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Abstract

:

In most Western democracies, there is an ongoing discussion on the role of education, particularly in times of increasingly polarized political views, leading to democratic erosion and social unrest. Citizens have been described as living in echo chambers, relying on, and often receiving, information that confirms their own world views and political ideas. In this climate, education has been emphasized as an important antidote to provide students with knowledge, skills, attitudes and values to strengthen democracy and social cohesion. In most cases, this assignment is primarily tasked with subjects that can be considered political education, such as social studies, civics or social science education. However, there is no consensus on what kind of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values students need to fulfil a “good political education”. Historically, there has been a rift between advocates of progressive ideas such as political deliberation and those who favor an emphasis on disciplinary-based knowledge. The latter perspective has been, for some time now, highlighted in educational sciences through Michael Young’s concept of powerful knowledge, where knowledge from academic disciplines is emphasized in shaping youth into critical thinkers on social and political issues. This article critically examines the ideas of powerful knowledge and its potential for political education in secondary school. An important argument is that powerful knowledge, or disciplinary thinking, is necessary for a good political education but not sufficient in its own right. In order to deal with complex political issues, students need to be invited with their life-world perspectives.






Keywords:


political education; social science education; social studies; powerful knowledge












1. Introduction


Formal schooling reflects the surrounding society and its hopes to provide knowledge, skills, attitudes and values to coming generations. Such affordances are particularly salient in subject education with ambitions to contribute to political education, where we hope that pupils, in various ways, will participate in strengthening democracy. Although democratic education can be seen as a cross-curricula assignment, in this article, we will focus on the role of social science or equivalent subjects that teach contemporary social, economic and political content. In current Western societies, the ambition to prepare pupils for life in a democracy is increasingly relevant. Western societies are becoming more polarized in terms of political views, where citizens have been described as living in echo chambers (Baumann and Obirek 2015), predominantly relying on (and often receiving) information that confirms their own world views and political ideas (Taber 2011). The fear is that this situation might lead to democratic erosion and social unrest (Carothers and O’Donohue 2019). Naturally, this situation is not the same in every Western liberal democracy; each country struggles with its own specific challenges, and the stakes and effects have different degrees of gravity (cf. Carothers and O’Donohue 2019). Nonetheless, every society has to find ways to address democratic challenges, and, in many cases, formal education has been seen as a natural arena to address them. As such, schools have been described as a unique arena for discussions of different perspectives; even segregated school systems are more pluralistic and offer more perspectives than one pupil’s experience in home settings (Parker 2008; Hess 2009). Furthermore, compulsory school systems make it possible to reach the vast majority of adolescents.



Assigning such a task to formal schools and subjects such as social science education1 gives birth to a principal question for policy-makers as well as implementers: What kind of teaching toolkit should we construct in order to advance pupils’ ability to inquire and discuss political issues? In the broad field of social studies, two major approaches can be identified. First, the progressive position that pupils need to practice democratic conversations through deliberative and agonistic discussions (Englund 2006; McAvoy and Hess 2013; Tryggvason 2018) and second, the disciplinary approach where societal issues are inquired and understood through social scientific knowledge and procedures. The essential idea of the first approach is that students should be given the opportunity to learn about, engage in, and discuss social issues through deliberations with their peers using the teacher as a facilitator and moderator of discussions. The goal is a temporary consensus or for students to accept and discuss conflicting ideas positively depending on deliberative or agonistic perspectives on discussions. The merits, disfavors, and efficiency of these approaches have been, predominantly theoretically, explored and discussed by researchers (Samuelsson and Bøyum 2015; Koutsouris et al. 2022). One central issue is if the methods increase knowledge or not, and the results are ambiguous (Bogaards and Deutsch 2015; Persson et al. 2020). At the same time, it is well known that deliberative teaching approaches are difficult to realize and manage in the classroom, even for highly skilled and experienced teachers (Johnson and Johnson 1993; Levinson 2003; Parker 2022). Furthermore, teachers and curriculum makers alike have shared a reluctance to deal with issues that can be controversial or sensitive2 in school, resulting in avoidance due to fears of reactions from parents and the surrounding society and fueling polarization in schools through teaching (Ho et al. 2014; Pollak et al. 2018). Additionally, pressure upon teachers in the form of high-stakes testing seems to make conversations on controversial issues rare in the broad field of social studies education (Misco et al. 2011).



