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Abstract

This study presents a new theoretical and pedagogical framework that investigates university students’ perceptions of Religious Education (RE) within the context of Ghana’s multi-religious society, focusing on three private institutions in the Greater Accra Region. Recognizing the pivotal role of RE in shaping moral values, spiritual awareness, and social cohesion, the research explores how students at Ghana Christian University College, Valley View University, and Trinity Theological Seminary view the relevance, inclusivity, and impact of their religious education curriculum.It employs a quantitative and cross-sectional survey design that sampled 183 theology students, primarily final-year undergraduates, to ensure informed perspectives that are supported by Theories such as Humanist, Critical Religious Education (CRE), Variation (VT) and the Learning Study Model with the purpose of improving teaching and learning (Demirel Ucan, A, & Wright, A 2018 ). The findings revealed that while a majority of students appreciated RE for promoting moral development and religious tolerance, over half expressed concerns about the inadequate representation of minority religions students, particularly Indigenous African beliefs inclusion in the curriculum of the schools. Students also highlighted the need for curriculum reforms to address contemporary issues in order to foster greater inclusivity. Despite some of the challenges related to perceived bias and outdated content, students generally value the subject’s contribution to their personal and academic growth. The study concludes by recommending curriculum updates, more inclusive teaching methods, and ongoing feedback mechanisms to enhance the relevance and effectiveness of Religious Education in Ghanaian universities. These i underscores the importance of RE in nurturing responsible, tolerant, and ethically grounded graduates in a pluralistic society.

KEY WORDS: University Students, Curriculum, Perception, Religious Education, Variation Theory (VT) and the Learning Study Model.

Introduction

Religious Education (RE) in Ghanaian universities plays a pivotal role in shaping students' understanding of morality, spirituality, and cultural identity in a religiously diverse society. The 2021 population and housing census affirms that the majority of Ghanaians are affiliated with one religion or the other. Christian religion constitutes about 72% of the total population, while 15% are Muslims, and 2% are affiliated with the African Traditional Religion. This makes Ghana a predominantly religious state but equally a multi-religious nation (Ghana Statistical Service, 2021). For this reason, the way university students perceive Religious Education could influence social cohesion, tolerance, and personal development. This article, therefore, explores the perception of Ghana Christian University students regarding Religious Education in Ghana, aiming to provide insights that can inform curriculum development and pedagogical approaches in higher education.

Background of the Study

Ghana is characterized by a rich tapestry of religious beliefs, including Christianity, Islam, and Indigenous African religions. Religious and Moral Education (RME) has traditionally been part of the Ghanaian educational system, primarily at the basic and secondary levels emphasing fostering moral values and religious tolerance. However, at the university level, the role and perception of Religious Education have received less empirical attention. Previous studies in senior high schools have indicated that students value RME for promoting religious pluralism and moral development (Madrigal, Erillo & Oracion, 2020), but have also called for curriculum updates to reflect contemporary issues and diversity more inclusively. 

In Ghana Christian University College, religious education is epitomized by the various degrees studied in the Faculty of Theology and Ministry (FTM). The History of the University is one that started in 1966 as a purely religious (i.e. theology) tertiary institution aimed at churning out pastors and religious workers. The contemporary notion or perception about religious education is therefore heavily attributed to the activities of the faculty of theology and ministry. Given the evolving religious landscape and the increasing importance of higher education in shaping future leaders, understanding university students' perceptions is crucial, hence this academic exercise.

Statement of the Problem

A good perception of Religious Education among university students ideally fosters a range of profound benefits that extend beyond academic knowledge into personal and social development. When students appreciate and value Religious Education, they are more likely to internalize the moral and ethical principles it promotes, such as respect, humility, kindness, and forgiveness (Mensah, Tabiri, & Danso Seth, 2023). These values contribute significantly to shaping their character and guiding their behavior in both personal and communal contexts. Moreover, a positive perception encourages students to engage actively with religious and spiritual ideas, which can strengthen their religious identity and provide a meaningful framework for navigating life’s challenges.

Another key benefit is the promotion of religious tolerance and interfaith understanding. Ghana is a multi-religious society, and Religious Education that is well perceived could help students appreciate religious diversity, reduce prejudices, and foster peaceful coexistence. This contributes to social cohesion on campuses and in wider society, equipping students to become responsible citizens who respect pluralism and human rights (Konadu, Bonsu, & Amedorme, 2022). Additionally, students with a positive view of Religious Education often report higher satisfaction with their university experience, enhanced academic motivation, and better engagement in extracurricular activities, which collectively support holistic development.

