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Abstract
Students often complain that the content of their studies is not practice-oriented enough 
because they do not recognize the importance of theory. This theory–practice problem has 
long been discussed in teacher education. Explicit research on religious education (RE) is 
only just beginning. This article tries to evince some connectors between theory and prac-
tice at the university level by means of a higher-education didactical model in the field of 
RE. For this purpose, a didactical course in RE called "learning workshop for religious 
didactics" in the curriculum of practical theology as a new format for university didactics 
was introduced. Within the framework of the accompanying research, both the teaching 
and the reflection on this teaching were recorded on video, and the students’ competences 
were analysed. This contribution aims to highlight specifically how this didactical model 
contributes to the increase in students’ theological and didactical skills and promotes their 
own activity and self-reflection in teaching lessons. Since the students’ teaching topic is 
"world religions", this model also contributes to their development in addressing religious 
plurality.

keywords Theory-practice-problem · Teacher-education · Learning-workshop · Gift to the 
child · Religious plurality

1 Introduction

The goal of the didactical form is to combine theological content with preparation for stu-
dents’ practice as religious education (RE) teachers in the future. Within the framework of 
this course, the students work on preparing a lesson and then conduct it at school. Through 
this process, students are challenged to deepen their theological knowledge as well as their 
knowledge of the didactics of RE and to combine the two.

Implementation of this concept was aided by Qualitätsoffensive Lehrerbildung, a joint 
program launched in 2015 by the Federal Government and the German states. By 2023 the 
Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) will have awarded a total of up to 
500 million euros to support the continuous improvement of German teacher education at 
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universities and schools of applied sciences. “Over 80% of the projects focus on the further 
development of their teacher training courses and curricula, especially regarding issues of 
diversity and inclusion. In addition to this, it seems important to note that all measures 
within the programme are research-oriented and data-based” (Federal Ministry of Educa-
tion & Research, 2019, p. 2). The financial funds were used to establish a research assistant 
position (65%) to facilitate organization and scientific research for the project.

In order to understand the social context, this article first outlines how RE in schools 
and RE teacher training at university are organised in Germany. In teacher education, the 
relationship between theory and practice has been discussed for decades, and various mod-
els of practical relevance have been introduced in Germany. However, since school and 
university are different systems, the question is to what extent the university can respond to 
the call for school practice. The university contribution to the professionalisation of teach-
ers lies primarily in the acquisition of reflective competence. Against this backdrop, the 
concept of the learning workshop at the Institute for Catholic Theology at the University of 
Koblenz is presented.

To ensure that the students understand the connection between theory and practice, the 
seminar was designed in such a way that the didactic theory is not only connected to the 
creation of a lesson plan, but also to its implementation in an RE class. The aim is for the 
students to recognise the indispensability of theological theories as well as didactical theo-
ries for their practice as teachers in reflecting on the draft and the lesson.

The first results of the accompanying research shed light on the students’ subjective the-
ories and prove that their understanding of theory changes as a result of the seminar.

2  Teacher training and RE in German schools

2.1  RE in Germany (cf. Kaupp, 2019)

In the German Constitution (Article 7, chapter 3), RE is identified is as an “ordinary school 
subject” that has to be taught “in accordance with the principles of the religious communi-
ties” (http:// www. geset ze- im- inter net. de/ gg/ art_7. html). RE in German schools is organ-
ized through collaboration between the state and the religious communities and is deter-
mined according to res mixtae (joint responsibility).

Teachers normally have a university education including state examinations; teach-
ers with an ecclesiastical education (parish worker, pastoral care staff) are also partially 
employed in the sphere of modern primary and secondary schools in some regions; how-
ever, they must also possess a state-issued teaching license. The local religious communi-
ties are generally responsible for teaching content. Religion teachers are assigned by the 
churches (Catholic: Missio; Protestant: Vocatio).

The school subject of RE is taught according to different beliefs and denominations, 
i.e., Catholic, Protestant, Jewish or Muslim. Increasingly often, this subject considers how 
interfaith co-operation between Catholics and Protestants may be established as well as 
how interreligious aspects could be incorporated. In Catholic-run schools Protestant RE is 
mostly also available. In some federal states (Bundesländer) Islamic RE is offered as well. 
Jewish and Orthodox Christian RE is also provided based on parental request.