Importantly, both deliberative and agonistic perspectives underline the importance of knowledge in engaging with different topics, but not necessarily disciplinary aspects. By contrast, the second approach focuses on the role of knowledge and the use of concepts, methods and theories from academic disciplines (Journell et al. 2015; Sandahl 2015). Researchers have argued that this kind of emphasis allows students to inquire about social issues as well as to discuss and understand values related to these issues (Barton 2011, 2017; Sandahl 2015, 2019). This approach clearly coincides with Young and Muller’s (2013) idea of powerful knowledge and its potential to use epistemic ideas from academic disciplines to take students beyond their own experiences and give pupils access to the best knowledge available to empower them to learn, to understand the world and to act consciously as political beings. For a decade or so, the idea of powerful knowledge has become an important pivot to discussing content-related issues in subject education. The aim of this article is to critically examine and discuss the role of powerful knowledge in relation to the societal desire to allow political education to play a role in strengthening democracy. We conduct this from a Swedish perspective. Although Sweden is seen as a high performer in democracy and social cohesion, Sweden has increasingly become occupied with highlighted risks, threats and worries in the political debate, especially in issues pertinent to the GAL-TAN scale, such as immigration (Koivunen et al. 2021; Oskarson and Demker 2015; Sandahl et al. 2022). However, many of the arguments in this article are also relevant to countries with graver political polarization than Sweden.




2. Background and Institutional Settings: Political Education in Sweden


A democratic society is dependent upon knowledgeable, participating and engaged citizens, and schools have a specific assignment to contribute to such a citizenry. In Sweden, this task has been present in the public school system at least since 1919, when the parliament decided upon universal suffrage. Prior to this, history and Christianity education had a major role in socializing young people into Swedes, but with universal suffrage came other ideals, and citizenship education became an important element of mass education. However, nationalistic and patriarchal ideas still dominantly prevailed, and the first substantial effort to create a more democratic citizenship education came in the wake of World War II when prominent school politicians wanted schools to ‘inoculate’ youth against totalitarian ideas (Hartman 2012). In their efforts to reform Swedish schools into a comprehensive system, a new subject—social science education, or ‘samhällskunskap’—was introduced in order to give pupils fundamental knowledge about politics, economics and social issues as well as consider the role of values in such issues.



Since the early 1960s, social science has been the principal school subject to deal with political education, and it rests on the established assumption of a dual responsibility in developing young people’s knowledge and abilities and instilling shared values of democracy among students (Gutmann and Ben-Porath 2014). In terms of content, it is based on disciplinary knowledge from political science, sociology, economics and law in what can be described as intrinsic goals of the subjects (i.e., powerful knowledge derived from the disciplines). These goals are supplemented by extrinsic goals, such as democratic values and ideas that society desires students to encompass (Sandahl et al. 2022). These extrinsic goals also include inviting students to discuss and deliberate on political, economic and social issues, even though this is vaguely formulated in the syllabus (Sandahl 2014). In the latest reform, the citizenship educational goals have been emphasized as cross-curricular rather than related to a specific school subject (SNAE 2011). However, the role of social science as the principal subject for political education has prevailed—at least among teachers and how they perceive their main assignment as social science teachers (Lindmark 2013; Larsson and Larsson 2021; Öberg and Bäckström 2021).



