning the developing of attitudes and education for prayer during
the religion lessons. In this manner, it performs ancillary and auxiliary func-
tions. “Its task™, as Stanistaw Labendowicz rightly points out, “is to serve (...)
the meeting”** of children and adolescents with God and establishing a per-
sonal bond with Him and finding such methods of didactic activity that will
lead to the dialogue between the religion teacher, the lesson participants and
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God®. Therefore, religion didactics does not focus only on cognitive functions,
but it also emphasises the methodological solutions that serve the development
of skills and attitudes. Proposals aimed at inducing changes in personalities of
children and adolescents and supporting in discovering and internalising values
are regarded as important. Therefore, didactics of religion teaching perform
practical functions, which have clear educational and catechetic dimension.

The place of religion didactics
in the educational activity of the religion teacher

Every educational activity of a religion teacher is always embedded in relig-
ion didactics. Designing and conducting religion lessons remains closely related
to scientific and individual knowledge as well as didactic skills and experience of
a religion teacher. It is not important how aware the religion teacher is of such
associations. Regardless of more or less conscious references to the religion di-
dactics, whenever a religion teacher initiates any didactic activities (e.g. plans
a lesson, selects didactic methods and techniques, applies specific methodologi-
cal solutions), he is driven by certain convictions regarding how — from the di-
dactic perspective — his educational activities should look like.

Emphasising the role of religion didactics in the educational activity of the
religion teacher can be practical or interpretative-constructivist®®. Each focuses
on different reasoning and different attitude of the religion teacher to didactic
theories. Orientation towards practical use of religion didactics research find-
ings can make the teacher pay more attention to and use only those methodo-
logical solutions which he finds effective in the religious education of children
and adolescents. In such a case he chooses from the didactic offer what — in his
opinion — can be helpful in good and effective religion teaching. Such an ap-
proach to religion didactics poses a threat of pragmatism and subjectivism.
There is also a great risk that the religion teacher will only find those didactic
solutions valuable that focus on the organisation of the religion teaching proc-
ess and student activation. Although a practical approach to religion didactics is
inevitably a part of the religion teacher educational activity, limiting oneself to
it can lead to reductionism. In practical terms, the religion teacher leaves out or
reduces the value of the didactic content, methods and resources, which — in his
and his students’ opinion — are not very interesting, but they are of educational
and catechetic value. This is mainly about the curricular assumptions (didactic
goals, forms, methods, resources) associated with the development of the
knowledge of faith, conscience formation, education for prayer, liturgical edu-
cation, education for community life, introduction to missions?’. Methodologi-

% hid.

% gee e.g. and compare: M. Czerepaniak-Walczak, Funkcje koncepcji pedagogicznych w pracy
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cal pragmatism can become apparent in the educational activity of the religion
teacher, which negates the importance of the didactic and catechetic theory.
The religion teacher who adopts such an attitude picks only such solutions from
the religion didactics which are effective instructions or are simple in applica-
tion and seemingly attractive.

The interoperative-constructivist approach to religion didactics is of a dif-
ferent nature. The solutions proposed in religion didactics are regarded by the
religion teacher not as an effective tool and a recipe for the effective religious
education of children and adolescents, but as guidance which requires a reflex-
ive and creative approach. In such a case, the religion teacher reflects both on
the educational reality, dynamics of the religion lesson, the lesson participants,
events that take place during the lesson and on himself and his methodological
activities. This helps him to develop his professional competences, as well as
personality, individuality and creativity. At the same time, he sees the need for
a creative approach to the theory of religion didactics. Importantly, he designs
his lessons in a more creative and conscious manner, constructs his practical
knowledge and tries to implement new methodological solutions. When seek-
ing various methodological solutions, the religion teacher is open to new theo-
retical concepts and practical innovations. However, he does not use them as
instructions, with no reflection. On the contrary, he observes the educational
reality and analyses it to plan and apply what — in his opinion — can help him in
the effective religious education of children and adolescents. These activities
are accompanied by reflections before, during and after the activity. The relig-
ion teacher does not focus only on practical skills. On the contrary, he applies
a critical approach — both to the theory and practice, reliable interpretation of
the educational events and reasonable combination of the theory and practice.
Such an approach to religion didactics is helpful in the religious education of
children and adolescents. It emphasises constructing and reconstructing various
methodological solutions, which are based on good theories of religion didac-
tics. By referring to current scientific knowledge, the teacher examines his own
practice. He also uses his individual knowledge. He uses all this to design the
religious education of children and adolescents in a purposeful, reflexive man-
ner. He constantly asks himself this question: “What methodological solutions
am | going to use in the course of a specific lesson and why?”” Seeking an an-
swer to it is a source of creativity in the religion teacher’s thinking and actions.
It stimulates his activity in interpreting individual theoretical offers and creat-
ing original didactic solutions. It also helps him to recognise the individual
knowledge of children and adolescents and to create opportunities for the stu-
dents to participate actively in the course of religion lessons. A creative relig-
ion teacher allows his students to express their opinions. Moreover, he organ-
ises classes in such a way as to enable them to discover the contents of the faith
themselves and to solve existential problems in light of the word of God.
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Owing to assigning proper value to the religion didactic theory, the educa-
tional activity of a religion teacher is not the product of stereotypes, spontane-
ity and intuition, or a current fashion. On the contrary, it is scientifically justi-
fied. The religion teacher refers to the theory which he learned during the theo-
logical studies and which he constantly enriches and updates in the process of
professional development. The religion teacher chooses from religion didactics
what — in his opinion — is important and develops his own understanding of the
methods of implementation of religious education of children and adolescents.
Importantly, he also evaluates the proposals which are developed in religion
didactics. It is the basis that the religion teacher uses to design lessons (goals,
methods, forms of students” work organisation, didactic resources) and to con-
duct them. After a lesson is completed, he reflects on it and evaluates his own
educational practice with a view to improving his own personality and teaching
methods.

