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Introduction1 
In a recent editorial in one of Sweden’s main newspapers the political journalist 
Dilsa Demirbag-Sten complains about a shift in civic engagement during the last 
40 years. What she remembers from the 1970’s is a citizenship aiming at change 
and engagement, whereas contemporary engagement is characterized “by a will to 
describe and ‘problematize’ reality”, but this approach achieves nothing but 
“empty talk” (Demirbag-Sten 2013). This debate on changes in civic engagement 
has been reoccurring in most western societies and many times from a youth 
perspective.  In academic research there has been a growing interest to study 
youths’ political attitudes, values and participation, and their relationship to civic 
education in school (Ekman & Pilo 2012, Olson 2012). The general concern 
have been described by Ekman (2013): young people are becoming increasingly 
disengaged by politics (Cf. Dalton 2004) and that schools’ civic education in all 

                                                 
1 The theoretical approaches in the conference paper have been used together with empirical studies 
in a later article; published in Nordidactica 2013:1, see Sandahl (2013). 
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western countries fail in their role to prepare young citizens for an engaged life in 
democracy. There are those who have contested this image by emphasizing that 
western democracies have undergone changes as societies and that citizens engage 
in new ways compared to some imagined “golden age” of democracy in the west. 
Some of these identified changes have been an increasing individualization with 
“political consumption”, rather than faithful voting, and that citizens take 
democracy for granted and therefore do not feel a strong need to participate 
(Putnam 2000, Micheletti 2010, Dalton 2004). Two major groups have been 
identified amongst the young in this research: the active and the passive citizens. 
The active are quite easy to describe, these are the ones who “live politics”, 
perhaps as members of youth leagues/NGO’s or in more temporary contexts such 
as Internet groups (Amnå 2010). 

However, the active students are fewer for every year and a lot of scientific 
interest has been focused on schools’ impact on youths’ engagement. Many times 
the findings are discouraging. Ekman & Zetterberg (2011) concluded in a 
Swedish context that the only factor with distinct impact for the development of 
political citizenship was socio-economic and not what was going on in the 
classroom. The same results can be found in Torney-Purta’s (2002) major study 
of civic education in 28 countries that was based on the surveys made by the 
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). 
Several Swedish studies, conducted with different methodologies have come to 
the same conclusion (Almgren 2006, Ekman 2007, Broman 2009). But what 
does it mean to be passive? In recent years many political scientists have begun 
questioning wheatear or not there are some problems in the studies of youths’ 
engagement, especially the international surveys that have been conducted. Is 
there only one way to be passive, or can we find a political interest amongst some 
of them? Many have tried to introduce new labels, such as “attentive” or 
“monitorial” citizens for those citizens that are interested in politics and societal 
issues, but who are not active (Geissel 2007, Dalton 2004, Schudson 1996). The 
Swedish political scientists Erik Amnå and Joakim Ekman (2012) have, in recent 
years, worked with a new typology to try to find these youths in the national 
surveys that try to measure political engagement. They have described citizens in 
four ways: as active, stand-by, disengaged, and disillusioned. The active have 
already been introduced above. The stand-by citizens are those attentive citizens 
that are not necessarily politically active in a traditional way, but they are 
politically enlightened and self-confident. If they would be triggered by some 
societal event they can go from stand-by to active citizens (Schudson 1996, 
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Ekman & Pilo 2012:207). The more dormant citizens can be found in the last 
two groups. The disengaged do not have an interest in politics, while the 
disillusioned are outspoken in their hostility towards politics, almost anti-
political (Amnå 2010). Ekman and Amnå are now studying the surveys from this 
new typology and the findings show that many of the passive students belong to 
this stand-by category (Amnå & Ekman 2013, forthcoming). 

Not underestimating the problems with declining engagement, I would say 
that we have to try to understand what is going on in schools with this research 
in mind.  We have to focus our attention on teaching itself and discuss what 
strategies teachers could have and what that might mean for students civic 
engagement. 

