
Supporting Learner Agency in 

Religious Education



Learning Intentions for Session 1

We will …

Explore how facilitating 

learner agency encourages 

students to become actively 

engaged in RE.

Consider how Universal 

Design for Learning (UDL) 

supports all learners to be 

agentic in RE. 



What does learner 

agency mean to me?

Learner Agency



What is Learner Agency?

… agency implies a sense of responsibility as students participate in 

society and aim to influence people, events and circumstances for the 

better. Agency requires the ability to frame a guiding purpose and 

identify actions to achieve a goal. It is about acting rather than being 

acted upon; shaping rather than being shaped; and making responsible 

decisions and choices rather than accepting those determined by others. 

OECD Future of Education and Skills, Student Agency for 2030, Concept Note, (2016) 



How do I 

like to 

learn? 



Our Different Learners

Thinking 

styles 

Socio - 

economic

Gender

Language Race/

Ethnicity

Interests ReligionExperiences

Sexuality Age Physical 

Abilities

Strengths



Learner Agency Discussion

Strongly Agree? Strongly Disagree? Unsure? 

"Allowing learners to explore their own interests in RE leads 

to more meaningful and relevant learning experiences.” 

Agree? Disagree? 



Learner Agency Discussion

Strongly Agree? Strongly Disagree? Unsure? 

"Allowing students to choose what they learn in RE could lead 

to incomplete understanding of different faiths and beliefs.” 

Agree? Disagree? 



Learner Agency Discussion

Strongly Agree? Strongly Disagree? Unsure? 

"Certain aspects of the learning outcomes in RE lend 

themselves more readily to learner agency than others.” 

Agree? Disagree? 



Margaret Vaughn: Learner Agency



Elements of Learner Agency 

Student voice 

Teachers as facilitators 

of learning

Inclusive learning 

environments
Responsiveness to 

students’ needs, 

interests and abilities

Student agency

Learner 

Agency



Agency in the JCRE Specification

The specification affords freedom for teachers to 

facilitate learning in a way that reflects students’ 

individual curiosity, choices and convictions.

Junior Cycle Religious Education Specification (2019), p.13



Universal Design

What is Universal Design?

“Consider the needs of the 

broadest possible range of 

users from the beginning”



Universal Design for Learning

Setting 

rigorous 

goals

Anticipating 

barriers to 

learning

Designing to 

minimise 

these barriers

Adapted from https://udlguidelines.cast.org/

UDL is an approach to improve and 

optimise teaching and learning for all by: 



UDL: The Three Principles 

Engagement

Representation

Action and Expression



Universal Design for Learning

Engagement

                    
                     



Representation

Universal Design for Learning

                              
                 

                     
                 

                        
                 

                         
                 



Universal Design for Learning

Action and Expression

                       
                 

                               
                 

                     
                     

                     
                 



UDL to Support Learner Agency

What does UDL mean to me? 

Where have I used it? 



Session 2



Learning Intentions for Session 2

We will … 

Explore collaborative 

learning and how it can 

encourage learner agency.

Engage with strategies that 

facilitate learner agency in 

collaborative learning.



Collaborative Learning and Agency

When students collaborate in a secondary classroom, 

they build both interpersonal skills and personal agency, 

as they make decisions, solve problems, and take 

ownership of their learning within the group.

Harris, A., & De Bruin, L. (2018)



Collaboration in RE

Discussion: 

What are the opportunities and 

challenges associated with students 

working collaboratively in RE?
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What do I like about Collaboration?



How do you facilitate 

collaborative learning? 

Think, Pair, Share, Square 

What enables effective 

collaborative learning? 



Effective Collaboration

Establish agreed 
ground rules

Teach essential 
group skills

Observe, monitor, 
give feedback

Allow for reflection 
and evaluation

Structure group 
tasks

Provide clear 
expectations

Vary tasks for 
differentiation

Start small to 
build skills

Mix groups

Assign and 
rotate often



Peace, Dialogue and Reconciliation

https://padlet.com/jct2/peace-dialogue-and-reconciliation-w81balt4w9c8l036


Using Different Learning Opportunities 
for Agency and Collaboration

The quality framework views students as active agents in their 

learning who engage purposefully in a wide range of learning 

activities, who respond in a variety of ways to different 

learning opportunities and who are afforded the opportunity 

to engage in meaningful discussions with teachers to inform 

learning and teaching.

Looking at Our School 2022: A Quality Framework for Post-Primary Schools, p. 9



Experiential Learning and Agency

Enquiry-based, experiential engagement in the local 

outdoor environment gives pupils the opportunity to 

become active agents in their own learning, 

converting abstract concepts to concrete realities.