Although RE is compulsory, pupils have the right to opt out of RE on the grounds of 
their right to freedom of religion. Pupils who do not participate in RE normally have to 
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attend an alternative course on a subject such as Ethics, Practical Philosophy or Philosophy 
(according to the particular federal states).

2.2  Becoming a teacher of RE

In Germany, teacher training takes place in three basic phases, although the nature of the 
training differs slightly between federal states:

(a) The focus of a course of studies at university comprises the chosen school subjects 
(usually two) as well as pedagogy/school pedagogy. While prospective primary school 
teachers mainly deal with theology in the bachelor phase of their studies, secondary 
school teachers study theology in the master phase as well. Students study the theology 
of their own religious denomination—however, the curriculums of both university and 
school education also address aspects of cooperation between denominations.

(b) Within the study program, depending on the federal state, a longer school internship 
with teaching experience takes place. This is part of the following traineeship (Refer-
endariat) over a period of 15–18 months. These individuals observe and, increasingly 
over time, take responsibility for the organization of lessons. In addition, they receive 
special didactic training according to state guidelines. Only after completion of this 
preparatory phase of practical teaching is it possible for teachers to receive a permanent 
teaching position.

(c) Further training courses are also available for teachers. For teachers of RE, these are 
often offered by school departments of the dioceses in cooperation with state agencies.

3  The tension between theory and practical experience in teacher 
education

Pedagogy—and likewise RE—is always theory-led in relation to practice, but it is a mis-
take to believe that there is practice without theory. The question is rather at what level of 
abstraction theory is recognised as such. For the subjective everyday theories that deter-
mine our actions are usually not perceived as a theoretical foundation of practice. If prac-
tice is to be changed, the reflection must go beyond a theoretical foundation of everyday 
life. A practice that wants to do justice to the object or the persons cannot do without deal-
ing with a theoretical background. The more aspects are taken into account, the more dif-
ferentiated or abstract the theory inevitably becomes.

3.1  The call for a practical approach

Despite the mutual dependency of theory and practice, there is a call for more practical rel-
evance in the teaching profession, in line with the motto: less learning for work and more 
learning at work, in order to produce less “inert knowledge” (cf. Artmann, 2019).

As a result, some federal states have introduced practical phases of study carried out 
over several months; other states offer regular seminars during the course of university 
studies whose goals are the observation of and reflection on teaching in situ.
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In Rhineland-Palatina (where the University of Koblenz is located) the situation looks 
a bit different, because there exists no subject-specific practical training in subsidiary sub-
jects, such as RE, for students in primary school education. This means that students may 
complete their studies without having acquired teaching or observation experience in RE  
classes. Students often do not recognise the connection between the contents of their stud-
ies and practice or later work as a teacher. This possibly corresponds to a social reality 
that usually assigns higher dignity to practice than to theory or only considers theory to be 
meaningful if it is as directly related to practice as possible. This situation makes the call 
for inclusion of “methods” and “practice” in theological studies all the more urgent.

3.2  Mediation of theory and practice during university studies

In terms of institutional theory, it should be noted that university and school are two differ-
ent systems that function according to different logics. Therefore, it must be examined on 
which level a mediation of theory and practice is possible at all in the university. To this 
end, different forms of knowledge must first be distinguished: "receptive knowledge and 
routines as decision rules based on one’s own experiences that can be applied in practice 
[and] reflective knowledge as theoretical knowledge used ex-post for the justification and 
reflection of actions (sense-making)" (Hedtke, 2000, p. 9).

Routines of teaching cannot be practised in studies and receptive knowledge can only 
be verified in teaching practice. But practical phases are for the most part teaching obser-
vations, i.e., the observation of the lessons of a trained teacher and not the students’ own 
teaching practice.

Contrary to the general demand for more practice-oriented studies, recent research indi-
cates that an increase in practical experience alone does not lead to a higher level of teach-
ing professionality (cf. Artmann, 2019). A strong theoretical background is necessary for 
meaningful reflection on practical teaching experience. This is even more crucial given that 
didactic knowledge acquired during university studies is rarely put into practice in the RE 
classroom (cf. Englert, Henneke & Kämmerling, 2014, p. 12; Kohlmeyer & Reis, 2019), 
and teaching is often based on subjective, commonplace theoretical frameworks for quality 
teaching (Merkt, 2011, p. 17) that students are already aware of prior to their studies. In 
the “heat of the moment”, teachers act more intuitively than reflectively and tend to rely on 
episodic beliefs rather than on their formal knowledge (cf. Trautwein, 2013, p. 84; Wahl, 
1991; Pajares, 1992, p. 312). The relation between intuition and action would be interest-
ing. Reflected actions could become intuition that would be the best aim of this, but until 
now there exists hardly research on this.