Final comments

Religion didactics requires constant critical thinking. This should help not
only to show the importance of theory in the educational activity of the religion
teacher but also to integrate the theory with practice. Both researchers (religion
didacticians) and practitioners (religion teachers) constantly experience the
tension between sticking to traditional solutions and opening to novelties and
innovations. Correct choices can be made owing to reliable theoretical assump-
tions. Owing to the rooting of the theory and practice in the patterns of me-
thodical procedure and teachers’ professional experience of religion teachers, it
is possible to approach creatively the new educational challenges and develop
proposals different than those adopted in religion didactics. Religious education
during the COVID-19 pandemic can be mentioned as an example. Both the
theory and practice provide a few methodological proposals that can be used in
remote religion teaching. The changing educational situation required that re-
ligion teachers initiate new actions, different than those usually performed in
religion teaching. They were associated with the use of e-learning platforms
and new information and communication technologies. Various methodological
proposals have appeared on the Internet’®. They do not negate the traditional
approach to religion teaching, but they suggested using new information and
communication tools to provide religious education to children and adoles-
cents. A decision regarding the choice of one among the proposals or sharing
one’s own ideas required critical thinking, knowledge of new information and
communication technologies, openness and creativity. This situation has shown
that contemporary religion didactics faces new tasks. More attention should be

% See e.g. eKai, Zdalne nauczanie religii. Prezentujemy pomoce dla katechetéw, https:/lekai.pl/
zdalne-nauczanie-religii-publikujemy-niezbedne-pomoce-dla-katechetow (dostgp: 15.04.2020);
compar: B. Bilicka, M. Gurzynski, iPad na szkolnych lekcjach religii, Torun 2019.
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paid to the tools used to create teaching aids supporting e-learning. Such tools
include webinars and multimedia methods and teaching aids (educational
games and online quizzes, multimedia presentations, interactive e-tasks). They
are intended to support traditional methodological solutions.

The range and form of new teaching tools use depends solely on the compe-
tence and creativity of the religion teacher. Therefore, these issues should be
emphasised in the teaching and professional development of religion teachers,
because reliable theory, without excessive didactism, is the foundation. Religious
education of children and adolescents cannot be implemented competently and
effectively without it. It seems that it is best to combine traditional proposals with
methodological innovations. Specific experiences and individual knowledge of
religion teachers should be used and theory should be integrated with practice.
Moreover, conveying knowledge of modern methodological solutions requires
giving up traditional methods of educating and professional development of re-
ligion teachers in favour of new information and communication technologies.
Various e-learning aids and webinars can be useful.

* % %

Summary

Religion didactics is one of the main and important subdisciplines of the
integral catechetics. Recently, since the return of religion teaching to Polish
schools (1990), intensive, interdisciplinary and multi-faceted religion didactics
research has been conducted. The analyses performed in this study aimed at
presenting the role of religion didactics in the religious education of children
and adolescents. Analysis of the basic literature on religion didactics and reli-
gious education of children and adolescents was used to first point out the
proper understanding of the object of studies of religion didactics. Subse-
guently, the functions of religion didactics in the religious education of children
and adolescents were analysed and the place of the religion didactics in the
educational activity of a religion teacher was shown. The final comments
pointed out the need for taking up new issues associated with e-learning and
the use of new information and communication technologies in religion teach-
ing research. It is also important to emphasise the importance of combining
traditional issues with those associated with methodological innovations, in-
cluding new information and communication technologies.

Keywords: religion didactics, religious education, religion teacher, catechetics.
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