Curricula have a tendency to come and go, but since the 1960s, there has been a tradition of a social science subject rooted in disciplinary knowledge. However, this core has been supplemented with an ambition to incorporate young people’s own ideas and experiences about societal issues to strengthen democratic and public participation in society. Even though the present syllabi heavily rely on disciplinary knowledge, this aspiration is present implicitly (Sandahl 2014). However, the syllabi do not elaborate on how students’ experiences and ideas should be understood or treated in the classroom.



A possible conceptualization is to describe this element as an ‘everyday life-world’ (Schutz and Luckmann 1973; Habermas 1987). For Schutz and Luckmann (1973), the life-world is the social construction of reality where we as humans try to make meaning of the world around us, individually and together with others. In a social science educational setting, the life-world can be understood as students’ attempts to interpret and engage in social issues by making meaning of them within their own everyday context. Thus, the life-world is characterized by pupils’ experiences, beliefs and feelings, coloured by identities, media narratives and even myths and conspiracy theories. In many cases, these everyday understandings have been described as problematic for educators and something to overcome through teaching disciplinary understandings (Lundholm 2018). However, even though the life-world might produce understandings that are in stark contrast to disciplinary knowledge, the life-world is where meaning-making occurs and where we construct our social reality (Blennow 2019; Sandahl 2019; Johansson and Sandahl 2023). Consequently, it is too important for educators to ignore.




3. Taking Students beyond Their Own Experiences: Powerful Knowledge in Social Science Education


Everyday knowledge about political, social and economic issues has its limitations. It might be important for identity building and making meaning of the surrounding society but can also be polarizing as individuals form their own in often closed communities of understanding. Here, disciplinary knowledge has been suggested as a way to mutually inquire about societal issues and to reach conclusions on different perspectives on norms and values in connection to such issues (Barton 2011, 2017; Sandahl 2015).



One way of framing the disciplinary approach has been made in an English-speaking educational context. Here, Michael Young and Johan Muller (2013) and Young (2013) have suggested that all curricula should be based on the best knowledge available in societies—knowledge produced and evolved by specialists at the university departments. Young and Muller (2013) label this knowledge as ‘powerful disciplinary knowledge’ since it can explain the world in better ways than everyday knowledge and experiences can. David Lambert (Lambert 2017, p. 24) has specified this powerful disciplinary knowledge and describes it as follows:




	
Discipline-based (in domains that are not arbitrary or transient);



	
Evidence-based;



	
Abstract and theoretical (conceptual);



	
Part of a system of thought;



	
Dynamic, evolving, changing but reliable;



	
Testable, yet open to challenge;



	
Sometimes counter-intuitive;



	
Exists outside the direct experience of the teacher and the learner.








Lambert’s (and Young and Muller’s) argument is that university disciplines have specialized knowledge that is based on evidence rather than experience. Its strength lies not in content per se but in procedural knowledge on how to obtain knowledge in specific systematic thought. They do not argue that this knowledge is unquestionable (specifically in the humanities and social sciences) but that it is the most reliable knowledge we have. They argue that this knowledge can be counter-intuitive to the perceptions pupils have in their everyday lives, and finally, powerful knowledge is something that needs to be learned and practiced since it does not come naturally from our experiences (Young 2015). Furthermore, Young (2008) argues that powerful knowledge is a basic democratic right and is particularly important for disadvantaged students (cf. Beck 2017), an important aspect in relation to citizenship education.



Powerful knowledge emerged from social realist discussions within the sociology of education and was not necessarily a concept intended for discussing subject teaching in schools. Rather, its roots go back to Bernstein’s (1970) discussions about knowledge structures and their social implications (see Muller 2022 for a more thorough discussion). Nonetheless, the concept has since then been a key idea in both Anglo-American and continental discussions on how it can help to improve subject-specific education such as social science education.