The situation in some tertiary institutions in Ghana is less than desirable and does not reflect the expected ideal benefits of having a good perception about Religious Education. Thus, leading to detrimental effects. For instance, Students who view the subject as irrelevant, biased, or outdated may disengage, missing out on the moral and ethical guidance that Religious Education offers. This disengagement could lead to weakened moral behavior and a lack of respect for religious differences, potentially increasing intolerance and social fragmentation (Lartey, 2024). Furthermore, negative perceptions may foster skepticism or alienation from religious and spiritual matters, which could diminish students’ sense of identity and community support during the critical period of university life. Poor perception may also result in missed opportunities for critical reflection on contemporary ethical issues, such as those related to technology, governance, and social justice, which Religious Education could uniquely address. Without this engagement, students might be less prepared to confront complex moral dilemmas in their personal and professional lives. In extreme cases, this could contribute to increased moral relativism or ethical ambiguity, undermining the formation of principled leaders and citizens. These potential disadvantages constitute the gap that necessitated this academic exercise.

Despite the above recognitionof the importance of Religious Education in fostering moral and ethical development, there is limited research on how university students in Ghana perceive this subject. Questions remain about whether the current curriculum meets students' expectations, addresses religious diversity adequately, and contributes positively to their academic and personal lives. Additionally, concerns exist about potential biases in teaching practices and the representation of minority religions within the curriculum. This gap necessitates a focused investigation into students' perceptions to guide curriculum reforms and teaching strategies in universities.

Research Objectives

The study therefore seeks to address students' overall perception of Religious Education in Ghana thereby examining the extent to which students believe religious diversity influences their attitudes

Empirical Review

In a study conducted by Amuah et al. (2021), titled stakeholders’ perceptions of religious and moral education (RME) inclusion in Ghanaian schools stated that students, tutors, and administrators in Ghanaian basic and colleges of education to assess perceptions of Religious and Moral Education as a curriculum subject revealed a strong support for RME, with 84.9% of students endorsing its inclusion as a core subject. Tutors and administrators largely agreed, emphasizing RME’s role in nurturing responsible citizenship and moral development. The study also highlighted that despite the exhibiting of dissenting views, RME is broadly seen as integralpart of education in Ghana, reflecting its cultural and social significance. However, the study focused primarily on perceptions at basic and teacher education levels rather than university students specifically, and it did not deeply explore how these perceptions translate into either students’ lifetyles or experiences or attitudes toward religious education content, a gap that this current study seeks to explore.

Another study conducted by Antwi (2020) on religious-cultural beliefs and their impact on Ghanaian students’ learning discusseing how religious and cultural beliefs influence Ghanaian students’ learning behaviors and attitudes also supported the above notion. It notes that many students engage in spiritual practices (e.g., prayer before exams) that sometimes detract from academic preparation time. The study critically examines the compulsory nature of Religious Education in Ghanaian schools, pointing out that it is often taught from a predominantly Christian perspective, which can alienate students of other faiths and perpetuate religious divisions. The author argues that this exclusivity limits the educational potential of religious education and calls for more inclusive curricula that respect Ghana’s religious diversity. The study also suggests the need for guidance and counseling to help students balance spiritual and academic commitments effectively. Although this study is apt in exploring religious believes of students, it does not extensively analyze teaching methods or the effectiveness of religious education in achieving intended moral and academic outcomes. This serves as the gap that this academic exercise seeks to fill.

Wilson et al. (2021) on the meaning in life among Ghanaian university students that explores the role of religious commitment utilized a quantitative study approach to examined how religious commitment influences Ghanaian university students’ sense of meaning in life also supported the earlier studies. Using validated scales and structural equation modeling, the authors found a positive association between religious commitment and the presence of meaning in life. However, the search for meaning was not significantly related to religious commitment or meaning presence. This indicates that while religion provides a framework for meaning, students’ active quest for meaning may operate independently of their religiosity. Although this study does not focus exclusively on perceptions of religious education, it provides insight into the broader role of religion in Ghanaian students’ psychological and existential experience, which indirectly informs how they might perceive religious education’s relevance.

Theoretical Review

A theoretical review serves as a lens through which data collected and analyses are interpreted or used to explain a phenomenon. The theory that forms the basis for this academic exercise is the humanist theory.

The Humanist theory emphasizes the development of the whole person, focusing on individual potential, ethical reasoning, and critical thinking within educational contexts. In the study of religious education among Ghanaian university students, the humanist theory provides a framework for understanding how religious beliefs and ethical principles shape students' cognitive and moral development. According to Wilson et al. (2021), religious beliefs influence students’ critical thinking by providing moral guidelines that encourage reflective decision-making and ethical reasoning. This theory suggests that religious education could promote holistic education by integrating spiritual values with academic pursuits, fostering a reflective mindset that considers the broader consequences of actions (Korley, 2024; Jasminto & Rofi’ah, 2024).

A major strength of the humanist theory is that it emphasizes holistic development, integrating cognitive, ethical, and spiritual dimensions. It also encourages critical thinking and reflective learning, which are essential in higher education. Notable weaknesses of this theory include the fact that it may overemphasize the positive role of religion without sufficiently addressing potential conflicts between faith-based beliefs and critical inquiry. The theory also assumes that religious beliefs inherently promote critical thinking, which may not hold true in contexts where faith discourages questioning or promotes dogmatism, as noted in Ghanaian Christian student contexts where belief in miracles may reduce personal initiative. To compensate for these weaknesses, it is worth considering the incorporation of a critical pedagogical approach to balance faith and reason, encouraging questioning within religious education. This study will also adapt the theory to consider pluralistic religious contexts, ensuring inclusivity of diverse beliefs and non-religious perspectives.