This attitude of (prospective) teachers runs the risk that the experiences of their own 
school days become the benchmark and that they teach on the basis of subjective everyday 
theories about good teaching (which were already present before studying at university!) 
and thus consolidates receptive knowledge and routines that are neither always conducive 
to teaching nor to the students.

This is where university studies can come in by introducing reflective knowledge and 
thus promoting students’ ability to reflect. Current research analyses the significance of 
subjective theories for teachers’ actions and how these can be changed through reflection. 
(cf. Caruso & Hartels, 2020). Subjective theories (cf. Groeben & Scheele, 2020) possess 
an action-guiding or action-controlling function (cf. Dann, 1989). They influence the pro-
fessional activity of teachers (Baumert et al., 2011) and thus have a significant effect on the 
planning and implementation of lessons (cf. Hirsch, 2017, p. 2).
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In the context of the university studies of RE teachers, this research is still largely lack-
ing. Therefore, the following example of teaching theory and practice is intended as a con-
tribution to further research.

4  The learning workshop concept in the framework of 
 Qualitätsoffensive Lehrerbildung

The situation in  Rhineland-Palatina has led to a completely new conception for the 
construction of a university seminar. This learning workshop is administrated by the 
Department of Practical Theology of the Institute for Catholic Theology at the Univer-
sity of Koblenz. The workshop curriculum is tied to the didactical and subject-matter 
specific knowledge seminar during the master’s program, and about 20 to 30 students 
regularly attend the seminar. The majority of the students are working towards becom-
ing primary school teachers. The workshop is usually led by two lecturers.

The financial support secured through Offensive Lehrerbildung was also used for pro-
vision of so-called “learning kits” featuring learning material (items and symbols) relat-
ing to the five major world religions.

4.1  The theological content

Students in the primary school teacher programme study theology for only four semes-
ters. Their interest is less in being an expert in theology (or another subject) than in 
being a teacher at a primary school. Moreover, not all of them grew up in an explicitly 
Christian environment and they often find the theological content very abstract. Since 
they do not do an internship in RE at school, they feel insecure. Many believe that the 
right teaching method is more important for their job than dealing with the subject con-
tent. For these reasons, the theological content was chosen in such a way that the sig-
nificance of the content and subject didactics for their later professional practice is very 
clear to the students. As “different religions” is part of the subject matter in Catholic RE 
at all types of schools, this topic was chosen as a focus; it deals directly with religious 
heterogeneity and is thus theologically and didactically relevant. In order to be able to 
deal with "different religions" in class, professional knowledge of one’s own religion as 
well as of other religions is necessary.

4.2  The religious‑didactical learning workshop teaching concept

The didactic concept enables the interweaving of theory and practice, in that the stu-
dents deal with subject matter as well as didactic approaches to the subject and have the 
opportunity to put these into practice in tandem settings during lessons at schools.

The didactic setting of the learning workshop consists of five successive phases:

(1) The first is the theory and input-phase: Students must deepen their knowledge about 
world religions, for example Islam or Judaism, and deal with religious-didactical con-
cepts of interreligious learning and their accompanying methods.
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(2) Independent working phase: During the second phase students work more indepen-
dently and project oriented. They create theory-based material for the practical applica-
tion in schools. Lecturers and professors provide the required support and advice along 
the way.

(3) Presentation Phase: Students present their prepared teaching material and their lesson 
plan for RE during the seminar or independently in small groups and receive feedback 
from their fellow students and/or professors/lecturers.

(4) Trial phase of the planned lesson with pupils in RE: Based on the provided feedback, 
students may make changes to their lesson plan. Prior to conducting the lesson via 
tandems, students visit the school in order to become acquainted with the class where 
the lesson will take place. The implemented lessons are then carried out and filmed.