Second-Order Concepts as Powerful Disciplinary Thinking in Social Science Education


So, what does powerful knowledge mean for social science education? One complicating factor is that social science education, in most cases, is an interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary school subject with connections to several university disciplines; as such, it is contradictory to the notion of an ‘epistemic community’ (Young 2013). However, we would argue that political science, sociology and economics all share social scientific approaches in terms of methods and theories. Previously, Sandahl (2015) has conceptualized some key aspects of what it means to think like a social scientist and what kind of procedural knowledge social science education should aim to develop in the classroom. These are labelled as ‘second-order thinking concepts’ (Sandahl 2015; cf. Barton 2017).



Second-order thinking concepts derive from an Anglo-American research tradition in educational psychology where knowledge is discussed as ‘lower order thinking’ and ‘higher order thinking’ in its demand on the learner in terms of cognition (Anderson et al. 2000; Newmann 1990). First-order concepts, or lower-order thinking, refers to the knowledge that can be memorized and repeated, such as the number of members of the European Parliament or the media outlets in a specific country. This does not mean that this kind of knowledge is simple or easy; learning concepts such as inflation, globalization or, for that matter, polarization might be challenging for pupils. However, these kinds of concepts and facts are substantial in their nature and possible to memorize. Second-order concepts, on the other hand, are procedural; hence, they are examples of how social scientists generate knowledge and how they organize, analyze, contextualize and critically review societal issues. This kind of knowledge cannot be memorized but needs to be practiced in order for students to be skillful (Newmann 1990; Sandahl 2015; Barton 2017). This shift from schools’ traditional view of knowledge (as facts) has become an important factor in educational reform and curricula-making in subjects such as history and geography (Lee 2005; Seixas and Morton 2013; Lambert 2017). Importantly, this shift does not consider facts and conceptual understanding as unimportant. On the contrary, in order for students to organize, analyze, contextualize and critically examine, substantial knowledge is crucial. Analyzing and reviewing political turmoil in the US election without contextual knowledge of the political system is a meaningless task. However, second-order concepts put emphasis on knowledge as something more complex and is in line with the notion of ‘powerful knowledge’, at least in theory. As such, powerful knowledge has been criticized for its disregard for forms of knowledge and the specific interaction of different kinds of knowledge that together form the powerful in powerful knowledge (White 2018; Carlgren 2020). Here, we will focus on second-order concepts rather than first-order concepts, but again, these two forms have to be integrated to become powerful in the classroom.



Social science education has been described as a subject where inquiry into social issues is important and where the role of skills or abilities becomes a crucial part of teaching in order to allow students to advance their quality of inquiry (Barton 2011, 2017). In previous research, Sandahl (2015) has suggested six second-order concepts related to the abilities to organize, analyze, contextualize and critically review where the disciplinary work of social scientists is seen as a role model. The first thinking concept is the ability to use casual thinking when inquiring about social issues. In social sciences, this can be described as cause and consequence (rather than cause–effect as in natural sciences). In order to analyze a societal phenomenon, students need to practice their ability to distinguish different causes and their weight in the specific context and differentiate consequences for individuals, groups and society at large. When social scientists use cause and consequence, they try to make sense of complex webs of short- and long-term causes in order to understand the issue at hand. For example, when trying to understand why populist parties are on the rise in Europe, there is not a single reason behind this development. Instead, several reasons can be categorized and discussed in relation to each other, and at the same time, their significance for the development can be scrutinized. This thinking also includes the concepts of agency/structure to understand how individuals act within given social structures and how these are interdependent. By practicing these abilities in class, students can advance their way of understanding societal issues through a disciplinary lens and take them beyond their everyday thinking (that often is characterized by understanding triggering causes as the only cause).



The second thinking concept is the ability to use evidence to infer conclusions. While our everyday thinking does not require evidence for our arguments, the disciplinary effort within the social sciences is always based on evidence derived from different sources of information. Thus, using evidence includes source and information criticism, where students practice their ability to determine the value of different sources and learn how to ask questions in relation to the material (Wineburg and McGrew 2017). Here, using different methods and review processes in teaching can help students develop a more skillful way to build their inferences on evidence the same way researchers tend to. This also includes scrutinizing their own confirmation biases in understanding information.



