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Religious Education in the digital change.  

Concepts and reflections from a German context 

Ilona Nord & Judith Petzke 

The Religious Education Laboratory (RELab digital) project investigated the ways in which 

Religious Education teachers use digital media. Following a process lasting over five years, this 

article will primarily summarise the results of didactic relevance. Chapter 1 contains a 

description of the project structure. Chapter 2 is dedicated to the pedagogical challenge of 

teaching Religious Education (RE) in the digital change. Chapter 3 reflects from a pedagogical 

standpoint on empirical findings of the project, which were developed in the context of 

classroom observations and interviews. Chapter 4 focuses on topics related to the profession of 

teachers: What self-concepts are pursued by teachers of Religious Education and/or can be 

reconstructed through the way they act in the classroom? How can the critical perceptions of 

teachers who often use digital media in religious education be put to good use in the future? 

The conclusion bundles the most important insights and highlights examples of further research 

requirements. 

1 Context and research design of RELab digital 

1.1 The RELab digital project 

RELab digital sees itself as a think tank with various sub-projects for the perception of and 

reflection on digital education issues, particularly those discussed in Media Education and 

Religious Education.  

RELab digital began its work at a time of high-profile debates and promises of digital education 

reform. Expectations were later dampened by practical experience with digital media in the 

classroom. Nevertheless, since then learning opportunities have clearly been changing 

considerably; the Covid pandemic triggered experimental online teaching in the subject. They 

have since been reflected upon and made didactically accessible (cf. e.g. Dietzsch & Pfister 

2022; Dietzsch 2020; Gärtner et al. 2020). One central insight is: the processes of change for 

digitalised RE are in part occurring without any true awareness of them. For the most part, they 

are only reflected upon when lessons fail to run smoothly (Wagner, Nord & Adam 2023). The 

evaluations carried out by RELab digital therefore serve the goal of making the differences 

between the ideal and the reality of implementing digital media in the classroom practically 

accessible and thus more open to reflection. 
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Fundamentally, it can be stated that RELab digital has conducted the first quantitative and 

qualitative studies to ascertain the use of digital media by RE teachers and those studying to be 

RE teachers in the German-speaking world and, as far as we can see, also internationally. The 

project was launched in 2017 and funded by the Evangelical Church in Hessen and Nassau, the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in Bavaria, and the Professional School of Education at the 

University of Würzburg. The following diagram illustrates the main fields of the project, as 

well as its approaches to research, and names publications in each field: 

1.2 Research perspectives and research objectives 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Especially in the theoretical-normative perspective, conceptual orientations, such as can be 

found in educational institutions, e.g. the Ministry of Education and Cultural Affairs, but also 

exploratory 

design

reflection on 
religious 

education

profession-related 
research on attitudes 

instructional 
sociological 

research

Normative and exploratory  
 Project development in multiprofessional teams 
 Creation of interactive and multimodal teaching and learning 

sequences for the implementation of digital media in the RU 

 

Interdisciplinary- 
transformative 

 
Religious Education meets   
Human Computer Interaction:  
Project on Blessing Machines 
 in multireligious perspectives 

 Sociological-empirical 
 Qualitative sub studies 

Cf. Adam, Nord & Wagner (2022): 
Digitalisierungsprozesse im Religionsunter-
richt. Das Forschungsprojekt Religious 
Education Laboratory digital (RELab digital). 
Ein soziologischer Zwischenbericht. 
 
Cf. Wagner, Nord & Adam (2023): 
Digitalisierung als Störung? Zum Einsatz 
digitaler Medien im Religionsunterricht. 
 
Cf. Adam (forthcoming) Diss.: Medien als 
Akteure. Eine qualitative Untersuchung zur 
Handlungsträgerschaft von Medien im 
Religionsunterricht. 

 

Teacher related research  
Quantitative and qualitative sub studies 
 
 Research following the Will-Skill-

Tool model (Petko 2012) 
Cf. Adam, Deniffel, Nord, & Gennerich 

(2021): Digitales Lernen soll mobil und 

lebensrelevant sein. Eine Befragung von 

Studierenden der Religionspädagogik. 

 
 Conditional factors for efficiency, 

performance improvement and 
cooperativeness 

Cf. Palkowitsch-Kühl (2022) Diss.: Religions- 

und Ethiklehrkräfte in Digitalisierungsprozessen. 

Analyse von Bedingungsfaktoren für die 

Integration digitaler Medien in den Religions- und 

Ethikunterricht an weiterführenden Schulen.  

. 
 

 

Didactical-adaptive 
 Expansion of the research field on 

digital religions 
Cf. Schlag & Nord (2021): Digital Religion, in: 
WiReLex  
 

 Concepts and reflection on 
Religious Education and media 
(this text) 

Cf. Nord, Petzke & Adam (2023): Lehrkräfte 

und digitaler Wandel. Religionspädagogische 

sowie professionsbezogene Reflexionen aus 

dem Projekt Religious Education Labaraotry 

digital (RELab digital).  

 

 Concepts and reflection on 
digitality and diversity in Religious 
Education 

Cf. Nord & Petzke (2023) (Hrsg.): Religions-

didaktik diversitätsorientiert und digital.  
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in European and international bodies for the promotion of digital education (TPACK, cf. Köhler 

& Mishra 2008; Twentyfirst Century Skills, cf. Tight 2021, DigCompEdu, cf. Punie & 

Redecker 2017), were guiding factors in the development of the research setting. The will-skill-

tool model (Petko 2012), for example, provided an orientational basis which was already able 

to reference widely acknowledged conceptional research on didactics. Within RELab digital, 

this approach was used primarily in Hessian and Bavarian schools, as well as in further 

education courses offered to RE teachers by the church. In the sociological-empirical 

perspective, experiences made by RE teachers could be included. They addressed the tensions 

between the ideal and the reality of implementing digital media in RE. Research was again 

conducted in Bavarian schools in the Würzburg region, as well as in seminars at the University 

of Würzburg. In addition, the importance of conceptional work on didactics became 

increasingly obvious. It was good for us to see that the supplementary text of the Standing 

Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs in the Federal Republic of 

Germany (KMK 2021) also emphasized this at the same time. For Protestant RE, this insight 

has already been discussed in detail (Nord & Pirner 2022) and incorporated in a text 

authoritative for the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) (EKD 2022).  

After having focussed on the implementation of digital media in RE in 2017-2019, this paper 

now presents insights in empirical observations and reflections on such implementations (2019-

2023). As in all school subjects, learning with and about digital media is necessary for RE in 

order to acquire overarching skills. Important research questions in RELab digital are which 

lines of conflict emerge for RE teachers in the process of acquiring digital skills, how they deal 

with them, and how the conflicts can be processed. 

1.3 The underlying understanding of media 

In its understanding of digital media and digitalisation, RELab digital ties in with religious 

education in a mediatised world (Nord & Zipernovzski 2017). Media are accordingly 

understood as complex entities and in no way as individual techniques or single media. RELab 

digital is not primarily concerned with how best to integrate a tool in RE lessons. This is an 

important area of the project, but it is dependent on a more comprehensive approach: the social 

and cultural dimensions are to be inferred not only of digitalisation processes, but more 

comprehensively of mediatisation processes in relation to religion (cf. Krotz 2022). 