(5) Reflection on the trial phase: The students share their practical experience with fellow 
students and lecturers. Even more important, using the generated video material they 
reflect upon it with their professor during the subsequent review of the lesson, i.e., 
“debriefing” (cf. “Research” section).

4.3  The aims of the workshop

By means of the concrete task of preparing and conducting a lesson, the students should 
become aware of the allocation of theory and practice.

(a) Combining theory and practice: Students are challenged to combine specialist knowl-
edge and subject-specific didactics to prepare and conduct a lesson, and they must 
also work in teams. These conditions facilitate an in-depth examination of their role 
as teachers. In developing learning material, the connections between pedagogical, 
scientific, and didactic knowledge are strengthened (Wipperfürth & Klippel, 2016, pp. 
190–191).

  Learning workshops at other universities (for an overview cf. Reis, 2017, pp. 380–
382) emphasize the importance of this combination. Mendl and Sitzberger (2016) 
conclude that an important element for the professionalisation of future teachers of 
RE can be recognized in the interplay between theoretical penetration and practical 
testing, as well as through reflection on the latter.

(b) The proper way of dealing with religious plurality: Three reasons led to "world reli-
gions" as a topic:

•  The Qualitätsoffensive Lehrerbildung presupposes that diversity is a cross-
cutting issue, and in the field of religion this can be demonstrated by different 
religions.

•  Students have little knowledge about world religions. Especially knowledge 
about Judaism, which is a foundation of Christianity, is particularly neces-
sary. Also, about Islam, since the number of Muslim children in Germany has 
increased significantly in recent decades.

•  The students are interested in this topic and see it as important, as it is also 
located in the RE curriculum at school.
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  The students grapple with the concepts of interreligious learning (cf. Leimgruber, 
2007; Meyer, 2019; Sajak, 2018; Schambeck, 2013) and work according to the didacti-
cal approach “A Gift to the Child”, developed by Hull and Grimmitt at the University 
of Birmingham (Grimmitt, Grove, J., Hull et. al. 1991). This model attempts to address 
religious plurality through work with testimony and artefacts of foreign religions (Hull, 
2000; Meyer, 2012, 2019; Sajak, 2005, 2010). The main goal is to accommodate 
younger pupils’ scope of experience and to enable “deepened and detailed encounter 
with an aspect or object of religious faith” (Hull, 2000, p. 155). Here the focus is on 
the examination of religious items, testimonies or numen of foreign religions, those 
which are characteristic of the life and faith of such a religion. Examples are the tone of 
the muezzin’s call to prayer, or a testimony such as the prayer rugs of Muslims, which 
serve as a special location for prayer (cf. Sajak, 2005, 2010).

  Four stages are particularly important for the “A Gift to the Child” approach. These 
are (1) The Engagement Stage, (2) The Exploration Stage, (3) The Contextualization 
Stage, and (4) The Reflection Stage (Hull, 2000).

  Based on this, pupils can, on the one hand, personally connect with the testimony, 
and on the other hand distance themselves from it after examining it thoroughly (Sajak, 
2010; p. 48).

(c) The correlation between concept and recipients: When preparing lessons, it is the task 
of the students to reflect on their design according to the model of elementarisation (cf. 
Schweitzer, 2011). This model serves to form a multilayered frame for the purposes of 
both planning and analysing RE processes. The model requires an intertwining analy-
sis of the following aspects: (1) Elementary structures of the content; (2) Elementary 
experiences, as involved in the worlds of the tradition and the present; (3) Elemen-
tary accesses to attach to the pupils’ developmental and biographical experiences; (4) 
Elementary truths resulting from religious traditions and from the part of the children; 
and finally, (5) Elementary learning activities, which may support meaningful religious 
learning.

  It is not only the theological content itself, but also this content’s relevance for 
one’s own faith that is important in this context. Furthermore, teachers must take this 
content’s anthropological significance as well as the developmental psychological and 
life-world conditions of the children into account. This model ensures that students 
acquire the necessary professional competence to present the subject matter appropri-
ately with regard to its specific content.