The third thinking concept is abstraction, which includes models as well as theories. Models are often used to simplify and explain complex societal phenomena. In economics, models are common to explain pricing mechanisms and economic cycles (Jägerskog 2021), but they are usual in most social sciences. Students need to practice their use of these models to explain and analyze social issues but also understand their limitations, as models are not necessarily correct. The concept of abstraction also includes using theory as an instrument to make an elaborate analysis of economic, political and social issues. Democracy theory, class theory or theories on social and political trust are all examples of theories from the social sciences that can help students achieve a more complex and organized understanding of contemporary societies. These theories can, in turn, be descriptive or explanatory and students need to understand how they can be used in analytic work by using them themselves.



The fourth thinking concept is using comparison as an instrument to compare and contrast different issues, such as political and economic systems in nation-states or cultural and social phenomena. One important aspect is to practice the ability to identify appropriate categories and points of comparison. Furthermore, it involves the process of developing an understanding that differences and similarities can be found in any kind of comparison, for instance, that other systems or cultures are not opposites to the ones students are familiar with. Rather, in comparison, students will find that some things are the same and others are different.



This relates to the fifth second-order concept: perspective-taking. Perspective-taking is the ability to shift perspectives and understand different cultures and political ideas on their own terms. In research, this perspective-taking is understood as ‘social perspective-taking’ rather than ‘interpersonal perspective-taking’, which refers to the ability to understand a fellow human being. Instead, social perspective-taking refers to the ability to understand the motivations of other agents at a more structural (and academic) level, where historical, cultural or political settings are in focus (Gehlbach 2011; Sandahl 2020). Consequently, it is not about identifying or sympathizing with other agents yet to understand their position and the values they deem important. Also, it includes the understanding that perspectives can be differential, for instance, that perspectives are not necessarily shared by everyone in a group or within a nation. One example is the view on guns in the US, where people hold very different positions on the issue while the media might portray this as an “American perspective”. Perspective-taking is best practiced through contextualization. If students are supposed to infer conclusions on why individuals, groups and societies act as they do, they need to understand the structures of that specific context. Otherwise, students might conclude that people are ‘stupid’ because their thinking might be different. Therefore, perspective-taking also includes reflexivity: awareness of one’s own values, motives and beliefs. In our research, we have identified perspective-taking as a core ability for students to critically examine different stances in relation to political trust (Jansson et al. 2023; Johansson and Sandahl 2023) and financial literacy (Björklund and Sandahl 2020, 2021, 2023; Björklund 2021).



This leads us to the sixth and last second-order concept: the ability to assess normative dimensions. Even if we use other thinking concepts when we try to understand an issue, it still raises normative and evaluative questions. Imagine that we inquire about the question of surveillance in society. We can find evidence to discuss its causes and consequences and the various perspectives on its pros and cons for individuals, groups and societies. But at the end of the discussions, the issue is a normative one, and social science cannot answer if it is good for societies or not. It depends on the values that we hold important as individuals, in this case, perhaps security or integrity. An important aspect for social science teachers is to practice students’ ability to discern such values in different topics and to understand the various positions that are possible to hold (Sandahl 2019, 2020). We would argue that this dimension is often implicit in the social sciences and that normative dimensions are often interwoven in the research approach (for instance, Marxist theory or neoclassical theory). In social science education, it is possible to practice students’ ability to identify such perspectives and their importance on conclusions in societal issues.