Digitalisation has an historical dimension, building on mediatisation processes that have 

developed over a long period of time. There was no noteworthy media-related break at the 

beginning of the digital era, nothing completely new began. Digitalisation processes are linked 
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to previous media developments. The history of theology and the church shows how religious 

practices are constituted by media; it can therefore also be ‘told’ as a history of media up to the 

present day. From the oral to the written tradition, Christianity became a book-based religion 

for many people; not least the history of the Reformation shows how much reading and writing 

are part of religious practice. Theology can even be viewed as one of the first communication 

and media sciences of its own provenance (cf. Leutzsch 2017; Burkhard 2017; Huizing 2017).  

The RELab digital project, which is substantiated in terms of religious and media education, is 

embedded within this context of a media understanding that is broadened beyond the 

pedagogical debate and primarily informed through communication studies and sociology, as 

well as theology. A specific outcome of this broadening is that the media-pedagogically 

oriented research into the handling of digital media by RE teachers is in permanent hermeneutic 

tension between ‘learning with’ and ‘learning about’ digital media. The sociological 

observations in the classroom illustrate this in particular: they show how, and that the media 

blend the communications of the lessons at a spatial, temporal and social level. In this way, 

digital media come into focus as steering and control factors of communication in the 

classroom. This is not something which only applies to the so-called digital media revolution; 

both factors have always been features of media. For the discussion about religious education, 

however, this perspectivation is currently important in relation to digitalisation if it wishes to 

make RE sensitive to heterogeneity and diversity. Here it is imperative that power issues are 

handled transparently, and such issues include media, as well as their steering and control 

functions (cf. Nord & Petzke 2023). 

But RELab digital and teaching religion cannot get by with an understanding of media based 

on sociology and communication alone. Rather, it is a project that in the service of teaching 

religion conducts media-pedagogical discussions on the topic of digital education in the 

classroom, reflects on them, and classifies them within a broad understanding of media as 

mentioned above. How can teachers in the classroom appropriately address and reflect on the 

instructional and pedagogical significance of media and media use for the subject of religion? 

(cf. Tulodziecki, Herzig & Grafe 2019, 16) In concrete terms: Christian religion has a causative 

connection to media implementation, and in its context. It is obvious how the environment of 

children and adolescents is linked to media and the handling of media in multiple ways.  

The underlying understanding of media here, as should be clear by now, is closely connected 

with an understanding of religion that reveals how already existing religious practices, but also 

their further production and continuous further development, are as a whole shaped by media. 

For decades, economic, political and social processes of globalisation have been unfolding 
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which have also impacted religious systems and their practices. But “the transformation of 

communication through digital mediatisation as (not the only, but) one of its essential causes” 

(Knoblauch 2020, 7, translated from German by the authors) seems highly effective to us, also 

following on from Hubert Knoblauch. “It is what potentialises the acceleration of action and 

technologically condenses it in such a way that we are confronted with new forms of social 

situations and translocal interactions.” (ibid., also translated from German by the authors) 

Because religious practices and thus religions are undergoing this process of mediatisation, it 

is logical to address not only media and methods, but also their subjects, especially digital 

religious practice. 

2 Digital Religions Education 

During the project period of RELab digital, religious practices have changed, and so has the 

way in which practical theology and religious education deal with digital culture and religion 

(cf. e.g. Merle & Nord 2022). It is becoming increasingly clear not only that, but also how the 

spread of digital communication is impacting religious practice and the understanding of 

religion(s), and RE is no exception.  

In the previous research on digital religion(s), at least four waves can be distinguished (cf. 

Campbell 2021; Nord 2021; Schlag & Nord 2021). Religion Online or Church Online, as well 

as Online Religion or Online Church, have all experienced some prominence. “The religion on 

offer was no longer determined solely by the classical religious authorities, but acquired its own 

digitally expressed religious beliefs, as well as manifestations of an online religion, in 

accordance with the logic of digital communication and its extended range.” (Schlag & Nord 

2021, 2, translated from German by the authors) Online practices and offline practices behave 

reciprocally and amalgamate, so that the field of digital religion actively impacts the culture of 

religious practices. It is not a case of religion no longer being, for example, Christian, Buddhist 

or Muslim, and instead understanding itself as digital. Rather, this term more closely defines an 

interdisciplinary approach to phenomena of digitalised religious practice on the one hand, and 

to religious practice in the context of a stated culture of digitality (cf. Stalder 2016) on the other. 

Analogous to the descriptions of the waves related to the church, similar impacts could be 

adapted for RE. Four different ‘religious education waves’ overlap: A first wave describes the 

emerging use of digital technology in RE lessons. A second wave describes the online teaching 

of religion, and a third wave is named with the working term Digital Religious Education. 

Finally, the researching of Digital Religious Education constitutes a fourth wave. The working 



 

 

6 
 

term Digital Religious Education is not (only) to be interpreted as teaching with digital religion, 

but as a processual exploration of the mutual influence of online-offline practices on teaching 

and its content, as well as the hermeneutic and interdisciplinary question of the extent to which 

digital (religious) education contributes to the design of digital technology. In this context, 

digitality in lessons is not considered as a tool, but as a practice in RE teaching, which includes 

its impact on methods, content, processes, communication and teachers. Such overlapping 

‘religious education waves’ can, analogously to digital religion, describe the specific 

transformation processes that RE is undergoing in the age of digital culture. “In thematic terms, 

then, the complex fundamental question is raised of the extent to which current dynamics have 

implications for religious-pedagogical reflection, content and focus, as well as of the associated 

conceptional implications for RE.” (Schlag & Nord 2021, 1) It was within this field of 

questioning that the RELab digital project for RE came into being, even though the main focus 

was limited to the handling of digital media by teachers of religion. The broad scope for research 

and reflection brought complex processes into view which made digital Religious Education, 

i.e. the interdependence between Religious Education and digitality, explorable. 

It was the U.S. media scholar Heidi Campbell (cf. Campbell 2021) who brought a plausible 

structure to the research area of digital religion. However, the field of education was not 

included. During the didactic reflection on the project, it was noticeable that digital religion 

topics, such as religion, ritual, identity, community, authority and embodiment (cf. Campbell 

2021), still play a role in reflections on digital RE lessons. They permit conclusions to be drawn 

about a needs structure in religious practice, corresponding to needs structures such as those 

used in Human-Computer Interaction for reflections in the area of usability. Such human needs 

include e.g. stimulation, autonomy, competence, meaningfulness, security, self-worth, as well 

as connectedness, and even extending to popularity and physicality. In this sense, we can 

assume correspondences between the topics of digital religion elaborated from a media 

standpoint and reflections on human needs elaborated from a psychological standpoint. For 

example, the needs for competence and autonomy are linked to the encompassing theme of 

identity. Another example is that stimulation and flow effects are central to rituals. Furthermore, 

the needs for security or meaningfulness go hand in hand with authority issues. Last but not 

least, connectedness is a need that requires communication and community.  

