

  religions-12-00424




religions-12-00424







Religions 2021, 12(6), 424; doi:10.3390/rel12060424




Review



The Psycho-Didactic Approach in Religious and Moral Education. Towards Personal Growth and Positive Mental Health of Students



Małgorzata Steć 1,* and Małgorzata Maria Kulik 2





1



Institute of Psychology, Jesuit University Ignatianum, 26 Kopernika Street, 31-501 Kraków, Poland






2



Institute of Psychology, University of Szczecin, 70-451 Szczecin, Poland









*



Correspondence: malgorzata.stec@ignatianum.edu.pl







Academic Editor: Dariusz Krok



Received: 23 April 2021 / Accepted: 3 June 2021 / Published: 8 June 2021



Abstract

:

The psycho-didactic approach in education is becoming more and more popular. Its supporters emphasize the great values that are associated with the implementation of this approach to various fields of science and school subjects. The greatest value of the psycho-didactic approach is supporting the personal growth of the learner by respecting the developmental factors involved in each subject’s learning processes. Psycho-didactics could also be used in the design of core curricula and their implementation in the field of religious, ethical, and moral education. By supporting personal development through moral and religious education, it is possible to simultaneously influence the agencyof each learner. Personal agency in self-development, as well as in religious and moral development, is one of the greatest challenges for modern education and one of the most significant issues of positive mental health advancement in the field of education. Within psycho-didactics, it becomes possible to foster every student in an individual way, therefore all methods and techniques used in the psycho-didactic approach are focused on the student’s needs.
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1. Introduction


This paper focuses mainly on the meeting point between educational psychology and the didactics of religion and ethics in order to establish a new quality of moral education for adolescents and adults. Nowadays, education must not only serve to increase knowledge, but also provide stimulation of development in such a way as to shape a mentally stable individual who is capable of autonomous self-development, in-depth self-reflection, and self-realization. Supporting overall personal development is also supporting mental health. Therefore, an adequate educational approach is needed. In this context, the psycho-didactic approach seems to meet those expectations. The psycho-didactic approach in teaching is relatively new and, to date, very few studies have been done to show the effectiveness of it. It is defined as a boundary branch between didactics and educational psychology (Holubář and Hájková 1993). In this sense, psycho-didactics is a pedagogical approach in which psychological knowledge is used not only to organize but also to support the ongoing teaching and learning processes to the extent to which the process itself contributes to the personal growth of each student. Psycho-didactics, in general, aims to introduce a new quality of pedagogical outcomes, which combines psychological, didactic, methodological, and thematic knowledge into one, and which should also be treated as a completely new, innovative school and teaching environment, and technology, fostering the personal and cognitive development of students. It should create conditions for students’ psychological augmentation on the basis of the improvement of the effectiveness of teaching in a specific subject (Kholodnaya and Gelfman 2017; Kholodnaya and Gelfman 2016). Therefore, teaching a given subject, e.g., mathematics, cannot focus solely on knowledge in this area, but must focus atthe same time on the awareness of various psychological processes that mediate learning. Many already-known effective strategies, methods, and techniques of the psycho-didactic approach have been introduced into the pedagogy of creativity in learning languages (Kamińska 2018) as well as the teaching of mathematics (Kholodnaya and Gelfman 2017), and physical education (Derbali et al. 2017). The psycho-didactic approach promotes, inter alia, the autonomy of the student, connecting learning with the individual learning needs, authenticity, learning by making mistakes (the so-called process of conceptualization) (Kamińska 2018). It seems that the interdisciplinary potential of psycho-didactics is its quintessential feature, which can also be used to create programs to support religious and moral education and, therefore, also contribute to overall personality development. Moreover, it seems that spirituality and morality are particularly important areas of personal development (Maslow 2014). There is also support for the relation between moral and religious reasoning (Conn 1981). It is possible that a high level of personal development is associated with a correspondingly high level of moral and spiritual development. Moreover, morality and religiosity are often closely related, although morality can be understood entirely secularly. Even then, it is not completely inconsistent with religious morality (e.g., Christian, Judaic, or Hindu morality) in terms of promoted values, standards, or rules of conduct. The psycho-didactic approach is strongly related to person-centered teaching (Rogers et al. 2014). As such, it appears to be the most relevant approach to organizing the didactic process in the field of moral and religious education.



