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Abstract

The past decades have seen an increased focus on citizenship education inspired by the work of the Council of Europe and UNESCO (Byram, 2008; CoE, 2010). In a Norwegian context, Democracy and citizenship is one of two interdisciplinary topics in the Curriculum in English (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2020) in the Knowledge Promotion (LK20). Democracy and citizenship is one of three interdisciplinary subjects in LK20, and thus also central to the English subject. The present study aims to examine how teachers in primary and lower secondary school understand the topic of democracy and citizenship in literary texts in the English as a Foreign Language (ELF) classroom.

The respondents in this study are in-service teachers of English who take part in continuing education in English subject pedagogy and have an assignment related to a children’s literature project. In the project, the teachers choose a literary text in line with the topic of democracy and citizenship. The methodology is qualitative content analysis, with inductive category development. Nineteen participants, working as teachers, contributed to the project.

The discussion is linked to theory on intercultural competence and Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed. Analysing the reports reveals four major themes: intercultural competence, critical thinking, societal structures and diversity. Findings show that the participants are reluctant to mention dissent and disagreement, and this could indicate that the focus is on balance and agreement in the reports analysed, and that this is central to the teachers’ understanding of democracy and citizenship in some Norwegian schools today.
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Resumen

En las últimas décadas se ha observado una mayor atención a la educación para la ciudadanía, inspirada por la labor del Consejo de Europa y la UNESCO (Byram, 2008; CoE, 2010). En el contexto noruego, Democracia y ciudadanía es uno de los dos temas interdisciplinarios del plan de estudios de inglés (Dirección Noruega de Educación y Formación, 2020) en la Reforma del Conocimiento (LK20). Democracia y ciudadanía es una de las tres áreas interdisciplinarias de LK20 y, por lo tanto, también es un eje central de la asignatura de inglés. El presente estudio tiene como objetivo examinar cómo entienden los docentes de primaria y secundaria inferior el tema de la democracia y la ciudadanía en los textos literarios en el aula de inglés como lengua extranjera (EFL).

Los participantes en este estudio son docentes en ejercicio de inglés que toman parte en formación continua en didáctica de la lengua inglesa y tienen una tarea relacionada con un proyecto de literatura infantil. En el proyecto, los docentes eligen un texto literario acorde con el tema de democracia y ciudadanía. La metodología es el análisis cualitativo de contenido, con desarrollo inductivo de categorías. Diecinueve participantes, que trabajan como docentes, contribuyeron al proyecto.

La discusión se vincula con la teoría de la competencia intercultural y la pedagogía del oprimido de Freire. El análisis de los informes revela cuatro temas principales: competencia intercultural, pensamiento crítico, estructuras sociales y diversidad. Los resultados muestran que los participantes son reacios a mencionar la disidencia y el desacuerdo, lo que podría indicar que en los informes analizados el énfasis está en el equilibrio y el consenso, y que esto es central para la comprensión que tienen algunos docentes noruegos de la democracia y la ciudadanía en la escuela actual.

Palabras clave
Democracia y ciudadanía; competencia intercultural; inglés como lengua extranjera; educación continua; literatura infantil y juvenil.

1. Introduction

The current Norwegian National Curriculum, (LK20) (Ministry of Education and Research, 2016) has introduced three interdisciplinary topics to foster a holistic didactic approach to teaching and learning. The topics are relevant on individual and societal level, both locally and globally. The interdisciplinary topic democracy and citizenship will be the focus of this study. According to the English Subject Curriculum tolerance, curiosity and engagement are values to be promoted through the topic of democracy and citizenship. Learners shall train their ability to think critically, learn to deal with conflicts of opinion and respect disagreement. In addition, one of the competence aims in the curriculum concerns reading, interpreting and reflecting on fictional texts in English to strengthen students’ competence in the subject. Bland argues that twenty-first century children’s literature can give increased opportunities for purposeful involvement in both local and global diversity, (Bland, 2018, p. 229). She continues that using more recent children’s literature can expand on limited subject knowledge to global education and worldmindedness.

This article will explore the research question:

How do EFL in-service teachers understand and interpret the interdisciplinary topic of democracy and citizenship in literary texts?

The argument for using literary texts to deal with opposing topics, is underlined by many scholars from different disciplines. According to the philosopher Nussbaum (2016) social stigma and inequality cannot be taught as information only. In order to work with democratic understanding “There needs to be a particular experience of the stigmatized position that theatre and literature both enable…. We need to cultivate students’ “inner eyes” appropriate to the child’s age and development level, that bring students in contact with topics of gender, race, ethnicity, intercultural experience and understanding” (p. 108). The use of literary texts in the classroom to work with difficult themes, are seen as important, and intercultural competence is seen as vital in this respect.

The claim of this article is that by democracy many teachers understand agreement, whereas the curriculum clearly states that “Learners shall train their ability to think critically, learn to deal with conflicts of opinion and respect disagreement” (Ministry of Education and Research, p. 2).

1.1. Context of the study

In 2009, the Ministry of Education and Research in Norway initiated a national programme for continuing education and in-service training, Competence for Quality, which allows teachers to gain the now required formal competence as subject teachers. In their guidelines, the Ministry of Education and Research strongly emphasised that these continuing education courses needed to be clearly classroom-oriented by linking practice, theory and new methodology.