We believe that, in line with the abovementioned aspects of digital religion and human need 

structures, the following areas of reflection can be marked out for Digital Religions Education: 
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These topics, which initially focused on religious practices from the standpoint of media, are 

clearly not only relevant for such a media-sociological definition of religion but can also play 

an important role in the development of religion-related digital technology (cf. Hassenzahl 

2008). From our Christian perspective, the principal idea here is that the gospel corresponds to 

basic human needs and can, for example, inspire a salutary change of direction in one’s life. It 

is part of the religious tradition of Christianity that the gospel is life-affirming. Not least the 

doctrine of justification, for example within the Protestant tradition, is aimed at people 

experiencing themselves as accepted, in a deeper sense, through their relationship to God, to 

other people and to themselves. What this means for the development of religion-related digital 

technology, and how such an acceptance, which encourages human well-being, can be 

experienced today, are questions for future research and development. 

3 Digital Media in Religious Education practice: expectations and classroom 

realities 

Didactic discussions pertaining to religion participate in the digital debates and in this way 

anticipate the interdisciplinary issues surrounding digital media. The significance of this 

became accessible during reflection on the raw data and sub-studies collected interdisciplinarily 

in RELab digital (see 1.2). Expectations and classroom realities clashed, making explorable 

through concepts of religious education what was often not recognisable from a normative 

perspective. Finally, the sociological and praxeological access to the field in RELab digital also 

challenged the research team didactically; we have been inspired to reflect on various digital 

narratives, such as self-determined learning or efficiency. 

3.1 Classroom disruptions through the use of media 

Classroom barriers and disruptions caused by using digital media could be observed repeatedly 

in the RELab digital project. Disruptive effects, as gradually became clear to us, are not only 

relevant to maintaining the instructional flow, as we will briefly explain in the following. 

Moreover, they unveil a multitude of fresh perspectives on how digitalization is experienced 
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within religious education, along with the educational benefits that can be derived from this 

transformation. These perspectives and gains can be interpreted theologically and thus have 

relevance for Religious Education and religious didactics; they also provide an opportunity to 

question the professional understanding of RE teachers and the processes involved in a ‘good’ 

RE lesson. 

With regard to instructional flow, “[...] events that impair, interrupt, or make impossible the 

teaching-learning process by partially or completely suspending the conditions under which 

teaching and learning can take place” (Lohmann 2003, 12, translated from the German by the 

authors) are referred to as classroom disruptions. Dealing with disruptions is part of German 

pedagogical training and teaching practice across all disciplines and forms part of classroom 

management. In contrast, the interactional disruptions that got visible in RE were caused by 

socio-technical arrangements, and it became apparent that there are no routines in place for 

dealing with them (cf. Wagner, Nord & Adam 2023, 11): Digital media are ‘suddenly’ in the 

foreground as a potential source of disruption, meaning that teachers are primarily occupied 

with technical equipment instead of with teaching: 

 

“Instead of the class, the teacher first turns to the technical equipment, absorbing time and attention. The 

teacher remains silently seated at the lectern and clearly turns towards smartphone and VR goggles. Apart 

from the loading screen there is nothing to see.” (Adam, Nord & Wagner, 2022, 220, translated by the 

authors) 

 

Communication in Religious Education classes were disrupted in such a situation evoked by 

digital technology. This disruption is open to theological and possibly 

even more precisely religious educational interpretation. Questions 

about digitality and religious communication may arise. To what extent does digital technology, 

as an agent in communication and beyond a mere mediating function as a medium, possess the 

constructivist power to inscribe itself into social (educational) and religious (faith) reality? To 

what extent must technology then receive attention as a communicative agent in order to find 

an adequate way of dealing with media-based disturbances? How does this change religious 

communication, and how are faith processes shaped by it?  

Further exemplary disruptive effects became apparent when students had to use a new technical 

application. It was often accompanied by an observable and disturbing increase in volume as 

an unwanted effect. But disturbances also occurred when technology had to be used which was 

already familiar: 

Communication 
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“When it now becomes apparent that not all tablets are fully equipped with the necessary materials and 

apps, the students complain: ‘Where is this Morfo thing?’ The volume goes up again, [...] some of them 

are playing around.” (B1-S1-I, 186-170, translated by the authors) 

The fact that digital media interfere with planned teaching processes, that they disrupt the ritual 

of teaching, so to speak, can be interpreted in terms of effective 

classroom management (cf. Drechsler & Schindler 2019, 360; 362) 

and quality features of good RE: in this teaching example, an efficient use of time as a quality 

feature of the process, and focus on the essentials as a feature of professional quality according 

to the quality dimensions and criteria of good RE (cf. Schröder 2022, 386), are obviously 

missing. The disruptive moments repeatedly cause friction and a loss of momentum. However, 

smoothness and momentum are the measure of a teacher’s ability to ensure a fluid teaching 

process (cf. Drechsler & Schindler 2019, 362). Teachers are therefore, or so we assume, 

interested in continuing lessons as planned without delay in order to ensure the achievement of 

lesson objectives and to project themselves as competent teachers. With these requirements, an 

obvious desire is to use media as efficient methods (see chapter 3.2.2) to achieve teaching goals. 

If we take a scientifically oriented look at these situations, we can see how paradoxical side-

effects arise: for example, when efficiency (cf. chapter 3.2.2) is at stake, or when digitality is 

interpreted only as a tool and not additionally as a religious practice.  

The fact that the practice of digitally supported teaching and learning follows specific patterns 

is not a problem that arises only in RE. It is our assumption that this phenomenon is not specific 

to religious teaching but refers to all interaction with digitality. What occurs as a disturbance in 

the classroom can be experienced in everyday human-machine communication when dealing 

with digitality and can therefore be presented as an integral moment in dealing with digital 

media. From a scientific perspective, there are therefore very good reasons for RE to view 

disruptions through interaction with digitality as a performatively experienced opportunity for 

a religion-based educational process. On closer examination, this classroom experience raises 

anthropological and, in a narrower sense, theological questions about the relationality of people, 

God, the world and technology. One of these questions has to be the significance of self-

confidence for human interaction with digital technology.  

In addition to such more media-ethically oriented issues, however, there are also questions 

about a further developed adequate understanding of the profession, which, as already 

Ritual 
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mentioned, also arise independently of digitality: “Can an understanding of professional action 

[in digital contexts] be developed in the religious teaching profession which positions the 

unplanned not only as a ‘disturbance’, but also as an integral moment [...]?” (Leonhard 2019, 

27, translated by the authors)  

To summarise: the self-confidence to move or perceive oneself with one’s own social spectrum 

of action in different relations within the field of tension between humans and machines, as 

well as to reflect on one’s own actions, is probably one of the most important skills for shaping 

everyday life in a digital culture. Thus, the further pursuit of, exploration of, and reflection on 

the topic of susceptibility to disturbance in digital communications as a competence-promoting 

phenomenon is worthwhile. During our classroom observations, one teacher transformed 

experienced barriers of interaction with digitality into competence-promoting communication: 

 

 “This procedure [preparation of the presentation of results] lasted longer than the planned five minutes; 

for example, the loading process was interrupted several times due to simultaneous use of the internet 

page. In the meantime, the teacher asked the class: ‘Do you have any ideas how to solve this problem?’ 