To conclude, the disciplinary approach is far more than conveying the facts of the disciplines. Rather, it is about practicing the thinking of social scientists and the procedures they use to create an understanding of social issues. As such, it coincides with the notion of powerful knowledge and its characteristics (compare the description from Lambert above). Disciplinary knowledge has the potential to give students new understandings and take them beyond their previous experiences. At best, we can hope that students use their insights from this approach when they discuss and debate with their peers outside school, perhaps giving intricate perspectives on cause and consequences, asking for evidence or offering conflicting (but logical) perspectives. Underlining this kind of knowledge is not new in social science (or more broadly in social studies). Rather, it has been a core item in the literature, and its merits have been discussed for decades (Newmann 1990; Kincheloe 2001; Parker 2010; Barton 2017; Sandahl 2015) and just lately discussed in terms of powerful knowledge (Aashamar and Klette 2023; Sandahl 2019; Björklund and Sandahl 2023). One of its merits is that the disciplinary approach takes a ‘cold position’, trying to dissect social issues without invoking students in debates and deliberations about potentially controversial and sensitive issues. The question is if it is a successful way to deal with polarized positions in controversial and sensitive issues and thus function as an important part of citizenship education. We will argue that it is not enough and that we need to include the concept of the life-world when we discuss social science education.





4. Moving beyond Powerful Knowledge


The use of a disciplinary approach has been prevalent in social studies education and seems to be a comfortable way for teachers to avoid controversial and sensitive issues (Barton and McCully 2005). As such, it has also shown promising results in regard to citizenship education in providing students with new social perspectives (Sandahl 2015, 2020) and has strong support from social studies and social science education research (Barton and Avery 2016; Klijnstra et al. 2022). In the British Isles, citizenship education has been criticized for its lack of emphasis on specialized knowledge in favour of generic skills (Jerome 2018; Andrews and Mycock 2007). In continental Europe and the US/Canada, where there, in most cases, is a specific school subject designated for citizenship education, such as social science education, specialized knowledge is more clearly integrated into the curriculum (Barton 2017; Parker 2008; Sandahl et al. 2022). However, another strand of discussion in the broad field of social studies research is that it is not quite enough to involve students in the discussion in a way that is appropriate in terms of citizenship education (Jay 2022). Here, the German discussion around the ‘Beutelsbach Consensus’ (Reinhardt 2016) can give complementary perspectives on the role of social science education.



The Beutelsbach Consensus refers to the three principles of teaching controversial issues that were formulated during a turbulent time in political education in Germany in the 1970s. In the midst of polarized political conversations, researchers and practicians met in the town of Beutelsbach in Southern Germany to discuss the aims of schools’ political education (Christensen and Grammes 2020). Although the debate was heated and offered many conflicting ideas, they managed to reach a consensus, resulting in three principles for political education (Christensen and Grammes 2020, pp. 3–4; cf. Wehling 1977; Reinhardt 2016):




	
Prohibition against overwhelming the student








It is not permissible to catch students off-guard, by whatever means, for the sake of imparting desirable opinions, thereby hindering them from ‘forming an independent judgment’. This is the difference between political education and indoctrination. Indoctrination is incompatible with the role of a teacher in a democratic society and the generally accepted objective of making students capable of independent responsibility and maturity (Mündigkeit).




	2.

	
Treating controversial issues as controversial









Matters which are controversial in scholarship and political affairs should also be presented as controversial in the classroom. This requirement is very closely linked to the first point above a teacher who loses sight of differing points of view, suppresses options, and leaves alternatives undiscussed is already well on his or her way to indoctrinating students. We have to ask whether teachers have, in fact, a corrective role to play, that is, whether they should or should not specifically set out such points of view and alternatives that are foreign to the social and political origins of students (and other participants in programs of political education) […].




	3.

	
Giving weight to the personal interests of students









Students should be put in a position to analyze a political situation and their own personal interests, as well as to seek ways to have an effect on given political realities in view of these interests. Such an objective strongly emphasizes the acquisition of operational skills, which follows logically from the first two principles set out above.



In relation to powerful knowledge, the first two items are not very problematic. When analyzing political, economic and social issues, second-order concepts can be used in a way that does not give students a preferred judgement. Furthermore, it is possible, specifically through perspective-taking and the assessment of normative dimensions, to treat controversial and sensitive issues as such and allow the teacher to play the role of the devil’s advocate. The disciplinary approach, however, tries to keep the scholarly cool and does not focus on students’ own interest or their mündigkeit.