School and Civic Engagement 
School have official tasks, but also unofficial ones. In Swedish school five 
different assignments deserve to be highlighted: knowledge, democratic 
socialization, general fostering, detainment and sorting for higher education 
(Ahrne, Roman & Franzén 2003:177-187). The first two assignments are to be 
found in the curriculum while the other three are tacit. In Sweden there is a 
general assignment for all teachers to foster students in democracy, but Civics, 
History, Geography and Religious studies have a special attention on democratic 
content, values and attitudes. However, Civics is the assigned subject with the 
major responsibility for political education in Sweden and the Nordic countries 
(Bronäs 2000, Børhaug 2011:25, Ekman & Pilo 2012:58). 

Sweden has a long tradition of civic education, dating back to the early 
decades of the 20th century. However, the emphasis on the ideal of fostering 
citizens in the curriculum has varied over time. Civic education has its roots in 
history education in the 1800’s where it was a part of the nation building 
process, focusing on God and country. With the democratic breakthrough in the 
first decades of the 1900’s, focus shifted somewhat towards citizenship with an 
emphasis on learning about the institutions within the national political system. 
The major shift came in the wake of World War II when the social democratic 
government proposed a new curriculum with a focus on both democratic 
fostering and preparation for the labor market. The debate on whether school 
should focus on fostering students or building knowledge has been recurrent 
since then. One of the new inventions in the curriculum was a brand new subject 
called Civics (“Samhällskunskap”). It was a subject meant to vaccinate youths 
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against totalitarian ideologies, focusing on democratic ideals and civic literacy. 
The heart of Civics has always been to prepare students for citizenship, but as in 
the case of the general curriculum there has been a shifting emphasis on 
knowledge and fostering (Englund 1986, Bronäs 2003, Olson 2008). 

Civics is a subject quite specific for the Scandinavian countries. There has 
been some discussion on the best translation, but I use Civics, even though it 
might lead us astray. The subject’s rational in Sweden is very different from 
school subjects such as citizenship in terms of subject matter (a more direct 
translation would be “Social Science”). The academic disciplines that constitute 
the subject are political science, sociology, economics and human geography. It is 
a compulsory subject for all students from grade 1-12 and in the present 
curricula Civics mainly focuses on critical thinking, analysis and interpretation of 
contemporary society. The aim of teaching Civics is described as follows: 

Teaching in the subject of social studies should aim at helping students broaden, deepen and 
develop knowledge of people's living conditions based on different social issues… Students 
should be given the opportunity to develop a scientific approach to social issues and an 
understanding of scientific work on social issues. In addition, teaching should contribute to 
creating conditions for active participation in the life of society. A complex society with a 
huge flow of information and a rapid rate of change requires a critical approach, and 
students should thus be given the opportunity to develop such approaches. They cover the 
ability to search for, organize and assess information from different sources and media, as 
well as the ability to draw conclusions from the information. (Swedish National Agency for 
Education 2011)  

In the new curricula there is a special focus on how social scientists approach 
political, economic and social issues. I will argue that that there is strength in this 
approach, both in dealing with content/skills and in preparing our students for 
citizenship. Therefore, the first balance for teachers to address is how much 
emphasis should be put on content/skills and how much should be put on 
democratic fostering?   

Teaching in a Space Between Critical Thinking and 
Legitimization 
All teaching also balances on a tightrope between legitimizing society with its 
political institutions and emancipating the individuals through critical thinking 
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(Apple, Au & Ganding 2009). This line, or tightrope, is of special interest for 
Civics. Legitimation or justification can take many forms in school: the most 
obvious are role expectations and mediating current societal norms but also how 
to view the world and what is considered as appropriate behavior and appropriate 
values (Børhaug & Christopherson 2012:14-15).  