One student called out, ‘What if we use our own phones?’ To which the teacher added, ‘That’s right, it’s 

called Media on Device.’” (B9-S2-I, 1140-1145, translated by the authors) 

 

Such ad-hoc learning opportunities can also lead to explicitly religion-related communications 

in appropriate situations. At this point, the teacher does not necessarily 

have to ensure that the digital technology works or be held responsible 

for it; he or she can thematically introduce the life-world experience in the form of a religion-

related communication regarding the mismatch between machines and humans and interact 

professionally with the students, instead of necessarily turning away from the students and 

towards the technology. One teacher interviewed here gave the apt description: “I have to get 

away from this [role] that I’m the all-knowing teacher, that I can do everything.” (EI-1, 4818) 

Practised responsivity as skilled religious expression and religious response (cf. Leonhard 2019, 

515) can be helpful here as a professional competence of the RE teacher, showing an increased 

ability to communicate, whereby “[...] participation in interaction and conversation is 

continuous.” (Leonhard 2019, 514) Religious education is continued smoothly and congruently 

(cf. Leonhard. 2019, 313) without interruption, even though a technical disruption has occurred. 

Of course, this is not an all-round solution and it does not eliminate systemic barriers, such as 

those caused by a lack of technical infrastructure (cf. chapter 3.2.2). Nevertheless, a 

professional approach permits a secure and reliable continuity of religious education activities 

Communication 
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and a good relationship with the students. On the other hand, impulses for interaction with 

digitality and religious communication within it can be addressed as integral moments, so that 

the students are integrated with their own experiences. This approaches thus encompass the 

potential to strengthen both teachers and students in their successful handling of digitality. 

These possibilities represent a special and stand-alone competence of RE, for which we would 

like to raise awareness.  

3.2 Reduction of humankind in RE? 

Contexts of digital education often involve an image of humankind which is functionally 

reduced to a learning and working human being, a technologisation of what it means to be 

human. In discussions about religious education, this foreshortening is also usually maintained 

below the surface, and we perceived it during RELab digital. In topics like ‘efficiency’, ‘self-

determination’, ‘individualisation’ and ‘inclusivity’, the potentials of digital education are 

represented simplistically. In the following we shall reconstruct this and provide examples. 

3.2.1 Talk of digital learning 

One example of such reduction is the lack of reflection on the elementary difference between 

Religious Education and digital learning. The term (religious) education encompasses a far 

more complex process than is described by the term digital learning. On the one hand, Religious 

Education does not need the attribute ‘digital’ since Religious Education takes place in 

mediatised worlds, and thus the binary worldview that distinguishes digital from non-digital no 

longer applies to the reality of life (of the students) in a digital culture. On the other hand, 

Religious Education has a scope of reference which must be distinguished from the term 

‘learning’: as relevant dimensions for Religious Education, Kumlehn names self-education and 

self-reflection on the path through the stimulating potential of experiential world perception 

and culturally mediated educational offerings, as well as 

anthropological prerequisites and the relational anchoring of 

educational processes in relationships (cf. Kumlehn 2015). Religious Education is founded on 

Christian images of humankind which the concept of learning does not incorporate because it 

functionally defines the human being as a learner. Digitally based learning in RE is thus not a 

synonym for digitally based Religious Education.  

Furthermore, it should be noted that when narratives of digital learning or digitisation bring into 

play the potential for more self-efficacy, individuality, etc., these cannot be automatically 

equated with the religious pedagogical objectives of self-efficacy and individuality (see 3.2.3). 

There are differences between a self-efficacy, which is primarily experienced technically and 

Identity 
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therein functionally, and one which coincides with a religion-related communication without 

an exclusively functional orientation. Even though it can also be digitally processed. It is 

precisely in the sensitivity to this difference, however, that the elementary strength and task of 

Religious Education lies. The required sensitivity to difference here is by no means new but has 

always been valid for a (functionalised) understanding of education, surfacing in external 

references and not based on Christian images of humankind. Within a digital culture, however, 

its significance becomes acute: those lacking digital skills will hardly be able to function within 

this culture and will therefore lose their suitability for the workplace and ultimately also their 

relevance for a productive society. 

3.2.2 Efficiency 

Efficiency and added value are two other key concepts associated with a digital culture and also 

visible among student teachers: prospective teachers are more willing to use digital media if 

they expect it to make them more efficient and improve the performance of their students, and 

if they rate the benefits for their own work effectiveness highly (cf. Gennerich et al. 2021, 3). 

However, our open field test and the interviews conducted with teachers suggest that efficiency 

as a decision parameter for using digital media in RE lessons could lead them either to refrain 

from using digital media altogether, or to limit themselves to digital methods already tried and 

tested. Such an approach, however, would be at the expense of the systemic-qualitative 

methodological competence of good RE (cf. e.g. “promotion of non-subject-specific social and 

methodological competence” as a criterion of the systemic quality of good RE according to 

Schröder 2022, 560) and avoids experiential points of contact with complex digital options 

more closely associated with the social environment. Nevertheless, it is understandable because 

the use of digital media is sometimes perceived by teachers as a great additional and time-

consuming effort. It takes quite a while until the class and/or teacher can work competently 

with a device (cf. Adam, Nord & Wagner 2022, 217; Adam et al. 2021, 231). Several hours of 

teaching can be necessary before students are able to present their results appropriately using 

digital tools: 

“Well, I personally see this very critically. Especially for the presentation, my wish was more to be guided 

with pictures and information. Is it worth spending three school lessons on it? Maybe time should be spent 

considering how better to use this presentation form in the future.” (B-9, S2-I, 1183-1186, translated by 

the authors) 
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In addition, a lack of installed technology in school buildings and classrooms was frequently 

highlighted. Digital devices are by no means available for every student, and RE shares this 

problem with other school subjects. The following sample response describes the situation: 

 

“Mobile Internet-compatible devices are not available at every school, stable Wi-Fi even less so, the 

necessary software for digitally accompanied lessons does not (yet) exist, and there are no specialists to 

take care of the hardware (instead, reference is made to the system administrators, although this is not 

their job), the user interfaces of the platforms are sometimes very outdated and unclear, as well as not 

very intuitive (Mebis would be a prime example here, which is considered by students to be extremely 

unattractive and not very transparent), it takes a huge amount of time until the class or I myself can work 

competently with a device [... ]” (FB-7, 6675-6683, translated by the authors) 

The lacking structural implementation of technology, and the discernibly missing response that 

using digital media could be perceived as successful compared to the alternatives, leads to a 

disproportionate cost-benefit calculation for such media. Teachers of religion are patently 

heavily occupied with the benefits of use and the barriers to use regarding digital media. The 

willingness of teachers to use digital media is measured by the parameter of effectiveness and 

therefore represents a relevant dimension for RE in a digital culture, as it does for other school 

subjects. However, what characterizes Religious Education in a digital culture goes far beyond 

this dimension and is far more complex. Neither in the lessons nor in the interviews did it 

become apparent to us whether the teachers and/or students understand digital education 

holistically, i.e. also as personality development and in terms of content, e.g. in the sense of 

acquiring and reflecting on digital religion (cf. Chapter 2). It should be noted that in the 

observed teaching of RE and the surveys performed, digitality was viewed from a foreshortened 

perspective as a method, technology or barrier, without religious reference (cf. chapter 3.2). In 

relation to digitality, RE seemed to be viewed as just one school subject among many. RE is 

therefore equally unable to escape the barriers of technology implementation and focus on 

efficiency.  