The third item of the Beutelsbach consensus thus makes powerful knowledge somewhat problematic if we really want to address politically controversial or sensitive issues in the classroom. On the one hand, the second-order concepts of assessing normative dimensions open up for understanding different (political) positions, but disciplinary thinking particularly allows for sense-making since societal phenomena can be understood and explained but do not necessarily offer meaning-making. When things matter, we invest our own feelings and beliefs (Blennow 2019). Therefore, we would argue that we need to combine the experiences students bring with them to school, that is, their ‘everyday life-world’, with the disciplinary world that social science education can offer. In order to implement this, we need to think theoretically about how to combine these two worlds.



One possible answer is suggested through the framework of historical consciousness (Rüsen 2017). In history education, historical consciousness has become an important theoretical paradigm for understanding meaning-making processes and the role of education. Humans live their lives in the life-world, where they make meaning of the social reality (Schutz and Luckmann 1973). Here, knowledge is intertwined with feelings, and identity is based on and formed by the experiences we have. When we have questions—often originating in societal changes or challenges—we use our experiences and knowledge to interpret what is going on. Our interpretations take the shape and form of a representation that signifies our new understandings. These new understandings then guide us in our coming action in relation to the question we have, or in other words, it orients us. The hermeneutic process of experiencing–interpreting–orientating is simultaneous and part of our existence as humans in an effort to create meaningful narratives.



For Rüsen (2005), the goal of (history) education is to develop students’ narrative competence through the scientific approach. In the case of social science education, the social scientific world does not come naturally but exists outside the direct experiences in students’ everyday life-world (cf. Lambert 2017). The disciplinary approach can, through the subject, contribute to concepts and procedures of social scientific thinking through first- and second-order concepts. These can help students qualify their understanding of the surrounding society and allow them to reach conclusions based on evidence. Thus, social science education has a specific contribution to students’ narrative competence by giving them new experiences and means to perform a qualified interpretation.



In order to follow the principles of the Beutelsbach consensus, the role of education is not to prescribe students’ conclusions or direct them in certain orientations but rather give them tools to arrive at more judicious suppositions and prepare them to act as they see appropriate. When students’ interests are given weight, it is, therefore, important to also confront them through the subject and give them perspectives on the challenges and prospects of their positions. A social science education of that kind requires brave and knowledgeable teachers to guide them toward independent citizenship.




5. Concluding Discussion


This paper set out to critically examine and discuss the role of powerful knowledge in relation to the societal desire to allow political education to play a role in strengthening democracy. Based on decades of research on social science education, it is our firm conclusion that education can play an important role in contributing to strengthening democracy. We would, in line with many educational researchers, argue that a disciplinary approach can offer students new and powerful knowledge that can take them beyond their everyday understandings and function as a ‘disturbing’ factor in contrast to the ideas they have about politics and social issues (cf. Young 2013; Young and Muller 2013; Lambert 2017). This includes ‘knowing the facts’ and being able to use procedural abilities to organize, analyze, contextualize, and critically review societal issues. When teachers emphasize this approach, it is possible for students to inquire about different explanations and perspectives and uncover normative positions by using evidence rather than their own experiences and ideological outsets. If the disciplinary approach is done professionally, it has the potential to challenge students and their ideas. However, it has to include their experiences and beliefs about a good society as well.



If not, social science education is at risk of becoming ‘meaningless’ for students (cf. Barton 2009). It can, at best, offer sense-making by giving students complex disciplinary understandings of political, economic and social issues, hence how society is structured. But social science education can also become ‘sterile’ and clash with students’ own perspectives on societal issues, becoming something completely different from how politics is discussed in society in general. Political conversations in social media, political debates in and outside of parliaments, or with peers and family are often completely different compared to when academics dissect the same conversations. The public debate is integrated with issues of identity and convictions of what is right and wrong, thus being part of the life-world that students are familiar with. In one way or another, the life-world needs to be given space in classrooms as well. The Beutelsbach consensus offers a sobering awakening in its call from the 1970s when talking about controversial and sensitive issues: treat them as such, do not force beliefs on students and involve them as stakeholders in societal issues by listening to them.