In a democracy like Sweden, schools’ civic education is about creating a 
common notion on how to perceive the world and its members’ identities to 
create a common ground for a democratic society. As Børhaug & Christopherson 
(2012) concluded, this is not a problem if it was not for the critical thinking 
aspects of Civics. Civics is not only about socializing our youths into the norms 
of our present society, but also to develop their critical thinking (Klafki 1998). 
The term has been a buzzword in Swedish curricula since the 1970’s, but it has 
never been explicitly explained, thus putting it in the hands of the teachers to 
interpret it.  

Returning to the tightrope, we can imagine different kinds of positions that 
teachers can or will take. The legitimizing position is to present a view on society 
that is authoritative – i.e. everything is as it ought to be; the political institutions 
are functioning and problems could be seen as the “exceptions that prove the 
rule”. The non-problematizing view of society is perhaps hard to find in 
Scandinavian schools, but seems to be quite common in text books in Civics 
(Børhaug & Christopherson 2012, Bronäs 2000).  

Critical thinking can take different forms in Civics. It could be a mild version 
focusing on source criticism but it could also be a method to deconstruct the 
narratives of our contemporary society. This pure critical thinking will address 
the issues of power and control that might be found in the political debate or 
within our institutions; this position would be a post-modern one. Both of these 
standpoints are problematic in civic education. Not problematizing our society in 
terms of political, social and economic challenges will not prepare youths for life, 
in fact it could be confusing for them to meet the discourse outside school 
(Simonneau & Legardez 2010). Problematizing the issues too much by giving 
them examples of the failures of society (e.g. portraying the legal system through 
its scandals) might give them dogmatic views. Or even worse: create a sense that 
they are not part of the social arrangement at all.  

So, how can teachers balance this tightrope of teaching children and 
adolescents about contemporary society and at the same time prepare them for 
citizenship? How can they balance the line between legitimizing society and 
teaching critical perspectives? I will argue that there are two very different 
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approaches to this task and that both are problematic, and I will present a third 
approach to help teachers walk the tightrope.  

Approaches to Teaching Civics in Swedish Schools 
In a recent study Christina Odenstad (2010) studied assessment documentation 
and found three types of questions in Civics teaching. These made her conclude 
that Civics can be described through three nouns: orientation, analysis and 
discussion. Odenstad’s typology can be used to introduce two very different 
approaches of teaching Civics. The first is what we can call the fact-based 
approach where the value issues in Civics are omitted. In this approach the world 
is described based on scientific knowledge. Problems or challenges can be 
addressed only after the objective facts have been presented. Once that is done it 
is up to the students to have an opinion about what to do. This approach thus 
centers on the facts of society and its members. This does not necessarily mean 
that fact-based teaching only gives legitimizing perspectives. Since science is the 
foundation of our understanding critical perspectives can also be introduced, but 
focus is on factual knowledge even though teachers can focus around more 
complex concepts such as “power”. This approach has its problems. Facts are 
always important, no doubt about that. But I would argue that the “truths” 
science delivers, especially in social sciences and the humanities quite soon 
become debatable. The political scientist Bo Rothstein (2002) has, on several 
occasions, pointed out that it is easy to find the facts, e.g. unemployment rates, 
but that these facts are not interesting per se. What is interesting is how these 
facts are used. For Rothstein, science is about being wrong, but wrong in an 
interesting way so that it could be debated. Therefore, most facts are 
uncontested, like unemployment rates in Sweden. But other questions, like why 
there is unemployment in Sweden could be debated. Some would argue that this 
approach prepares students for citizenship in giving them non-partial facts about 
society, but I would say that teachers sooner or later have to address societal 
discourse and the different positions that you would find in various political 
settings (Cf. Kincheloe 2001).  