At the same time, we are familiar with the frequently used double meaning that RE is (or is not) 

a subject like any other. The areas of tension that arise from the fact that, on the one hand, RE 

is a regular school subject but, on the other hand, educates in line with religious orientations - 

in part also denominational ties - are very familiar, for example with regard to the grading 

situation in RE. Human beings are not to be judged solely by their performance, even if grades 

also have to be awarded in RE. Precisely such ambivalences surrounding this school subject 

should not be ignored when dealing with a culture of digitality. There is no reason why digital 
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teaching and learning in RE should not be oriented towards and contain elements of 

effectiveness, for example. This could even become an important task in the future. At the same 

time, however, productive subject-specific questions can be asked with regard to efficiency: 

when does digitality add value to teaching and learning, and in which cases are teaching and 

learning in RE to become more effective through digitality, even when implemented routinely? 

If, however, the logic of optimisation, here in the sense of categories such as efficiency and 

added value, is over-focused, valuable components of what it is to be human, and thus of 

religious and religion-related education, are lost from view. Productive aspects of digitality, as 

addressed in relation to inclusion or self-direction, for example, can be distorted to become the 

opposite if the horizons of reflection provided by religious and faith-based education, which 

are related to this subject for good reason, are not taken into account. 

3.2.3 Self-determination and self-control in religious pedagogical reflection 

According to a result from a quantitative research study in RELab digital, student teachers of 

Protestant religion are more willing to use digital media if they expect them to lead to a manner 

of working and communicating which is temporally and spatially autonomous, as well as self-

efficacious (cf. Gennerich et al. 2021, 3). In teacher training it should therefore be investigated 

whether students are aware of the difference between autonomous and self-efficacious in a 

religious educational sense, and autonomous and self-efficacious in the context of digital 

learning. We suspect that their conceptions are fed in part by digital narratives circulating in the 

literature and barely reflected here. 

The digital narrative of enhanced learning has long since found its way into Religious Education 

and pedagogy: digital promises for learning, such as the “hope of new ways of cooperating and 

communicating” (Gonjy 2020, 49, translated by the authors) and 

improved conditions for diversity-oriented or more self-determined 

and self-regulated learning are just a few examples (cf. also Nord & Petzke 2023). The 

buzzword ‘self-determined learning’ has in particular been formulated in many different places, 

from church to scientific publications, as a necessary educational task to be taken up under the 

pandemic conditions. In the process it has often been embedded within RE horizons: “self-

determined participation in the digital society” (KMK 2016, 10) is to be realised as an 

educational goal via self-determined learning. Expressed in the wake of argumentations like 

this: via digitality learners can act in responsible freedom and are thus empowered “[...] to a 

self-determined and mature handling of the digital world [...]” (Gojny 2020, 43, translated by 
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the authors). Following this logic, they are then capable of participating in the digital 

community.  

More precisely, however, self-determined and the synonymously used 

self-regulated, self-organised or autonomous learning (cf. Perels et al. 

2021, 46) cannot necessarily be equated with the understanding of self-determination in 

Religious Education. In the context of Religious Education, the meaning of the word self-

determined can of course correspond to a religion-related understanding of education 

reinforcing the value of freedom. In theological terms, this can be translated as empowerment 

to self-accounted freedom. The fact that digital communications offer potential for self-

determination and the development of autonomy, also in the sense of 

experiencing a relative and thus relationally accountable freedom, 

cannot simply be assumed in principle. Digital communications can just as well produce 

paradoxical effects, such as exclusion and loss of autonomy. How is this tension to be dealt with 

in the context of learning processes, especially when they are considered self-regulated or self-

responsible, but the immanent and possibly unconscious framing of a learning process 

corresponds, for example, to functionalised self-optimisation? The marker of autonomy can 

offer orientation here, although autonomy and relative freedom, as it is often called in the 

theological context, are by no means the same thing. There is no scope to elaborate this further 

here. In any case, a productive challenge for religious didactics remains. What significance does 

reinforcing the experience of autonomy through digitality have for lesson design? How will 

references be made, also religion-based and thus contextually, to efforts of human beings to 

assert their autonomy over other human beings, creation and, in particular, technology? And 

does the experience of autonomy fit in with the experience of a life with God?  

Especially for the adolescent phase of child development, the experiencing of autonomy is a 

key moment in personal development. Since we consider the aspect of autonomy development 

to be very relevant within a future-oriented adjustment of RE, we will deepen this aspect in the 

following to a further example: the digital narrative of self-regulated learning. It stands for the 

ability to “guide one’s own thoughts, emotions, and actions purposefully [...]” (Perels et al. 

2021, 46, translated by the authors), i.e. serving the learning goal while taking into account 

cognitive, motivational and metacognitive components. According to Fischer et al. (Fischer, 

Fischer-Ontrup & Schuster 2020, translated by the authors), the goal of self-regulated learning 

in the digital setting is a technologically supported maximisation of the learning effect. This is 

learning in the sense that the self is regulated in favour of efficiency. In other words, a person 
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functions in such a way that permits efficient learning. This ability is demonstrated when 

learners mute their smartphones to avoid distraction, regulate their emotions in favour of those 

benefitting their performance, or review their learning process, for example. In short, (learning) 

strategies of all kinds are used to functionally regulate themselves in the best possible way so 

that the time spent learning and the overall learning process are effective (cf. Perels et al. 2021, 

46, translated by the authors). In essence, this process corresponds to functional self-

optimisation for ‘improved learning’. Elsewhere, it is also referred to as self-enhancement. In a 

broad sense, an educational experience can certainly be understood as a beneficial further 

development of the self, and in this respect can incorporate effective parts, or not. But if the 

enhancement is digitally controlled, the question arises as to who decides whether a measure is 

beneficial, and who standardises that decision. The app? An algorithm? Or to put it another 

way: to what extent is the human being made better? And what does ‘better’ mean here? And 

who has the authority to decide?   