(d) Facilitation of reflective competence: Since reflective competence is a characteristic 
of the professionalism of teachers (cf. Roters, 2016, p. 46; cf. Roters, 2012; Helsper, 
2001; Reis, 2009), it is important that students already practise their own abilities of 
professional and personal reflection during their studies (as opposed to first entering the 
teaching practice). The learning workshop offers numerous opportunities for reflection: 
while planning lessons, based on feedback from the seminar leader, the students, and 
teaching staff, and by reflecting on the overall process.

  In order to explore the degree to which subject-specific, subject-didactic, and per-
sonal competences are reflected upon, special emphasis is placed on reflection about 
one’s own teaching. This focus is intended to foster student reflection on their own 
professional role and their behaviour in their interactions with pupils.
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5  Research

In the following, approaches of the accompanying research are presented. Even though 
the research has not yet been completed, initial results can be shown from various 
perspectives.

5.1  Design research with a focus on learning processes

The various concepts of design research or design-based research cannot be described 
within the scope of this article (cf. an overview Prediger, Gravemeijer & Confrey, 2015, 
pp. 2–7). Prediger, Gravemeijer & Confrey discern two archetypes: “one that primarily 
aims at direct practical use, and one that primarily aims at generating theory on teaching 
learning processes” (2015, p. 7). Our model can be assigned to the first type. The aim is to 
correlate the content with the students’ situation and to support their process of profession-
alisation as future RE teachers. The evaluations and the research results lead to a revision 
of the teaching concept and to change in teaching in the next cycle.

5.2  Methodology of research

The research is based on the one hand on the method of stimulated recall interviews (Mess-
mer, 2014; cf. Calderhead, 1981) and on the other hand on the qualitative analysis of film 
material and interviews (cf. Mayring, 2000; 2019).

In order to investigate the students’ learning process, students were filmed as they test 
their previously prepared lessons in the practice of teaching. Lessons were videotaped and 
interviews with the students were conducted. (On the significance of videography in teach-
ing cf. Riegel, 2018). Due to the low number of participants, instruments of qualitative 
research were chosen.

Stimulated recall is an approach of reconstructive social research and is regarded as a 
suitable method to empirically record teachers’ invisible thought patterns. The research fol-
lows a two-step procedure. Interviews with the methodology of stimulated recall proved to 
be a particularly intensive form of reflection (Messmer, 2014; cf. Calderhead, 1981; Miotk 
2020). For this purpose, the students are presented with their own videographed lesson. It 
serves as a stimulus to comment on their own behaviour. To do this, students independently 
press the pause button while watching the videos and explain their teaching actions. The 
explanations are recorded and form the basis for analysing the students’ thought and action 
structures. It is thus possible to access the students’ different moments of reflection and 
classify them into different dimensions of reflection. Moments of reflection are understood 
as a sensory unit from a cognitive process that attempts to structure or restructure an expe-
rience or problem (Aeppli & Lötscher, 2016).

The analysis of interviews and videographed lessons was processed with the method-
ological instruments of qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2000). Qualitative content 
analysis defines itself “as an approach of empirical, methodological controlled analysis of 
texts within their context of communication, following content analytical rules and step by 
step models, without rash quantification” (Mayring, 2000, [5]). The central procedures of 
qualitative is the deductive and inductive development of categories step by step and die 
application of these categories on the interviews in order to work out different typologies 
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of teacher’s acting. “The assignment of categories to text passages always remains an act of 
interpretation” (Mayring, 2019).

5.3  Research results of three master’s theses

The first results are available in the context of master’s theses, which were processed with 
the methodological instruments of Qualitative Content Analysis (Mayring, 2000).

The students’ theses are a testimony of how the approach of "research-based learning" 
(cf. Reis, 2017; Neuber, Paravicini & Stein, 2018) can be implemented into university 
didactics on the basis of final theses.

The interviews with students were analysed under different aspects:

(a) Student perspectives on the relationship between theory and practice: On the basis 
of group interviews Lehmann (2018) analysed subjective theories on the relationship 
between theory and practice and their change through the seminar. She used four inter-
views to investigate the students’ understanding of theory and practice. The analysis 
categories were "practice", "theory", and "theory–practice-interlocking". She was able 
to work out different forms of student understanding of theory and practice. Action- and 
process-oriented elements of the seminar are perceived as particularly practical (for 
example, learning with religious artefacts). Students understand "theory" as knowledge 
orientation (for example, the acquisition and production of texts), not the examination 
of didactic models. Although answers specifically distinguish between theory and 
practice, there are overlaps that mark the moment of overlap. Theory elements are 
only evaluated positively if they have practical relevance. The practical relevance is 
perceived as particularly positive ("theory that occurs like practice"). For the inter-
relationship to take place, a reflective approach to teaching practice is indispensable.