The traditional system of teaching was based on a subject-centered approach. To establish how effective it was, the level of knowledge obtained by a student had to be measured accordingly for every school subject. While, in the case of most subjects taught at school, it works well, in the case of teaching religion or ethics it does not seem to be a very good solution. Religion or ethics lessons are not only about the level of knowledge. These are school subjects that are expected to shape specific attitudes, which are immeasurable. In this case, the subject-centered approach must therefore be replaced by something more adequate. The psycho-didactics approach has modified evaluating criteria into those changes in a student’s own personality and cognitive skills which describe his or her development in terms of productiveness, self-sufficiency, activity, and creativity. This may also contribute to student’s mental health, defined in a positive way (Jahoda 1958; Tengland 2001). What is more, mental health translates into the development potential of an individual. It may be defined, for example, by personal growth initiative, which is explained by the individual’s active and intrinsically motivated need to grow in those areas which are personally important (Beri and Jain 2016). This, in turn, is only fully realized when favorable conditions are provided. In the case of a school, the conditions will certainly depend on the approach to organizing the teaching process. In this regard, the teaching process can be improved with a psycho-didactic approach. The psycho-didactic approach should be understood mainly as a branch of pedagogy, but with its basis in interdisciplinarity, as has been stated previously. Psycho-didactics combines and integrates psychological methods as well as didactic, methodological, and specific thematic knowledge. The prefix ‘psycho’ strongly underlines the role of psychological processes in defining the aim of this approach. Therefore, in the psycho-didactic approach, there is one main aim: to organize the teaching process and educational environment to the extent that it will foster the personal development of each student. It should create the best space for the student’s psychological growth according to improved teaching effectiveness in a specific school subject and in overall understanding. It is also seen as mental health prophylaxis in terms of providing tools to protect the student from psychological trauma. One of the ways to ensure psychological safety is to take care of the self-determination and agency of students (Ryan and Deci 2006). As a result, they feel their influence on the education process, and therefore do not feel overwhelmed by the education system. Apsycho-didactic approach, in which attention is paid to the mental well-being of the student, plays a supporting role in itself. When we add to that also the psychological knowledge related to effective methods of satisfying the cognitive and emotional needs of the student, we will be able not only to teach but also to educate in a much wider scope.This may result not only in increasing the level of knowledge and skills in a given field but also in the overall stabilization of mental functioning. We know that this is a necessary condition for self-development (Neff 2011). One of the possible criteria of positively understood mental health is acceptance of oneself, growth and development, or personal integration and autonomy (Jahoda 1958).Mental health and personal growth can be also catalyzed by moral and spiritual growth (Weber and Pargament 2014).



This paper aims to show that it is also possible to implement the methods of the psycho-didactic approach to support individual spiritual and moral development in the course of the education of ethics and religion, understood as a specific school subject. Emphasis will also be placed on the importance of psychology and psychological methods fostering moral and spiritual development as an important aspect of upbringing processes in religious and moral education. There are no publications or studies linking the assumptions of the psycho-didactic approach with teaching in the field of religious and moral education, fostering of religious development, or of moral competence in the realm of positive mental health. This paper aims to fill this gap in terms of introducing the possibilities of implementing psycho-didactics into practice. The justification for emphasizing the special importance of the psycho-didactic approach in teaching religion and ethics, and stimulating spiritual and moral development, is assumed by the subject itself. Educational programs which stimulate religious and moral development are in line with the assumptions of the psycho-didactic approach. Their main goal is—as in psycho-didactics—the personal development of an individual as an autonomous agent, but in a spiritual or moral context. Religious and moral growth seems to emerge directly from personal autonomy (Ebstyne King 2003). From the perspective of the psychology of religion, it is possible to find assumptions that religion is one of the most important needs coming out of the process of emergence of the autonomous personality (Roehlkepartain et al. 2006; Benson and Roehlkepartain 2008). Maslow (1970) argued that self-actualization is accompanied by mystical, religious experience. Allport (1978) considered autonomy to be a direct consequence of mature religiosity. Even Kohlberg assumed that the highest stage of development of moral reasoning is closely related to the personal development and spiritual commitment of the individual (Kohlberg and Power 1981). In all cases, religious development is parallel to personal development and moral development (Prest et al. 1999). A relationship with the Supreme Being does not mean dependency upon it that might not be possible to put together with the need for autonomy, and personal and developmental independence. What is more, one can assume that building a mature relationship with the Supreme Being requires developmental autonomy and the intrinsic need for such a union (Ellison and Sherkat 1993). All of this can contribute to maintaining mental stability. It can serve as an important factor in protecting against negative outcomes for the mental health of individuals. This is especially important in today’s demanding times, and in the face of numerous studies showing the early occurrence of specific mental problems. High school and university students are particularly vulnerable and prone to mental disorders (Brown 2018). The psycho-didactic approach may, in this case, play an important preventive role and, at the same time, be a response to the important developmental needs of students.




2. Psycho-Didactic Approach to Education: Background and New Possibilities


The background for the consideration of psycho-didactics should be described within the subject-centered approach, as the previous widely popular paradigm of teaching and learning. The subject-centered approach is the most traditional concept of the curriculum, and is therefore the most commonly used approach in the organization of educational experiences (Ornstein and Hunkins 1993). As has already been mentioned, the subject-centered approach states the meaning of specific knowledge in every school subject and defines the development of a student in terms of the results of the measurement of theirprogress in gaining this knowledge. In the subject-centered approach, the textbook contains all of the guidelines for the implementation of the curriculum. At the same time, it can be considered as the manual for the teacher, composed of the main parts of the material, examples, exercises, and summaries. In this approach, the textbooks for all school subjects are built in this way. The distinction between the curricula of the different school subjects has its practical aspect, but also causes limitations in the overall educational processes. Finding contact points between different areas of the knowledge, thinking synthetically, finding mutual references across disciplines—these are examples of the abilities, the acquisition of which guarantees educational success. However, at the same time, this acquisition causes problems that the students and teachers must manage within the subject-centered approach. Most of the problems are based on a strictly defined curriculum included in the manual for each subject on a separate basis (Deng 2017). Meeting points and interdisciplinarity are beyond the area of interest of the subject-centered approach. Learners and teachers must find their own way to cope with difficulties, and to meet the requirements of the modern education system and the modern world at once. Of course, there are many different faces of the subject-centered approach;for example, the idea of a subject understood as ‘a being’ included in the relationship between the teachers and the learners (Palmer 2017). This changes the perspective from learning a certain subject into engagement in this subject somehow personally. In this case, one may rather think of a complex matrix of relationships not only between the teachers and students, but also between the subjects which are seen as vivid and present, and not only passive and subordinate. It implies an assumption about the engagement of both the teacher and the student. Therefore, this can be interpreted as an example of a combination of the subject-centered approach with both the teacher-and learner-centered approach. From this point, another step is psycho-didactics as a new paradigm, not only in the organization of curricula and the didactic process, but also in providing support for personal development and maintaining the positive mental health of students. This aspect must be taken into account while discussing the direction of changes in modern education (Winzer et al. 2018). Students’ self-development and their positive mental health are becoming equivalent goals in the process of designing significant educational changes (Breslau et al. 2008). This can be clearly seen in the context of moral and religious education.