Learners now routinely use digital control mechanisms in apps with 

simultaneous feedback which e.g. track learning times on an AI basis and tell learners when 

and how to take a break, or what they should repeat and how, in order to shape their learning 

process most economically. Digital learning here serves self-optimisation. Enhancement can 

thus be combined within educational optimisation processes: 

“In the whole education debate we do not necessarily have to limit optimisation processes to specific 

cognitive and physical skills that relate to learning, however, but can also understand enhancement as 

character self-optimisation. This improvement of individuals in their abilities includes both the practice 

of virtues and various learning and mnemonic techniques, as well as various forms of personality 

formation and maturation.” (Hähnel 2020, 80, translated by the authors). 

Technological / digital enhancement is thus complemented in its effect size by performative 

self-efficacious enhancement. But what is actually optimised by technology-based 

enhancement processes, and to what depth of intervention? (cf. Hähnel 2020). Is this a matter 

of learning gains, of punctual performance increases in the service of education? Or is it already 

a digitally conditioned expansion of the depth of intervention of a standardised conception of 

human functioning? (cf. Hähnel 2020, 74 ff.) For “[w]hether or not someone is educated 

depends mostly on factors that elude the logic of optimisation (e.g. of enhancement), for 

example specific personality dispositions such as aesthetic sensibility and capacity for 

differentiation, the ability for self-distancing and self-criticism, etc.” (Hähnel 2020, 77, 

translated by the authors) This is certainly even more exacerbated for the religious concept of 
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education implying Christian conceptions and images of humanity. Where is the ‘educative 

limit’ to the depths of intervention when eliminating personal motivation or concentration 

deficits, i.e. self-regulation deficits, as distinct from an intervention in the autonomy of the 

personality? And how much authority over this do we give to a technology developed in a 

commercial context?  

Alongside the narrative of self-determined learning are the ubiquitous quality of digital media 

and the possibility of personalising digital applications. They, too, are often marketed as a 

promotion of autonomy in the sense of self-determination and self-regulation and as a higher 

degree of individualisation (cf. Bradtke 2021) through digital tools. 

 

“Time-shifted communication techniques [...], enable more self-regulation. The speed of work and 

individual learning progress can be individually adjusted, for example, by repeating interactive learning 

videos as often as desired, or by using supplementary information provided.” (Happel 2020, 3, translated 

by the authors) 

Increasingly, digital media (cf. Horz 2020, 150) can be used to support students who, due to 

various barriers, disabilities or periods of illness, are unable to participate in school at all or 

only infrequently, as well as learning groups within which there are very different learning 

situations or different native languages spoken, and so on. However, complex preconditions are 

required for self-determined learning to have at least a partial effect with regard to the learning 

pace or learning path, i.e. in a theologically reflected understanding of 

autonomy. In addition to adequate organisational framework 

conditions, the appropriate instructional design and necessary learning backgrounds are only 

some of the necessary conditions. Cognitive and emotional overloads due to high self-

regulation requirements or due to overly complex instructional designs must be didactically 

considered (cf. Horz 2020, 151, translated by the authors). Once they have been didactically 

considered, an increase in the realisable learning opportunities may open up for some students. 

But can suitable conditions really be generated in sufficient quality and quantity to unfold self-

determined learning, in the sense of extended autonomy, for all pupils? And in this process does 

‘man’ have to adapt to ‘the machine’ or rather ‘the machine’ to ‘man’? (cf. Petzke & Schweiker 

2023, 248, translated by the authors) Furthermore: do humans have to make themselves capable 

of participating? Which measures should the teacher take where in order for everything to fit 

so that the goal of creating digital participation for all can be achieved? Should the human 

beings be addressed? The machine? The teacher’s own competencies? Some students, e.g. those 
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with experience of disability, neurodiverse dispositions or in need of emotional support, may 

be structurally disadvantaged if their individual starting points do not match the usage 

requirements, such as the self-regulation requirement, regardless of whether the digital user 

interface can be individualised or not. The narrative of more participative opportunities through 

the individualisation opportunities offered by digital media is therefore not unrestrictedly valid. 

Far more, selective questioning of the respective design of individuality and the criteria by 

which that individuality is measured would be necessary, as well as whether the degree of 

individuality determines the level of participation, or whether, for example, this is merely a case 

of superficial design options in the sense of customising (cf. Petzke & Schweiker 2023, 248). 

The use of digital media in the classroom thus raises questions not only about the suitability for 

education, but also about the relationship between human beings and technology. Pupils interact 

with technical devices on a daily basis and are first and foremost customers and consumers for 

the device manufacturers, whose intention is to bind them to a brand or software. Students are 

taught to participate in the digital world, and this often means that their behaviour as device 

users is partly formed at school. The allocative function of school here gains a new facet: 

whereas it could previously be said that school and school education serve to adapt pupils to 

society, we are now additionally aware that school pupils are being adapted to certain hardware 

and software products. Concepts of diversity-oriented religious education thus raises additional 

questions which critically and constructively challenge any general talk of digitalisation as 

promoting individual and self-determined learning. For whom, and under which conditions, 

does digital self-determined learning represent a good educational opportunity? 

3.3 A brief contextualisation 

Digital narratives about teaching make us realise how necessary it is to view them distinctly 

and specifically in the context of RE because neither optimistic promises nor prophecies of 

doom regarding the potential of digital media provide the reference to reality which religious 

education needs if it is to be relevant and life-serving. Without an awareness of its own scope 

of reference, RE could become alienated from its purpose instead of developing further, as 

illustrated by the parameters described above. However, this should not lead to a pessimistic 

distortion of digitality, but rather point out the resources which religious education has at its 

disposal: dealing sensitively with the dynamics of digitalisation and using competences which 

religious educators already have. 
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4 Productively absorbing tensions  

During the reflections in RELab digital on the empirical results, it became increasingly apparent 

that non-individual convictions exist in connection with digitality that have not yet been 

recorded in terms of their impact. The attitudes of religious teachers (Adam et al. 2021) and 

trainee teachers (Gennerich et al. 2021) researched in the RELab digital sub-studies offered first 

orientations but did not explain the picture held in digital cultures by the profession at large that 

was visibly impactful in the material collected. In a sense that may almost be called theological, 

we therefore ask extremely broadly: What do teachers really think about using digital media 

and reflecting on a digital culture in RE? What kind of realities and truths have they 

internalised? What ideas and assumptions do they have “[...] about school- and classroom-

related phenomena and processes with an evaluative component” (Horz 2020, 450, translated 

by the authors)?  

4.1 Tensions in the professional concept of a teacher’s self 

Debates about digitalisation and mediatisation in the education sector sometimes position 

teachers in the role of learning facilitators. In contrast, how do teachers perceive their role in 

digitally based RE lessons? 

 

“[...] I think the older teachers are just not used to it. They are experts through and through. And when it 

comes to a subject area where students might already know something – or might already know more; 

yes, definitely know more - it’s perhaps difficult.” (EI-1, 4822-4826, translated by the authors) 

 

This example illustrates how tensions are perceived by some teachers regarding their 

professional image. It can be assumed that a conflict arises because immanent in practice is a 

role perception held by teachers of themselves as experts and of the students as novices, in the 

sense of a cognitive-psychological expert-novice paradigm (cf. Gruber, Scheumann & Krauss 

2019, 60). 