In contrast, the second approach focuses on discussion and debate, thus 
allowing the students to learn factual knowledge at the same time as they develop 
democratic skills. However, focus is on discourse climate and acceptance of 
different views. The theory behind this deliberative approach is that when 
students listen to each other they will discover new perspectives and understand 
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how other people think about social issues, thus enhancing their knowledge and 
skills as citizens (Englund 2000 & 2006, Fishkin & Ferrar 2005). The approach 
has been heavily criticized for its normativity and its emphasis on generic skills, 
but also for lack of empirical evidence that it works (Fredriksson 2008). Most 
studies on deliberative learning are based on survey data and have concluded that 
the effects on students are low and that the best results can be found in classes 
with high achieving students, thus making it an elite approach (Ekman 2007). 
However, a recent classroom-focused study from Gothenburg University 
indicates that there are some effects amongst both low and high achievers. The 
effect is not strong, but there is no negative effect on the students’ knowledge or 
democratic skills (Andersson 2012). Alongside the discussion on the effects of 
deliberative learning is the issue of definition; what does it mean to teach in a 
deliberative manner? Professor Tomas Englund (2006) has a very ambitious list 
for teachers to follow, but it is not a farfetched guess that it is quite rare to find a 
deliberative classroom where all teaching focuses around deliberative discussions. 
As many studies have concluded, discussion is a very common practice in Civics 
class, but as a part of teaching and not as its center (Vernersson 1999, Odenstad 
2010). Even if it is an important part of teaching it can be very different in its 
perspectives if we consider it in terms of legitimizing and critical thinking. 
Ljunggren & Unemar Öst (2010) has mapped out four different positions that 
teachers take on teaching controversies in school: 

 

Figure 1: Teachers and their communicative strategies (Ljunggren & Unemar Öst 2010). 

The most common position that was found in the research was “the norm 
conveyer”. This position can be described as a high acceptance for controversial 
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issues but after the discussion the teacher gave the “correct” answer, conveying 
the present norms and preferred behaviors. “The moderator” was the second 
most common one and this position also had a high acceptance concerning 
controversy, but put more emphasis on the debate itself. “The fosterer” was also 
quite common; here the teachers did not allow students to discuss controversies 
in class, but had discussions after the other students had left the classroom. The 
last position, “the rejector” was to have a strong normative position, where 
teachers are outspoken when they feel that norms are being violated. Considering 
these positions it is obvious that a deliberative approach could be very different, 
depending on what position the teachers take in the classroom. 

Introducing a third approach 
There have not been many studies on what kind of teaching has the best results 
for students in terms of their preparation for citizenship, but Torney-Purta 
(2002) concluded that the best results were achieved when teachers addressed 
both content and skills. Based on that assumption, I would suggest a third 
approach, called the disciplinary approach, which focuses on analysis and 
interpretation. In my own research (Sandahl 2011), I explored and analyzed the 
reflections of six teachers and their teaching about globalization. Using a 
theoretical framework used by many researchers in history education (Seixas & 
Peck 2008, Lee 2005) I interpreted the content/skills in Civics and argued that it 
could be understood in terms of first and second-order concepts. I also discussed 
how these concepts relate to the teachers’ goal to teach both about society and for 
society.  

First order concepts are all the facts, terms and concepts found in subject 
matter; these are closely bound to the academic disciplines (i.e. economics, 
political science, sociology etcetera). These concepts could be divided into two 
subgroups, where the first group consists of terms that are propositional, e.g. 
“prime minister”. The other subgroup consists of colligatory concepts such as 
“power”. (Cf. Lee 2005). However, the first order concepts are not enough to 
capture what the subject is about. To describe what it means to work in a 
disciplinary way we need to consider second-order concepts as well. These are 
ideas deriving from the social sciences on how to organize, analyze, interpret and 
critically review discourses in society. They are not bound to specific topics but 
used in all issues relating to Civics. This model of understanding, where contents 
and skills are seen as two sides of the same coin, have been promoted before 
(Newmann 1990, Case 2005, Kinchloe 2001). However, it should be pointed 
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out that the second-order concepts that I account for here are derived from the 
Swedish school subject of Civics. I am well aware that these could be used very 
differently in the academic disciplines of sociology, economics and political 
science. In contrast to second-order concepts that have been pointed out in 
history, the social science concepts come from school practice and not academic 
practice. Having said that, we can move on to the second-order concepts of 
Civics that I identified in my previous work: social science perspectives, social 
science causality, social science evidence, social science inference and social science 
abstraction.  