What psycho-didactics has to offer as the new approach to education is the emphasis on the role of self-determination in the process of shaping the personality of an individual within the realm of education, as well as an autonomy-supportive teaching context (Ryan and Deci 2000; Reeve and Cheon 2021). Many authors who sympathize with the psycho-didactic approach underline the importance of psychological processes such as motivational processes or the need for self-regulation as the main driving forces of all learning processes (Ryan and Deci 2006; Niemiec and Ryan 2009). In the face of this, education is seen not only as a process of knowledge transfer and evaluation of its’ effects, but also as a process of supporting the personal growth of an individual. The intrinsic motivation and social development of a learner during the education period can influence their sense of well-being (Ryan and Deci 2000). In the innovative psycho-didactic approach, every educational goal must serve the individual’s personal and social fulfillment, not only the fulfillment of the curriculum requirements (Wildová 2015). It has a lot do with psychological, moral, and religious growth in terms of providing positive mental health support for each developing individual (Bewick et al. 2010).



2.1. Student and the Possibilities and Demands of Psycho-Didactic Approach


The psycho-didactic approach should be regarded as being opposed to the dominant model which is based exclusively on the cognitive support of the student (Russell 2009). As such, it can be understood as being part of the anti-cognitivist movement in education (Simpson and Beckett 2014). The psycho-didactic approach is strongly focused on the meaning of affective factors in the learning processes. As such, they are also involved in the process of individual development. Emphasizing affective properties in the process of acquiring knowledge (e.g., fostering motivational processes), as well as in the process of personal growth (e.g., shaping the agency), makes the psycho-didactic approach one of the best suited educational approaches. The affective aspect of teaching and learning is also crucial for building a professional relationship between the teacher and the student. It also provides protection against stressful events and their negative psychological consequences (Conley et al. 2017). Such a relationship is of the highest importance in the context of the acquisition ofthe abilities and skills needed to proceed with the knowledge in real-life settings, such as dealing with problems or being able to participate in discussions with others. It is especially useful for ethical dilemma discussions involving religious beliefs and moral attitudes, such as discussions considering the problem of modern reproductive choices (Khan and Konje 2019). From this point of view, Selman’s theory of role-taking, based on the ability to understand the perspective of a third party, describes to what extent reflexivity and consciousness could be implemented into the process of creating a favorable learning environment in order to foster social-cognitive understanding (Selman 1976). This means that the student who understands the teacher’s perspective and the teacher who understands the student’s perspective may help each other in the process of achieving the educational goals of both sides. It is crucial to take into consideration that social-cognitive understanding is therefore deeply grounded in affective abilities, e.g., emotional empathy (Cuff et al. 2016). Simply understanding another’s point of view is not enough to empower social development based on mutual interactions. It must include active participation in social cooperation;awillingness to act or to make contributions for the sake of other people (Reiman 2000). Here, the psycho-didactic approach comes with the very beneficial idea of combining affective and cognitive factors in the realm of education. Affectively driven decisions about how and when to use the knowledge, and for what purpose, are of the same importance as the knowledge itself. This is why psycho-didactics strengthen students’ personal learning styles as a support of the individual developmental processes (Cerna 2018). In the context of all of this, a religious education based on supporting one’s own spiritual needs, rather than indoctrination, would be most desirable. Similarly, with moral education, it is not about shaping a specific type of morality, but about the individual moral growth of a person striving for their individual moral autonomy.