 

“Not to mention that I was aware from the outset that my students now know far more than I do about 

these things.” (AI-S1-I, 3012, translated by the authors) 

The implied entitlement to ‘know more [than the students]’ lead us to assume that this is the 

case. The students serve the teachers as a benchmark for their own expertise. They compare 

themselves with them: “I’m sure the students will figure that out faster than I will.” (C1-S1-I, 

41, translated by the authors) 
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The social order between teachers and students is reversed in the digital world, as some teachers 

have put into words as follows: 

 

“Because then you quickly find yourself in the position of the learner in the middle of your own class. 

The students are digital natives, while you yourself are insecure.” (FB-7, 6702, translated by the authors) 

 

For these teachers, their authority in the classroom is disturbed, they find their role as experts 

vis-à-vis their students impaired by digitality, and a loss of autonomy is visible. But is the 

egalitarian perception of students as digital natives which is contained 

within these teachers’ statements (cf. Prensky 2001) consistent with 

the findings? It is now known that young people are subject to delusions of digital competence, 

on the one hand self-attributed, and on the other attributed to them by third parties, e.g. teachers 

(cf. Ihme & Senkbeil 2017). ICT literacy, for example, are only marginally acquired through 

private experience in the areas of leisure, entertainment or social media and the development of 

competencies depends on factors such as the socio-cultural status at home (cf. ibid.). 

Unfortunately, there are no sufficient findings available on religion-related digital  

 

However, on the basis of general field observations, we do not assume that students act 

consciously, religiously and with religious competence within the field of digital religion(s). 

The external reference of teachers to students perceived homogeneously as digital natives can 

therefore be interpreted as an identity-forming othering process, in which students become a 

generalised foreign group. The comparative self-reference to this foreign group tends to be 

negative in the teachers’ statements on digitality to date and remains unconnected to religious 

professionalism. Changes in the social order and communication within the classroom, as can 

also be seen in issues of authority, are therefore viewed as an unsettling 

experience. Under certain circumstances, this can even lead to a 

subjectively perceived loss of sense on the part of the teachers: 

 

“So, what I think you notice is that you just... you have a certain group of kids, and they almost don’t 

need you anymore, right?” (AI-S3, 3660, translated by the authors) 

 

The tangible desire of teachers to be needed, which for some is the main purpose of their 

profession and even their professional identity, is here reduced or even 

eliminated. Against the background of such sense-related structures 

skills or perceptions among children and adolescents independently of general ICT. 
literacy. 
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and the expert-novice paradigm, anxiety or reservations were regularly voiced in the interviews, 

which we interpret as an indication of emerging (emotional) barriers:  

“I am... what I said earlier – we are experts. And a lot of people are afraid, ‘Oh, it won’t work, and then 

I’ll look stupid in front of the class. And then it doesn’t work. And oh God, and then what do I do? And 

then the... and then they will laugh at me.’ Or something like that. I think that’s the fear behind it.” (EI-

1, 4961-4965, translated by the authors) 

“But I think a lot of it is just reservations because for one thing it has something to do with stepping aside. 

Ehm... I think you have to sort that in your own head. So, I wrestled with myself for a long time because 

I realised... ehm... I want to be the one managing the lessons.” (EI-2, 5325-5328, translated by the authors)  

 

Our interviews with teachers show that, for some, a connection is hardly made between their 

pedagogical expertise in religious education and their perceived digital expertise. However, 

awareness of the interconnectedness of religious and digital content, for example in the form of 

digital religions or of own competencies from religious education processes, could be made 

useful, at least in part, where ICT literacy is not effective. In contrast to the approaches just 

described, completely different possibilities of interpretation open up for teachers who also 

draw on their religious expertise in their teaching role: “The students are experts in their [digital] 

world - I can enter into a dialogue with that [...]. I bring my experience, my theological expertise 

and my demonstration of faith (not meant as piously as it sounds).” (FB-2, 6157-6159, 

translated by the authors) In our view, the reference to self and others in this statement is 

resourceful, in contrast to the deficient perception within the expert-novice paradigm. 

Autonomy, in the sense of a subject orientation in pedagogy, can be 

preserved in this model for students and teachers alike, in line with 

their needs and life-worlds. Both sides can initiate appreciative contributions and (religious) 

communications. One methodological example of this is so-called reverse monitoring, which 

provides a social resource through cooperative learning (cf. Horz 2020, 150): traditional 

mentoring structures are reversed (cf. ibid). Learners who are more 

familiar with digital media, due to significantly greater usage, pass on 

their knowledge of processes and their experience with digital media to less experienced 

teachers and learners and are appreciated for this (cf. ibid.). In return, the teachers share their 

didactic methods and content-related expertise with the learners (cf. ibid.). A bidirectional 

subject orientation, to both the students and the teacher, facilitates a concept of self within the 

profession which does not require any comparison between the teacher and the students. 
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However, the fact that teachers perceive themselves as deficient with regard to digitality does 

not necessarily go hand in hand with the tensions in the role of teacher focussed on in this 

chapter so far. In RELab digital, self-perceptions were also expressed outside of such contexts, 

for example as follows: 

 

“So, you always feel like something is missing, or very, very... technology teaches you to feel like that 

very quickly. In the sense of ‘you can’t do that or... you’re no good at that yet, or something like that’. 

You immediately feel... inferior is too hefty, but very, very inadequate.” (EI-2, 5394-5397, translated by 

the authors) 

 

These statements open up further far-reaching questions, particularly concerning professional 

and personal self-confidence vis-à-vis digitalisation processes in the perception of the role of 

the teacher and the ideals associated with it. 

4.2 Professional development and requirements 

A professional approach to digitalisation processes in the school sector and specifically in RE 

requires not only the setting of target requirements, but also the identification of limitations to 

development, responsibility and performance. The logic behind the demand for more ICT 

literacy among teachers makes it reasonable to expect that the profession will regularly be 

accused of lacking digital competence, and that teachers will accordingly experience a deficit 

in the discrepancy between professional ideals, self-image and their relationship with students. 

Therefore, not only should “[...] changes in the role of the teacher, which are caused by the 

digitalisation of school and the culture of learning [...]”, (EKD 2022, 50, translated by the 

authors), be reflected on using processes surrounding digital religious education, but also 

limitations to the actions of teachers. Teachers should be given the opportunity to consciously 

develop positions and action strategies for their role. This requires learning spaces in e.g. 

teacher training in order to be able to deal appropriately with secondary processes of change 

with regard to social order or individual teaching roles. From a professional point of view, this 

entails the systemic task of providing religious education resources to enable this to be dealt 

with successfully. Challenges which a life in digitality and teaching digital religions education 

pose for the individual teacher should therefore be brought into relationality with religious 

education resources and expertise. We consider it advisable, or rather indispensable, to practice 

and test this interconnectedness of digitality and religious education and its reflection as early 

as the teacher training phase. This is because ideas, schemata and scripts, which also have 
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affective components, firstly act as filters for the perception and classification of digitality and 

teaching. Secondly, they have a direct impact on teachers’ actions, for example when efficiency 

becomes the causal criterion for media use, and digital media are therefore not used, or when 

the lesson flow breaks down and religion-related, as well as religious competencies of teachers 

are not put to good use.  