Perspectives refer to the ability to take different points of views on 
contemporary issues; that there are, in fact, few questions that contain “truths” 
(Rothstein 2002). There are always different perspectives on various topics, both 
ideological and intercultural standpoints. Working with students in class thus 
includes taking and revealing ideological perspectives on different topics such as 
foreign aid or world trade issues. It is also about taking and revealing different 
standpoints that are based on different identities in nations or groups. From a 
Swedish point of view that might be about trying to understand the role of 
ethical discussions in the political debate in the US (e.g. abortion), something 
that Swedes do not debate before an election. So, trying to understand how 
people perceive the world in other places is crucial for understanding the issue. 
Working in class with role-play, debates or other techniques enable the students 
to question and scrutinize their own standpoints as well as they practice to 
understand “the other”.  

Causality in Civics education means that you work with a model of analysis 
using causes and consequences to explain contemporary issues. Using simple 
templates students can investigate different topics and sort causes and 
consequences in political, economic and social terms as well as consequences for 
individuals, groups and societies. Here, teachers also work with the (for social 
scientists) core concepts of agency and structure. Many issues in Civics are 
contemporary and causality therefore also deals with what could be done, in 
terms of measures.  Seeing that measures could aim at either consequences or 
causes is an important part of this second-order concept. 

Evidence and inference are closely linked. Using models for analysis, like the 
one above, students come to conclusions that should be based on facts and not 
beliefs. In short, they need to present evidence and practice how you work with 
different sources in social sciences. An important part of this is critical thinking 
and working with bias.  Together with perspective taking this is a potent way of 
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scrutinizing political and economic issues. The last second-order concept is 
abstraction, which involves working with theoretical models that social scientists 
use to simplify complexity and create understanding of our societies. Common 
abstractions are used frequently in economics but can also be found when 
teachers work with class-related issues or differences in social order in different 
countries. In the last example, Robert Putnam’s theories can be used to 
understand the world (e.g. Putnam 2000). An important aspect in Civics is for 
students to learn how to understand an issue by moving back and forth between 
the abstract and the concrete.  

Discussion 
I would argue that teaching and learning Civics is not just about learning the 
facts pointed out in the curricula or in the textbooks. It is also about learning 
how to interpret, analyze and discuss society from a social science perspective. In 
order to reach these goals we need to understand the importance of using second-
order concepts. When students work more scientifically they develop a way of 
thinking about society and they have to challenge the set opinions they have 
about different topics. Therefore, I argue that the second-order concepts are 
important for achieving students that are critical thinkers. Also, that critical 
thinking is crucial when students discuss issues in class, because learning to listen 
to each other and debate controversial issues is an important part of Civics (Hess 
2004 & 2009), but it has to be rooted in scientific ways to analyze and interpret 
societal issues. If it is not; then there is really no difference in the discussions in 
class from the ones that students have with their friends at a café. Civics needs an 
explicit profile; otherwise it will lose its legitimacy and risk being reduced to a 
“jaw” or a conveyer of facts. Students’ opinions and thoughts are important but 
it is the Civics teachers’ task to qualify their discussions and their knowledge by 
using second-order concepts.  Therefore, I would argue that these concepts could 
help teachers to walk the tightrope between knowledge and fostering democratic 
ideals. 