2.2. Teacher and the Possibilities and Demands of Psycho-Didactic Approach


Individualization and empowering agency in education, with an emphasis on supporting affective–cognitive development, is mandatory in the psycho-didactic approach. At the same time, it is important in the process of introducing an advantageous and safe learning environment in which the teacher becomes the facilitator of the student’s personal growth. A safe learning environment must be based on mutual support and respectful communication between the teachers and the students (Clapper 2010). To achieve this goal, psychological knowledge, as well as psychological methods, should be used by the teachers (Nussbaum and Dweck 2008). It is important for a teacher to know to what extent grading and assessing can influence the individual student’s self-esteem. Simply calling one smart or not may have an influence on this person’s self-evaluation and further performance. Some students cannot deal with this and become uncertain or avoidant towards any assessment situation (Dweck 2007). At the same time, they may become more sensitive to criticism, which can lead to hiding mistakes rather than correcting them (Mueller and Dweck 1998). Another threat is the learned helplessness phenomenon, where individuals believe that their own performance has no influence on the ongoing situation that they are involved in (Seligman 1992). The outcome of this is undermined motivation and productivity loss, as well as anxiety and depressive disorders (Andrews and Wilding 2004). Students who are often exposed to situations of educational failure are more at risk of the development of learned helplessness as a generalized response (Sutherland et al. 2004). Changing this state of mind must be based on critical reflection, a trustful environment, and an atmosphere of safety, especially when it comes to religion or morality. Only then can students make mistakes in order to learn from them, without being terrified about negative outcomes and painful consequences. Therefore, meaningful contextualized assessment, and a competency-based curriculum and methodology, should be introduced (Sarivan 2011). It improves the reflexivity of the teacher, who is not only the facilitator of the student’s educational and personal growth but also an important source of social support. As it is shown in research, positive social support can have a very positive impact on student wellbeing. A significant lack of social support can determine many mental health problems (Alsubaie et al. 2019). It is a necessity of the psycho-didactic approach to have a positive impact on the students through self-conscious and reflective teachers who know how different psychological processes may influence the development of the student. Such specific areas as religious and moral education are especially in the need of the psycho-didactic approach, since the content of the curriculum of religion or ethics courses at school is highly sensitive and not neutral. It is already established that there is a strong link between morality, religion, and mental health (Dein et al. 2010). Therefore, it should be taken into account in the realm of education. A teacher representing a psycho-didactic approach, based on the available psychological knowledge, should design didactic interactions in such a way as to maximize developmental opportunities and minimize threats to the mental health of each student.





3. Psycho-Didactic Approach to Religious and Moral Education


One of the most important aspects of overall human development and well-being is moral and spiritual growth (Moreira-Almeida et al. 2006). Many leading theories of personality development point to the role of morality and religion as one of the most important aspects of the psychosocial functioning of a person (Maslow 1970; Allport 1978; Erikson 1993; Maslow 2014). The process of shaping one’s morality starts with the family environment, but the school strengthens the power of influence of the family of origin in this respect as well as individual changes in the emerging autonomy of the developing person. The same is true of religion, which sometimes strongly shapes individual morality, although this relationship is most often bidirectional or does not exist at all. Within the realm of school education, moral and religious development is influenced by the stability of participation in the classes, the methodology used by the teachers, and the topics raised. Moral and religious education refers to the broader context of character education. It turns out that in both spheres of character education, the clarification of moral or spiritual values is definitely not enough (Lockwood 1978). Practical application and reference to the realities of everyday life are important (Balakrishnan 2011). Cultural differences, as well as religious plurality and diversity, cannot be overlooked (Klutz and Lakmaier 2016). The safe and positive atmosphere of the school plays a crucial role here, especially when it comes to providing religious and moral tolerance and respect. Philosophy and ethics classes that promote prosocial and altruistic attitudes, as well as the values of justice, responsibility, and truthfulness, support moral development strongly and visibly (King and Mayhew 2002). Moral development can be mediated by spiritual growth and personal religious involvement (De Souza 2006). What is more, autonomous individual spirituality positively influences social behavior. The same is true of autonomous individual morality. In this case, we also expect a translation into social development and a high level of social functioning. It can also be applied to the process of shaping deeper relationships in a peer group, and then in an adult social life. The religious context can promote a sense of identity which transcends the self towards the social good (Ebstyne King 2003; Regnerus et al. 2004; Collins-Mayo and Dandelion 2010). The teacher’s own attitudes, religious involvement, and morality are also significant for the process of fostering student’s development, but only if the teacher is open to discussion and willing to accept other points of view. It seems that the more willing the teacher is to discuss, the more the value of justice, care, righteousness, or religiousness is applied in their behavior in the teacher–student relationship (Oser 1994). It is not enough to transfer religious and moral knowledge exclusively. Without leaving enough space for student’s self-evaluation during participation in real-life scenarios, or at least semi-real situations, the teacher will not succeed. The person who is about to shape their own morals or own beliefs must be able to internalize them within their own personal change. Therefore, religious and moral education is of a very special kind. It touches not only the cognitive surface in terms of a change in the amount of knowledge possessed but, at the same time, emotional involvement in the quality of it and evaluation of it within the framework of practical implementation. It also implies the ability to discuss and question one’s own knowledge and attitudes in order to be able to change them if necessary. That would not be possible without openness to such experience, as well as without tolerance and trust. Religious and moral education is not neutral (De Souza 2006). Due to the fact that moral and religious education is not neutral, it is exposed to extremism and intolerance towards otherness. The psycho-didactic approach, in respecting the psychological knowledge about human beings and their social life, presupposes unequivocal opposition to such attitudes. It must take into account a whole range of responsibilities. One of the most important is that it aspires to trigger a change in a single person in one direction: towards becoming better, but not at the cost of humiliating anyone else or unjustified self-exaltation. To do that with the best quality possible, methodological awareness, as well as the teacher’s correct attitude, is simply a must. Ethical and religious education should not be carried out only with classical delivery methods which are not suitable for the individual understood as an agent (Bandura 2001). The significant role of practical solutions should be implemented as well. Where the practice plays the most significant role, it is worth considering if the psycho-didactic approach can meet the requirements of the most effective moral and religious education paradigm. It has already been shown that mixed methods used in an educational context increase the complexity of ethical and moral decision-making, therefore putting moral education closer to real-life scenarios, making it more effective (Preissle et al. 2015). It also applies to religious education, which should be centered on individual spiritual needs. Such an approach should avoid dogmatism and imposing unambiguous attitudes. Instead, the emphasis should be on leaving as much space as possible for the exploration of our own, autonomous religiosity, regardless of what specific religious culture someone comes from. This is in accordance with psycho-didactics, which have never been used specifically in fostering religious and moral development. Despite the fact that the psycho-didactic approach to education is novel in the field of religious and moral education, there already are some methods and theories used in the realm of moral and religious education that could be treated as ‘psycho-didactic-like’, even if their introduction was not based directly on this paradigm. The basis for qualifying these methods as to some extent psycho-didactic is the impact they have not only on the knowledge of, but also the personal change in, learners. What is more, all of these methods are based on psychology, and psychological methodology and practice. Therefore, they can be used as psychological tools providing support to maintain positive mental health.