   It is not only interesting for university didactics that a change has taken place among 
students. Due to experiences in the learning workshop and teaching, "theory" was 
evaluated more positively. It is possible that this university didactic setting supports 
a change in the subjective theories of the students through concrete implementation, 
which cannot be achieved through a theoretical examination of subject content and 
subject didactics.

(b) Student assessments of themselves in terms of knowledge and competence: Also Trispel 
(2018) examined group interviews and examined the students’ self-assessments of knowl-
edge and competence with regard to the implementation of teaching. Above all, the stu-
dents cited an increase in knowledge as relating to inter-religious questions and the design 
of a lesson. The students experienced their own competences in dealing with the pupils 
in an appropriate way in terms of content and didactics. As a dimension of self-critical 
reflection, the students identified weaknesses and problems in their time management 
and in the formulation of their work instructions to the students. Here it becomes clear 
that the seminar event alone only leads to a rudimentary acquisition of competence and 
that the students only make these a limited topic of discussion in the interviews.

(c) The importance of starting the lesson in the "Gift to the child" concept: Theis (2018) 
analysed student behaviour in the role of teacher with the help of video recordings and 
their transcription. She examined "Lesson opening as a sensitive phase". The guiding 
question was how students succeed in implementing the first two phases of the Hull 
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model (1. The Engagement Stage; 2. The Exploration Stage) and whether emotional 
involvement is actually achieved. Four lesson lead-ins, two in primary school classes 
(4th grade) and two in secondary school (9th grade), were examined. The result was 
that the didactic concept (as conceived by Hull) is suitable for primary school pupils 
in terms of developmental psychology but reaches its limits in older pupils. A redesign 
of the engagement and exploration stages is necessary. Woppowa (2016) has presented 
his thoughts on this issue: he precedes Hull’s first phase with another phase in order to 
first establish a relationship between the students’ living environment and the artefact 
to be worked on afterwards. A reflection on the effect of this approach would be pos-
sible after a further implementation.

5.4  Data structure analysis

Miotk, who worked as a lecturer for the project, is currently investigating which modes of 
action and thought structures can be reconstructed in the context of interreligious learning 
among students through the learning workshop in his PhD thesis. The research seeks to 
address the following questions:

• Which didactic and scientific thought structures can be reconstructed in the students 
(are there any interactions)?

• Which levels of reflection can be reconstructed in the students by working in the learn-
ing workshop?

• What contribution can the learning workshop make to university religion teacher-in-
training in order to do justice to the goal of a religion class characterized by religious 
plurality?

The results of the study are expected in 2023.

6  Conclusion

It can be stated that the seminar is an asset both in terms of combining theory and practice 
and in terms of exploratory learning. The commitment of the students, which is signifi-
cantly higher than in other seminars, can be rated positively. The reason for this lies in the 
combination of theory and practice as well as the opportunity to test oneself professionally. 
However, the results of the reflection so far also show that insufficient content knowledge 
and didactic knowledge cannot be concluded in the context of a seminar event. It is to be 
hoped that the self-reflection of the students will lead them to recognize knowledge gaps 
and try to close them (cf. similar Davis, 2006).

Even in the context of the project described, it remains open whether and how prac-
tice ultimately affects professional self-understanding. Whether and how subjective theory 
interacts with practice cannot be researched within the framework of one semester. For this, 
long-term studies over the course of students’ university studies and ideally into their work 
as a teacher are necessary. Many aspects are still unexplored in empirical school research.

One possibility is to involve students themselves in research on school practice (cf. 
Reis, 2017, 282–285), as the present master’s theses have shown. This can help to acquire 
a reflective distance that sees teaching not only in action, but also enables it to be reflected 
upon from a "bird’s eye view". In this way, the acquisition of reflective competence can 
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be promoted, and the necessity of theory experienced, as practice is analysed against the 
background of subject-specific and subject-didactic knowledge. Overall, it is hoped that the 
format of a "learning workshop" will help students to combine theory and practice.
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