The goal of the school system in general is to prepare students for 
involvement in, through and after school (Olson 2008, Lundahl 2011). In 
Schools’ Civics, an important goal is to prepare students for a political life; for 
them to grow politically. This does not necessarily mean that we should develop 
students to become activists or politicians; there are other platforms for that. 
Rather, I would argue that we should prepare them for participation by 
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developing their skills so that they can analyze, interpret and critically review and 
participate in societal discourses. The aim could be understood as teaching 
students for a stand-by mode, where they are armed with knowledge and skills to 
take on the world. The main effort of schools should be to encourage the 
disengaged and disillusioned students to become interested stand-by-citizens. 
One important skill that students need to develop is to take different perspectives 
on our society, thus enabling students to see the complexity that societies have to 
handle. This opens up for discussions that take on both critical aspects and 
legitimizing issues. Students need to analyze this complexity and discuss if 
perhaps it is crucial for societies to gather around some common principles and 
institutions, many of them fallible. Also, teaching needs to address issues of 
critical thinking and the fact that not all critical thinking is based on scientific 
thinking. Many “critical thinkers” in history have based their arguments on 
prejudices and emotions, without evidence to support their inferences. A 
disciplinary approach gives teachers tools to take on those kinds of contemporary 
narratives as well. However, in the end it is in the hands of the teachers to decide 
on the choices that have to be made but I believe that the current Swedish 
curriculum has some points in its focus on disciplinary concepts and that this 
approach will help teachers to tackle the challenges they face in the classroom. 
One such challenge is the tightrope between critical thinking and legitimizing 
society. If teachers see this challenge and appreciate what is at stake in their 
teaching every day, second-order concepts might work as tools to take on that 
very tightrope. Naturally, seeing what is beneath helps whilst walking.  

Some remarks on the reach of the Swedish case 
Concluding the above, we can address what we can learn from the Swedish case 
when trying to apply this on other countries that do not have a democratic 
tradition that dates back to the early 1900’s. The curriculum in Sweden does not 
state in detail how teachers should teach Civics; it is left in the hands of the 
professionals. That is not the case in all countries, not even in all western 
democracies. Also, in Sweden very few questions in social sciences or history are 
politically charged. You only have to travel some 350 kilometers from Sweden to 
Estonia to find a setting where historical and political issues can wake dragons 
from their sleep. In this sense, teaching Civics in Sweden could be described as 
“safe”. It is a completely different setting in incipient democracies around the 
world. Democratic processes are emerging fast in many parts of the world where 
people are rising to address civic affairs in the wake of an increasing economic 
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prosperity (Kassimir & Flanagan 2010). I would argue that this call for strategies 
for civic (and history) educators. They need to shape Civics into a subject on its 
own, with outspoken content and expressed skills aiming at analyze, 
interpretation and critical thinking. If not, civic education risk being the loyal 
voice of the current regime. In Germany, the Georg-Eckert Institute for 
international textbook research in Braunschweig conducted research on 
textbooks in the humanities and social sciences in Jordan, Egypt, Lebanon and 
Oman. They concluded that the textbooks in Civics did not have a critical 
approach to contemporary society: “Civic Education seems to have been created 
as an instrument for shaping loyal citizens, defusing social conflicts, leveling off 
differences in the own population if taught as a subject of scattered content, 
blurred profile and consequently low prestige inside the educational program” 
(Georg-Eckert-Institut für internationale Schulbuchforschung 2011:92). 

So, how much criticism should be taught and how much can be tolerated by 
governments in different settings such as the countries in the MENA-region? It 
would be presumptuous of me to say that I hold the answers to these questions. 
Every country face their own challenges and teachers working in the national 
schools have to balance the tightrope more carefully and tackle local and national 
elites. However, I believe there is something to learn from the Swedish case in 
terms of the disciplinary approach. Teaching second-order concepts does not 
need to stress critical thinking against the national government, only that these 
concepts are essential for how social scientists “think”. It includes factual 
knowledge, but also scientific know-how. If these qualities are stressed that might 
take some edge of a very politically charged subject. Still, it does not take away 
potential for developing students as interested and knowledgeable stand-by-
citizens. After all, according to the old Latin aphorism, knowledge is power. 
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