The very first example for moral education could be Lawrence Kohlberg’s Just Community Approach (Kohlberg 1985), which is based on John Dewey’s idea of putting autonomy, responsibility, democracy, and education into one process of promoting the democratic and moral competencies of school students (Dewey 1997). In this approach, students are equally engaged in democratic decision-making within the school management. Students attend discussion meetings in order to put democratic rules into the practice of making their own choices. They make joint democratic decisions on issues related to school life regarding equality, equity, and reciprocity (Higgins 1995). The Just Community Approach, as an example of implementation of the psycho-didactic paradigm, has been proven to be effective in terms of fostering moral–democratic development. To mention some effects, the positive moral atmosphere created by introducing the Just Community Approach into the school environment can foster responsibility of the learners (Higgins et al. 1984), as well as their engagement inthe promotion of justice, peace, and tolerance (Power 2013). These are not only behavioral, but also personal, changes. The feeling of being responsible is deeply rooted in the attitude of care and awareness of specific values to be engaged with. Training someone in order to make them responsible will not bring the expected results unless there is a change in the person themself. Responsibility is a matter of care and being aware that the object of care and protection is valuable, which means no less than that it represents values and/or virtues that should be somehow protected. Only making students feel this way, personally responsible, makes them act in a responsible way.



Another promising ‘psycho-didactic-like’ method for moral education is the original Konstanz Method of Dilemma Discussion (KMDD®) by Georg Lind.TheKMDD® aims to foster moral competence and promote deliberation and discussion instead of violence, deceit, and fobbing the responsibility off onto others (Lind 2016). Moral competence is directly associated with individual behavior (e.g., decision making) when facing a moral dilemma experience and can be defined as the ability to judge arguments according to their intrinsic value, no matter if they are arguments in favor of one’s own opinion. A highly moral, competent person would always pay attention to whether the argument of the opposition side is of high quality, not only if it is one that strengthens their own line of argumentation. It is a matter of acceptance and openness. Georg Lind’s idea originates from Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory, according to which cognitive development is to be regarded as a prerequisite of overall moral development (Kohlberg 1985). At some points, Kohlberg’s theory ignores the complexity of moral development by reducing it to the meaning of cognitive aspects. This theory cannot be used as a sufficient basis for educational practice supporting general developmental capabilities, including moral development as well as personal moral growth. The ability to build moral reasoning is not the same aspersonal morality. Therefore, fostering moral competence which is used in dilemma situations requires more than the stimulation of cognitive development. Based on this, Georg Lind from the University of Konstanz introduced the dual-aspect theory of morality and moral development and a new method to measure this construct—the Moral Competence Test (MCT®). The previously mentioned original method of fostering moral competence—the Konstanz Method of Dilemma-Discussion (KMDD®)—is a practical part of the dual aspect theory of morality and moral development (Lind 2008). It incorporates some of Kohlberg’s postulates, but also makes the theory more coherent with empirical data (e.g., the regression of the level of moral competence when it is not actively fostered) (Lind et al. 2017). It claims that cognitive and affective elements are inseparable, although distinct. These two aspects should be maintained in parallel in the process of fostering the moral development of students in order to provide them with a democratic way of living in which we not only think morally but also act morally (Lind 2016). KMDD® is based on discussing semi-real moral dilemmas according to democratic rules and guidelines. Participants who are engaged in the discussion are divided into two groups and exchange arguments in a peaceful manner without evaluating persons from the opposition group and without showing any disrespect to those who are speaking at each moment. In KMDD®, there is also a phase in which all participants choose the best argument or several arguments from the opposition group. During this phase, students learn that even if their opinion is different, they can still respect their opponent for the quality of arguments stated by them. It reduces the conflicted attitude and helps them to understand that we do not need to be in perfect agreement with other people’s opinions to cooperate and help each other if there is such a necessity. It is the very beginning of democracy, and democracy is making morals closer to social life. The best way of supporting moral development in all aspects has to be grounded in providing situations in which students will find themselves respected members of classroom democratic society. Drama lessons should also be introduced to strengthen the impact on moral development by giving an opportunity to take in other people’s perspectives (Dowdy and Kaplan 2011). Such methods must always be embedded in positive emotions, mutual respect, and empathy. Most of the research and educational programs are aimed at stimulating development mainly with regard to reasoning (Schremer 1992). It is not entirely enough to fulfill the personal growth of a single person, who is always complex and irreducible. Therefore, the personal approach must also be holistic, just like the psycho-didactic approach itself.