Methodology

This study employed a quantitative research design using a cross-sectional survey approach to collect data from university students across three private institutions in Ghana. A structured questionnaire was developed, incorporating Likert-scale items and multiple-choice questions to quantify students' perceptions, attitudes, and suggestions regarding Religious Education. According to Edurank (2025), there are 35 private universities within the Greater Accra Region. Ten of these private universities offer various degrees in theology. Three private universities that run the degree in theology program were selected from within the Greater Accra Region. The three universities selected were Ghana Christian University College, Valley University, and Trinity Theological Seminary. These universities were selected because according to their history, they were established as tertiary universities for solely theological studies before later moving to add other disciplines, or in the case of Trinity Theological seminary, still maintaining their sole theological nature. The total population of the targeted study group were 650 students offering a degree in theology, with 70 students from the Ghana Christian University College, 230 from the Valley View University, and 350 from the Trinity Theological Seminary. Prominence was given to level 400 students during sampling since they were almost done with their program and were more likely to have deeper insight into the topic under discussion. 

Using the Krejcie and Morgan (1970) formula for sample size determination, the sample size S for a population N=350 was calculated as follows:

Where:

=3.841 (Chi-square value for 1 degree of freedom at 95% confidence level)

N=350 (population size)

P=0.5 (population proportion, assumed for maximum sample size)

d=0.05 (degree of accuracy or margin of error)

Plugging in the values:



Calculate numerator:

3.841×350×0.5×0.5=3.841×350×0.25=3.841×87.5=336.088

Calculate denominator:

0.052×349+3.841×0.25=0.0025×349+0.96025=0.8725+0.96025=1.83275

Therefore,

= 183.3

Rounded to the nearest whole number, the required sample size is 183.

For a population of 350, the Krejcie and Morgan (1970) formula recommends a sample size of approximately 183 to achieve a 95% confidence level with a 5% margin of error. The sample consisted of 183 students selected through stratified random sampling to ensure representation across the three selected universities and religious backgrounds. The strata of male and female were used when balloting was utilized to select the actual participants for the study. 

The questionnaires were designed based on a partial adaptation from that used by Arthur (2024) because of the similarity of variables and because of its high level of validity and reliability. It was also pre-tested among level 100 students at Ghana Christian University College. The questionnaires were administered sequentially, with the researchers collecting sata from each selected University on different occasions. Data analysis involved descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and percentage distributions, as well as inferential statistics to explore relationships between variables.

Findings and Discussions

The findings revealed that a majority of university students hold a positive perception of Religious Education, recognizing its role in moral development and promoting religious tolerance. Approximately 68% of respondents agreed that Religious Education helps foster understanding among students from different faiths. However, 54% felt that the current curriculum insufficiently represents minority religions, particularly Indigenous African beliefs, echoing concerns raised in earlier studies by Arthur (2024) about imbalance and bias.

Students identified several factors influencing their attitudes towards Religious Education, including the relevance of content to contemporary societal issues, the inclusiveness of religious perspectives presented, and the pedagogical approaches employed by lecturers. Notably, students expressed a desire for curriculum updates that incorporate emerging religious and moral challenges such as interfaith dialogue, secularism, and ethical issues in technology and governance.

The data also indicated that while some students experienced challenges related to perceived teacher biases or outdated materials, these did not significantly deter their engagement with the subject. This suggests a distinction between students’ appreciation of the subject’s value and their critique of its delivery.

Recommendations

Based on the findings above, the following recommendations are proposed:

Universities should revise Religious Education curricula to include a broader spectrum of religious traditions, especially Indigenous African religions, and address contemporary moral and social issues.

Lecturers should adopt teaching methods that encourage critical thinking, interfaith dialogue, and respect for religious diversity to enhance student engagement. Similarly, training programs for Religious Education instructors should emphasize cultural competence and unbiased representation of all religions.

It is also recommended that universities should provide counseling and forums for students to discuss religious and moral issues, fostering a supportive learning environment. Institutions should also regularly conduct perception surveys to monitor student attitudes and adapt curricula accordingly.

Conclusion

This study underscores the positive perception university students in Ghana hold towards Religious Education while highlighting areas needing improvement, particularly in inclusivity and curriculum relevance. As Ghana continues to navigate its religious diversity, universities have a critical role in equipping students with the knowledge and skills to engage respectfully and thoughtfully with different faiths. By embracing curriculum reforms and inclusive teaching practices, Religious Education can better serve its purpose of fostering moral development and social cohesion in Ghanaian higher education. The exploration of university students' perceptions of Religious Education reveals both appreciation and constructive critique, providing a pathway for enhancing the subject's impact in Ghana's pluralistic society.
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