The contrasting approach of practicing democratic conversations through deliberative and agonistic discussions (Englund 2006; McAvoy and Hess 2013; Tryggvason 2018) has, in spite of its teaching challenges, its merits when inviting students to such conversations. Structured dialogues allow for life-world perspectives to have their space but cannot be the only way forward. If students’ perspectives are dominant, there will not be any new contributions for students but rather a familiar (but moderated) version of their everyday experiences. We would argue that the disciplinary approach needs to be the focal point of social science education and that individual life-world experiences of students should be invited and dealt with through the teachers’ professional ‘gaze’ of disciplinary understandings in order to become more than just individual representations. Dealing with controversial or sensitive issues as a ‘social scientist’ gives a professional aspect where issues can be problematized and dealt with through structured discourse where arguments are explored and scrutinized rather than only representing one’s own perspectives. Here, tools such as ‘critical inquiry’ (Bermúdez 2015) and ‘structured academic controversies’ (Johnson and Johnson 1993) can give teachers feasible didactical tools to use with students. Based on such a focal point, deliberative and agonistic approaches can add life-world perspectives and strengthen the principle that students’ interests must be invited.



In order to achieve such a social science education, we need well-educated social science teachers who not only have academic understandings but can act as intermediaries between the life-world and the disciplinary world. Certainly, this is a challenging task for teachers since identity and political convictions can be very emotional and stir up more polarization. But feelings have a place in social science education (Blennow 2019). If not, social science education becomes a place where your own ideas have no place unless they are in concord with certain ideas. That would be a very different place than the society outside the classroom.



The powerful knowledge or disciplinary approach is no remedy to battle political polarization or democratic deficits. Nor is it incompatible with citizenship education or approaches focusing on deliberation or agonism (Jay 2022). The potential lies in the combination of allowing students’ everyday life-world perspectives to take place but to address them through the eyes of the disciplinary ‘gaze’. For sure, it is an immense challenge for teachers to make students leave their comfortable political affiliations and beliefs and step into a ‘social scientific mode’, particularly as researchers are seen as antagonists by some groups. But if we succeed and students bring new qualified understandings back to the life-world and use them to orient themselves and form their own opinions in a more informed way, education has fulfilled its role. It is not our responsibility to tell them how to act but to offer them the tools to do so. Arguably, many of those tools are found in the disciplines.



Before concluding and in relation to highly polarized communities, let us remind ourselves of the limitations of education. Mass education can be an important instrument in socializing youth into a desired existing order (such as democracy) and a vital tool to give students crucial knowledge and abilities useful in society. However, it is not a remedy for all, and the failures of societies are seldom compensated in education, to paraphrase Basil Bernstein (1970). When political (or socio-economic) polarization occurs, its origins are most likely found outside the educational system. In fact, research suggests that young people are more inclined to bridge polarized conversations (Harvard Youth Poll 2023). Perhaps we should be more concerned about adults.
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Notes


	
1

	

In this article we will use the term social science education to pinpoint school subjects that deals with contemporary political, economic and social issues. However, the term is highly contextually dependent as many school systems have a more multidiscplinary school subject such as social studies (e.g., USA/Canada) or even a general subject such as citizenship education (e.g., England). When we refer to social studies we do so in relation to more broad research that focuses on the compound subject. This does not mean that these terms are interchangeable.






	
2

	

We use the term controversial and/or sensitive issues to highlight such issues that might invoke students’ politicality in school. For different conceptualisations of what constitutes controversial vs. sensitive issues, (see Kello 2016; Yacek 2018; Hess 2009).
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