An example of a method of teaching religion based on psycho-didactic assumptions is the approach that combines religion with the analysis of literature (Boscaljon and Levinovitz 2019). Once again, it is not a psycho-didactic method by definition but through the solutions it proposes. It is an interdisciplinary approach that uses a variety of ways to connect literary threads with the religious context or vice versa. A student may relate to different religions, but also to different aspects of a given religion. Literary themes can make it easier to navigate in the abstract area of spirituality. Numerous analogies may allow for finding similarities, for example, between the described dilemmas of the hero of a given novel and one’s own search for answers to questions about the meaning of life or ultimate matters. It is a method that, first of all, does not impose ready-made solutions, thus leaving room for the individual’s own exploration. This is especially important in such a sensitive area as individual spirituality. Thanks to this, a sense of control and self-determination is supported which contributes to personal autonomy.



The Forum Theatre is another ‘psycho-didactic-like’ method that can be introduced to moral education as well religious education (Thambu and Rahman 2017). It requires more engagement from the organizational side, but also brings educative scenarios connected with social and moral life into practice through the implementation of theatrical intervention. Theatre in education, in general, could be considered to be a tool of change in the behavior, also in moral and social actions, as it creates a space not only for role-taking but for going through important experiences. Making it possible to become a part of a play, to feel the impact one has on the whole group, is still something that strongly influences the person. Forum Theatre is a type of the Theatre of the Oppressed (TO), introduced originally by Augusto Boal. It is based on the idea of learning through critical and reflective thinking as well as emotional engagement ina social situation (Boal et al. 2019). Forum Theatre is a participatory theatre that makes it possible to be part of the play even if one is a spectator. This is why Boal called spectators of Forum Theatre performance spect-actors—the people who not only see the play but also act in the play to the extent to which they can influence the plot and the actors’ performance in order to change the expected result. The actors present a scene and the spect-actors (the audience) help change the outcome by proposing changes in the behavior of the protagonists. The actors are required to maintain the proposed change in the behavior of their character in the scene. This may lead to key changes in the presented story. Participants are confronted with a play that shows some kind of social problem which is vivid among them, which additionally triggers reflection and emotional insight (Schutzman and Cohen-Cruz 1994). The ability to change the situation within the play helps the spect-actors to understand that, in real life, they can also influence the course of events. Forum Theatre addresses social, political, and economic issues (e.g., religion, racism, poverty, homelessness, violence, sexual harassment, religious conflicts) (Thambu and Rahman 2017). At the same time, it fights back by fostering democratic and cooperative forms of interaction among people in order to solve the problem. It uses dialogue and community-centered problem solving to show how to deal with oppression in daily life (Levy 1997). This can be considered very close to the concept of moral competence, therefore it is also teachable (Lickona 1996). Teaching this kind of ability influences the process of shaping the student’s personality. Shaping specific competencies enriches the repertoire of behaviors and feelings, which builds the individual’s personal standard. This is a serious argument for the possibility of treating such an approach as psycho-didactics in the field of moral education and religious education.



These are just examples of well-known and already widely-evaluated psychological methods and approaches to teaching religion, morality, and supporting the overall development of an individual. There are many others, just to mentionafew: Sustained Dialogue (Saunders 2001), conflict management (French and Allbright 1998), problem-solving activities (Fins et al. 1997), role-taking (Selman 1971), fostering empathy (Hoffman 1991) & altruism (Eisenberg and Miller 1987), social interaction (Gibbs 1987), and self-control abilities (Berkowitz 1982). All of these methods could be used in moral and religious education within the framework of the psycho-didactic approach. What is more, in moral and religious education there is a strong need for innovation (Schreiner 2014). The psycho-didactic approach seems to meet this condition with an excess.



One more method must be emphasized here as important, not for fostering the development of a student directly, but that of the teacher themself. It is crucial for establishing the high quality of the teacher’s attitude and work, which has a secondary effect on the student’s moral and religious development. This is why the meaning of good psychological teachers’ education is also on the spot in the psycho-didactic approach. The highly praised method here is Deweyan-based guided reflection (Husu et al. 2008). It helps to develop pedagogical and psychological practices in the education of teachers so that they can construct professional agency, which is needed in order to support the student’s agency development (Leijen et al. 2014). The teacher is not only the “knowledge giver”, but also a tutor, a facilitator, andsomeone who knows the learner to such an extent that they can choose appropriate psychological methods to provoke a personal change in their sense of personal growth and development. The psychological education of teachers should be considered to be a very important aspect of the psycho-didactic approach. Only a reflective teacher, aware of developmental processes and the impact of different educational factors on individual development, will be able to plan and implement educational interventions that would actually have a positive impact on the learner’s personal growth. Even managerial competencies seem to have an influence on the educational processes organization and self-evaluation of the teacher. This may lead to an increase in the quality of strategies introduced in order to develop critical and creative thinking (Duchovičová and Tomšik 2018). This is also a factor that strongly influences the personal change in the learner. The more critical and creative in thinking the teacher is, the more reflective the student becomes. The teacher’s positive authority influences the learner’s development. Therefore, the psycho-didactic approach should have a visible emphasis on the psychological education of teachers.