“The acquisition of digital competence is central for teachers and also for religious education” 

(ibid., 64, translated by the authors). These competences (cf. chapter 3) should also include the 

following awareness of teachers in the face of digital related disruption: “I always have to have 

a solution, i.e. a possible teaching course of action, but I don’t always know the solution [to 

every digital related disruption].” (EI-1, 4820-4821, translated by the authors). Not without 

reason, or in our view very plausibly, the KMK speaks, for example, of a “strategy of education 

for the digital world” and uses formulations such as “competencies for a life in the digital 

world” instead of digital competencies (KMK 2021). From the perspective of religious 

education, this broadening of the focus is very welcome. It brings the usefulness of digital 

culture for everyday life back into focus. Aspects of human needs regarding communication 

can be well incorporated. It also makes it possible to explore the limits of viability. It is precisely 

at these limits that religion often becomes a topic because here it becomes clear that neither 

teachers nor students can themselves vouch for their intentions regarding teaching and learning 

processes. 

In summary, it is then no longer simply a matter of learning further skills, but of shaping the 

risky and challenging transformation towards a life in the digital world. Religion in particular 

is susceptible to simplifying such processes because religious cultures are open to 

fundamentalism. To some extent, they play to an understanding of truth that enables people to 

circumvent complexity. This is particularly evident at the limitations 

to human sovereignty in digital worlds. The danger of religious 

fundamentalism opens up at the diversity of options and interpretations of the world that are 

also discussed, for example, in digital public spheres for a productive development of digital 

culture. It is a viable option to train people in RE to deal with the truths up for debate here. 

Learning to examine and evaluate truth claims is vital: if a truth is claimed, how is it integrated 

into communication? Is an exclusivist, inclusivist, or pluralist model of truth ascertainment the 

orientation? Is a claim to truth seen as a personal position or is it supposed to have objective 

validity? Media ethics is not the only major topic here, but also the necessary criticism of 
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religion wherever and whenever fundamentalist manifestations of religion overstep their 

bounds. 

5 Conclusion and outlook 

The teachers, who agreed to participate in the various exploratory studies within RELab digital, 

strongly referred to narratives that we have reflectively presented here: acquisition of digital 

competencies, efficiency, digitalisation as a teaching technique, new learning methods that 

promote potential for self-determination and individualisation in the classroom, and last, but 

not least, the uncertainty of dealing with disruptions in the classroom. The topic of digitality in 

RE was primarily understood in terms of use of technology, which had to be evaluated under 

the parameters of narratives regarding the need to promote or teach digital competencies and to 

provide good digital lessons. Too often, it seemed that teachers attributed a failure to meet these 

ideals to themselves, or that they believed that students attributed this failure to them. From this 

starting point, this text has explored in an exemplary, but by no means conclusive manner, 

situations of tension which can guide a thoroughly constructive-critical process and a reflection 

on the professional concept of ‘the RE teacher’, as well as provide specific insights and 

orientations for RE teacher training. Reflecting on a situation in which the use of digital media 

fails can initiate groundbreaking changes for dealing with digital media and, even more, with a 

culture of digitality. 

In order to identify hinge points at which digital communication could change religion-related 

and religious communication in RE, we have addressed in this religious didactic reflection basic 

human needs that religions have always availed themselves of: religion/religiosity, community, 

autonomy, identity, authority, truth, ritual and communication. They open up the major 

conceptual complex of religion in their own way, making it more tangible. At a time when 

exclusively accessing tradition in lessons seems less and less plausible, these markers open up 

the possibility of leading RE back to its themes, especially those of an existential nature. 

Through the lens of psychological needs, personal interests and ties to the subject of religion 

can be addressed. For RE, which is future-proof, moving the human need for religion/religiosity 

into the spotlight of consideration could be key. However, this should not be done in such a 

way that children and young people are permanently questioned about their position regarding 

a tradition, but instead that they are given the opportunity to get to know different traditions 

and what they have to offer. For many pupils, it might be new territory to perceive that religions 

offer something for the fulfilment of existential human needs. Here, therefore, further concepts 

and more comprehensive religious education work is needed in order to profile Bible didactics, 
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theologising, symbolic concepts of religious education or performative learning in such a way 

that traditions can be passed on to children and adolescents in a way that fulfils their needs. At 

the same time, the ambivalences of digitalised religious cultures and their failure - in Christian 

terms, in the service of the Gospel - can be grasped critically.  

Finally, it was striking how little digital religion was of concern to the RE teachers or trainee 

teachers we interviewed. We do not assume that they are all without contact to formats of digital 

religion, but instead that use of these formats is hardly present or conscious to them, or that it 

is unclear to them whether these formats belong to the canon of religious education reflection. 

Accordingly, an important research focus will be to deal with this field in more detail: It will 

be necessary to ask (prospective) teachers of religion about their usage and expectations of 

digital religion. On the one hand, we lack an elaborate theory of religious media socialisation 

(cf. Nord 2021); on the other hand, processes of media productivity should be initiated that 

allow digital religious practice to be understood as a high-quality educational task for RE, i.e. 

in connection with its traditions or in critical-constructive further development of them. This is 

happening, for example, in Digital Teaching-Learning-Labs which are currently being installed 

in many different locations. More intensively, this is provided by the project CoTeach already 

mentioned in the diagram (chapter 2). It is dedicated to first components in a scientifically 

elaborated adaptation and creation of digital technology in RE. CoTeach works with so-called 

tech-probes which initially help to reflect on religious practice, but also critically question 

established religious practices by irritating and provoking. This occurs, for example, on the 

topic of religious blessings, as can also be found in the general digital culture on social media 

– e.g. in short messages which pass on good wishes or even explicit blessings –, but also with 

installations produced specifically for RE. Virtual realities make it possible within the 

framework of didactic concepts of trial actions to e.g. visit various blessing locations or to slip 

into the role of a Minister pronouncing the Aaronic blessing at the end of a church service. Both 

trial actions provide scopes for reflection about the significance which a blessing, blessing 

others, and being blessed have for a person.  

It is an exciting and still largely unresolved question which subject-related competencies in the 

field of digital religion will be particularly important for religious teachers in the future? 

Upcoming revisions of the RE curriculum lend an explosiveness to this question. In the 

challenge of fundamentally reflecting on the interdependencies between digitality and religion 

in religious education, the processes of digital religion education must also be considered: on 

the one hand, these open up digitality and RE in terms of religion as well as religiously and, on 
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the other hand, cross-subject competencies, such as ICT or classroom management, can be 

adapted subject-specifically. These tasks are part of a new stage within the research on digital 

change in educational culture, to which religious education and its religious pedagogical theory, 

as well as its empirically grounded practice, can contribute significantly. 
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