P. O’ Donnell, Ireland’s Education Yearbook 2022, p. 115



Enhanced 

understanding 

of community

Engage with 

local charities 

or organisations

Cross-

curricular 

links

Witness lived 

experience 

of faiths and 

worldviews

Personal 

engagement 

through 

activities

Benefits of Experiential Learning …



Activating Agency: Photovoice

The area to be explored is chosen- 

by teacher, students or both

The student captures 

image(s) that connect 

to their life 

The student selects 

their chosen image(s) 

They present the image(s) 

to the class which 

supports further dialogue

They prepare a 

presentation of their 

image(s)



Photovoice and Collaboration

Where and how Photovoice 

could be used to support 

experiential learning with 

your RE class? How might we engage 

students collaboratively 

in this strategy? 



Extending Photovoice through Collaboration

Group Exhibitions 

or Presentations

Co-designing an 

Action Plan

Community InvolvementCreate a Shared Platform

Reflection

Shared Projects



Session 3



Learning Intentions for Session 3

Consider our use of 

AI tools in RE and 

deepen thinking 

around the ethical 

use of AI in RE.

Explore a prompt 

framework (RASE) to 

enhance student 

agency in learning 

activities through the 

development of a 

choice board using AI.

We will … 



AI in the RE Classroom



What is AI?

AI refers to machine-based systems that can, given a set of 

human-defined objectives, make predictions, recommendations, 

or decisions that influence real or virtual environments. AI 

systems interact with us and act on our environment, either 

directly or indirectly. Often, they appear to operate autonomously 

and can adapt their behaviour by learning about the context.   

UNICEF, Policy Guidance on AI for Children (2021), p.16



Generative AI / LLMs

LLMs are an AI tool that have been 

trained on vast amounts of text to predict 

responses to requests and questions one 

word at a time. 

AI Explained: What is AI? www.webwise.ie



Discussion Activity: Walking Debate

Strongly Agree? Strongly Disagree? Unsure? 

"AI will result in a decline in students' 

critical thinking skills in the RE classroom." 

Agree? Disagree? 



Discussion Activity: Walking Debate

"AI enhances learner agency in the RE classroom." 

Strongly Agree? Strongly Disagree? Unsure? Agree? Disagree? 



Discussion Activity: Walking Debate

"AI could help students discover 

their passions and interests in RE."

Strongly Agree? Strongly Disagree? Unsure? Agree? Disagree? 



Discussion Activity: Walking Debate

"AI could ultimately replace RE teachers." 

Strongly Agree? Strongly Disagree? Unsure? Agree? Disagree? 



Acceptable Use Policy (AUP)

… a document which addresses all rights, privileges, 

responsibilities and sanctions associated with the use 

of the internet and digital technologies within the 

school, including online and offline usage. 

Keeping Your School’s AUP Updated, webwise.ie



Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge

Technological 

Knowledge TK

Pedagogical 

Knowledge 

PK

Content 

Knowledge 

CK 

TPACK

Mishra & Koehler, 2006 



TPACK Example: Non-Religious Rituals

CK: definition, 

examples and 

role of ritual 

TPACK: student 

creates a short video 

clip/infographic 

exploring elements and 

role of ritual with 

examples. 

This clip is used as a 

stimulus for classroom 

discussion. 

Mishra & Koehler, 2006 

PK: discussion, 

inquiry-based 

learning, etc.

TK: YouTube clip, 

Mindmap, etc.
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Using Prompt Frameworks in the RE 
Classroom
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“I’d like food.” 

Prompt A?

“I’d like a vegetarian 

burrito with no 

onions and extra 

guacamole.”

Prompt B?

Ordering in a restaurant …

or



“Help me teach 

religious moral 

codes.”

Prompt A?

“I am a Religious Education 

teacher teaching the junior cycle 

Religious Education 

specification. Suggest strategies 

to introduce moral codes in the 

major world religions to a group 

of 1st year students with an 

average reading age of 13.” 

Prompt B?or



RASE Framework

ROLE

Give the Gen 

AI/LLM a role 

and provide a 

context

ASK

Define the 

task you 

want it to 

perform

SPECIFIC

Be specific 

about format, 

length, style, 

etc. required

EXPERIMENT

Refine your 

prompt; ask Gen 

AI/LLM for 

suggestions
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Choice Boards



Feedback
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AI: Considerations for Teacher Use

Ethical Data Use

Is the tool GDPR 

compliant? Do not use 

personal or student data.

Bias and Awareness

What steps are you taking to 

identify and mitigate biases 

in your AI tools? 

Accuracy of Output

Have you checked the output 

against other sources before 

sharing with students? 

Evidence of Impact

Will the AI tool improve 

learner outcomes or 

experiences? 

Are there examples or 

case studies? 01

02

05

04

03

Policies and Guidelines

Does the tool adhere to the 

relevant policies and 

guidelines of your school? 

https://www.webwise.ie/ai-hub/



AI: Key Documents



Reflection

Facts 

Findings Feelings

Future 



Reflection Rucksack

                        
                     

                         
                     

                         
                     

                          
                 

After today, what will I/we take with me/us? 

What will I/we leave behind? 

What is one thing I/we want to focus on as 

I/we continue my/our journey?
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