4. Psycho-Didactics for Moral Identity Development—A New Strategy for Moraland Religious Education


The psycho-didactic approach to education aims to foster the personal growth of the learner in terms of individual psychological development. In the field of religious and moral education, growth and—what is more—personal growth, is expected. On the one hand, religious and moral education should be based on the most neutral worldview and, on the other hand, it must meet the expectations that it will support development in a positive direction (towards something better, more appropriate, or expected). The idea of neutrality in education is strongly desirable and approachable, at least to the extent to which fairness and tolerance are educational goals (Kleinig 1976). In this context, it remains a contentious issue to what degree psycho-didactics meets the criterion of neutrality in the field of education and whether it’s even possible, and more importantly—necessary. Everyone would agree that teaching that tolerance is not good is itself wrong. Therefore, teaching that tolerance is good may never be considered neutral. Regardless of the idea of neutrality, there is general agreement in education about certain issues related to a specific order of things. It can be assumed that there are fundamental issues on which, despite cultural and religious differences, people are willing to agree. Therefore, the psycho-didactic approach does not have to be afraid of conflict with the idea of neutrality in education. It is difficult to agree that individual development and personal growth are undesirable or bad. Everyone has a natural need for development and self-actualization (Maslow 1943). Not feeling such needs is a departure from what may be called positive mental health (Jahoda 1958). Although it would be too strong to consider psycho-didactics as a form of therapy or psychological help, this approach can certainly have preventive significance, such as proposing appropriate behavior patterns or creating a safe learning environment. In this regard, the psycho-didactic approach can foster the moral and spiritual growth of a learner. Such growth can be operationalized as the process of increasing the coherence between thinking, emotions, and acts, or the consistency between one’s own internal standard and its externalization in real situations. This leads to the concept of moral identity (Narvaez and Lapsley 2009a) and religious identity (Arweck and Nesbitt 2010). Both of them serve to maintain a coherent image of oneself as a moral and/or religious person. This can have a significant impact on building self-esteem and personal agency. Therefore, the psycho-didactic approach to moral education struggles with the question of the most adequate moral and religious identity and character education (Blasi 2005). It must refer to individual identity, which must be protected from harm, especially among children and adolescents for whom keeping their sense of being a person of a certain kind is highly important. As it has been shown in research, religious adolescents reported not only prejudice and criticism of their beliefs but also a distortion of their religious traditions. Such behaviors were represented not only by their peers but were sometimes also experienced directly by their teachers (Moulin 2015). The same is probably true of personal morality. If the psycho-didactic approach is to be considered as capable of inducing a personal change in the learner, emphasis should be put on the responsibility and competence of the teacher who works in this approach, as well as on the quality of the psycho-didactic procedures, methods, and techniques. The teacher must be aware of the possibility of molding another person’s attitudes, especially in the field of spirituality and morality. This also shapes one’s self as an agent and the feeling of being a person of a certain kind, e.g., moral person, who desires to be a good or religious person, or who desires to submit to something supernatural.



Researchers from the field of developmental psychology also pose a question regarding the moral and/or religious identity problem. Here, another question arises: to what extent can moral/religious identity be an aspect of identity in general, and what is its role in the personal and psycho-social development of the individual. The problem of the significance of those two aspects of identity for understanding the relationship between reasoning, emotions, and actual behavior is also considered. The theoretical construct of moral/religious identity is still not very well known, but it evokes the reasoned interest of researchers and the legitimate interest of theoreticians of education. It is widely argued whether, for example, moral identity can be described in terms of its centrality for the overall identity and personality development (Narvaez and Lapsley 2009b). In such a case, moral identity must be taken as something of great consistency in respect of one’s life. Moral identity is regarded here as the central positioning of everything that constitutes a moral category in relation to all other categories that order the understanding of individuals and their world (e.g., cognitive schemas). The same will contribute to religious identity. In the realm of education, identity (also moral and religious identity) should be considered to be a dynamic system consisting of many parts, in which one can distinguish elements of self-knowledge, organizing the processing of information about oneself (Lester 1993). Dan P. McAdams (McAdams 1996), referring to the original William James concept of the continuity of the stream of consciousness (James 1913) as an important component of identity, mentions selfing, which should be understood as experiences which belong to the experiencing subject, largely constituting that subject. This translates into a sense of stability, continuity, autonomy, and control over the course of events (McAdams 1995). It corresponds with the stability of commitments to self-standards, personal goals and values, and beliefs (Berzonsky and Neimeyer 1994). One of the most important areas of commitment is the scope of the value system that the individual chooses during development. Stable identity, and religious and moral values, in turn, are the foundation of the processes of giving meaning to experiences, which are dynamic but lasting in time (Reker and Chamberlain 2000). These are also the foundations of positive mental health, which allows individuals to realize their full life potential and well-being. It can also contribute to self-regulated proactive coping (Aspinwall and Taylor 1997), optimism, and overall life satisfaction (Usán Supervía et al. 2020).



What is more, research shows that, in defining oneself, moral categories turn out to be more accessible than competence-related features (Wojciszke et al. 1998). The individual need to consider oneself in moral terms is key to accepting oneself and one’s place in the social world. Many morality scholars clearly recognize the need to find a connection between those aspects (Kingsford et al. 2018; Jennings et al. 2015; Lapsley 2015; Narvaez and Lapsley 2009b). One of the suggestions is the hypothesis about the existence of moral identity. This will also apply to religious identity. This concept is associated with the answer to the question about the degree of compliance of moral/religious thinking and feeling, and the undertaken action itself. The motivation behind the involvement in this issue is the assumption that a high level of moral reasoning does not logically indicate morally correct behavior, as well as religious thinking does not necessarily lead to the desired way of conduct. One’s behavior in a given situation is determined by the degree to which judgments are integrated with the identity and the extent to which the identity is coherently shaped around central moral or religious categories. The desire to remain for oneself a person of a certain kind will therefore be an important motivator of actual actions, e.g., morally good actions (Blasi 1984). Moral and/or religious identity can be understood as giving special significance to moral categories in the process of defining oneself as a person of a particular kind (‘I am a moral/religiousperson’). Thus, one can speak of defining identity through the prism of the centrality of categories in dynamic self-recognition. In understanding oneself as a moral individual, it can also be expected that a clear sense of commitment to ethical goodness will appear in the behavior (Narvaez and Lapsley 2009a). Religious identity also plays a significant role here. Commitment to a certain type of religiosity, as well as engagement into specific beliefs, seems to play a significant role in becoming adult and autonomous. During emerging adulthood, religious identity generally remains stable over time despite a possible decline due to social reasons which appear rather temporarily (Uecker et al. 2007). It shows how important it is for young people to feel constant religious engagement during the process of transition to real adulthood (Barry and Nelson 2005). Religiosity plays a significant spiritual and social role in the lives of adolescents and their psychological well-being (Davis and Kiang 2016). It is worth mentioning that religion can be an important aspect of morality, but morality and religion can also exist independently as religion, of which morality is an inalienable part, or secular morality unrelated to any religious context. Either way, for many young people, being religious is considered as being moral. In many religions, certain moral attitudes derive directly from religious doctrine (e.g., Christian morality). In such cases, religion becomes the justification and foundation for a certain type of morality (Sutton and Schmidly 2016). Religious and moral identity seem to be very close to each other. Therefore, moral and religious education must cooperate and create the most relevant background for fostering personal growth with regard to the moral and spiritual needs of each developing individual.



From the point of view of moral and religious education, this is something to be expected and which is highly desirable as an effect of educational interventions. The psycho-didactic approach seems to be the answer to those needs and expectations. It brings some new ideas regarding putting psychological techniques and knowledge into the new pedagogical and didactic context in order to improve the personal moral and religious growth of the learner.




5. Discussion


The idea of using psychological methods in the process of fostering development within the field of education is not new in general and has a great theoretical background.However, the psycho-didactic approach in the context of religious and moral education is purely an innovative idea. The originality of the idea is based on its interdisciplinary potential and the new way of defining the aim of religious and moral education as fostering personal growth and psychological well-being. The unification of terminology, methods, and effectiveness of assessment are to be established in further research into this topic due to the fact of the objective need of putting the idea of psycho-didactics into practice. To fulfill and implement this plan, numerous studies will need to be carried out. This should help to establish to what extent the psycho-didactic approach can be used to strengthen the effectiveness of religious and moral education, and what kind of relationship can be found between education and individual religious, moral, and personal development. It also shows how important it is to pay attention to the individual, the personal position of the learner, and how significant the role of the teacher is in this regard. In the psycho-didactic approach, there is no space for establishing whether the teacher dominates the student or vice versa. Both of them are of the same importance. The only difference is in the level of responsibility taken. Here, the teacher or the educator is the one who is responsible for the learner’s progress. In fact, the quality of this progress should be treated as the aim for a teacher who implements the psycho-didactic idea. The psycho-didactic approach to education is more than just another approach. It is one of the most demanding, but also most promising, approaches in education, especially needed in the realm of religious and moral education. It works vividly, for example, in the context of the education of creativity or shaping individual skills. However, it is not widely used in moral and religious education, where it would probably work best because of the strong inclination towards strengthening the personal growth of the learner and their positive mental health. Studies upon ‘psycho-didactic-like’ methods and techniques, as well as comparative studies, should be carried out to establish the effectiveness of the approach in practice. At the moment, there are many methods similar in their assumptions about the proposals of the psycho-didactic approach (psycho-didactic-like), but not created with regard to this approach. Admittedly, this shows how intuitive the psycho-didactic approach is. However, this is far too little. Now, methods are needed that are created at the beginning in accordance with the assumptions of psycho-didactics, methods with specific goals, precisely tailored to specific educational needs. Perhaps, at the same time, some methods could be adapted to the needs of the psycho-didactic approach. Regardless of the problems presented, the psycho-didactic approach is a promising prospect for education in general, and for moral and religious education in particular. Its’ grounding in psychological and pedagogical foundations makes this approach one of the most independent, but also compatible with the development of the individual and the establishment of personal mental health. The possibility of using a psycho-didactic approach to religious and moral education is just one of the suggestions for possible use. The latest changes in education related to the Covid-19 pandemic have brought many different challenges which can be overcome by the psycho-didactic approach. One of them is the strong need for social reintegration and re-working of the psychological well-being of students. Nevertheless, the issue of supporting spiritual and moral development is still one of the most urgent needs in the area of improving education systems in order to increase the quality of the influences shaping future participants of modern democratic and tolerant societies.
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