The present study is linked to a 15 ECTS- credits continuing education course for teachers, in which English subject pedagogy, literature and culture are included. The participants have an assignment called the Children’s Literature Project in which they select a literary text suitable for their class, moreover the text should be associated with the interdisciplinary topic democracy and citizenship in the curriculum. The text chosen is the basis for a lesson plan constituting three to six classes. The students need to take into consideration the class when choosing a text, the grade and cater for the different needs in a class. This implicates that some of the participants of the study have selected two different texts, in order to differentiate within the group. After implementing the project in the classroom, reflecting on it, sharing with colleagues, ultimately a report is written, and this report is the basis for this study. The course is fully digital, and for many of the teachers in this programme, the teaching load has been reduced, leaving time for trying out new methodology, or as in this case, new literary texts in their classrooms.

The topic democracy and citizenship is mentioned both in the general part of the curriculum, and in the English subject curriculum. The definition from the general part differs from the definition in the English Subject Curriculum. The general part under (1.6) ‘Core values’ states that “Schools shall promote democratic values and attitudes that can counteract prejudice and discrimination”, and under (2.5.2) “They [the pupils] shall understand dilemmas that arise when recognising both the preponderance of the majority and the rights of the minority. They shall train their ability to think critically, learn to deal with conflicts of opinion and respect disagreement.” The English subject Curriculum emphasises the intercultural aspect:

In the English subject, the interdisciplinary topic of democracy and citizenship refers to helping the pupils to develop their understanding of the fact that the way they view the world is culture dependent. By learning English, the pupils can experience different societies and cultures by communicating with others around the world, regardless of linguistic or cultural background. This can open for new ways to interpret the world and promote curiosity and engagement and help to prevent prejudices. (p. 3)

Here we can see that culture is more specifically mentioned, as learning a language relates to communication with people from another linguistic backgrounds, but also from a cultural background, (Hoff, 2018, p. 67).

Intercultural competence is a complex concept, with many different definitions. In a foreign language context Michael Byram has been an influential voice with his model of intercultural communicative competence (ICC), which has also had considerable impact on the Norwegian curriculum. Byram’s model emphasises different kinds of knowledge or skills – savoirs, and he defines intercultural competence as “Knowledge of others; knowledge of self; skills to interpret and relate; skills to discover and/or to interact; valuing others’ values, beliefs, and behaviours; and relativizing one’s self (Byram 2009, p. 323). However, Byram’s model of ICC has been criticised for focusing too much on agreement and harmony (Hoff, 2014). In light of this criticism, we can examine the participants’ responses and input in this study and see connections to the views Byram puts forth in his model. In another vein, Magne Dypedahl’s defines intercultural competence as “the ability to relate constructively to people who have mindsets and/or communication styles that are different from one’s own” (Dypedahl, 2019, p. 102). The focus in on how we communicate instead of which culture we belong to, which contrasts with Byram’s understanding of intercultural competence.

Using literary texts in EFL education has many affordances. Bland (2018, p. 1) states that in addition to having language benefits, literature also has benefits, “… for example intercultural understanding, empathy, multiple literacies, an understanding of the connectedness of the world and global issues, tolerance, cognitive and affective gains and self-reliance”. The statement is very much in line with theories on intercultural competence, but also the phrasing of the English subject curriculum. This is relevant for the present project as the topic of democracy and citizenship can be scrutinized when pupils work with literary texts that deal with for instance global issues, understanding the other, tolerance and empathy. In this study teachers can see the value in exposing pupils to different literary texts and use the texts as a starting point for working with complex and challenging topics in the classroom. In addition, literature can be used to bring up attitudes in the classroom and further result in an awareness of prejudice and foster tolerance of conflicting opinions. Ultimately, such an undertaking can contribute to transformative thinking in the pupils, although Hoff (2018) claims that the development of intercultural competence is a gradual and complex process (pp. 84-86).

However, it is important to note that the concept of a literary text is today widely recognised to include a range of multimodal media like comics, graphic novels, songs, TV series, films, and even certain types of interactive video games (Abrams & Harpham, 2013; Schallegger, 2015). Indeed, this view is confirmed when examining the texts chosen in this project. Moreover, this section from the Curriculum in English elaborates on the range of texts:

The concept of text is used in a broad sense: texts can be spoken and written, printed and digital, graphic and artistic, formal and informal, fictional and factual, contemporary and historical. The texts can contain writing, pictures, audio, drawings, graphs, numbers and other forms of expression that are combined to enhance and present a message.

This definition expands on the view of what a literary text is and could be, as traditional literature in the classroom entailed largely script-based texts. The researcher emphasised this point when giving instructions on the assignment (The Children’s literature project). Following this, the participants have chosen a variety of text types for their projects, from picture books, fairy tales and song lyrics, in addition to the more traditional literary genres such as the short story and the novel. Moreover, participants were encouraged to select in congruence with their specific classes, motivation and interest, and based on the selection criteria from Ellis and Brewster (2014). We see that the emphasis on the aesthetic value of literature (including picture books, graphic novels/multimodal texts) is vital, and that it is not the text alone, but what is important is how we deal with it in terms of challenges in the EFL classroom.

1.1.1 Previous research

Mellegård’s study (2023) examines the teaching of democracy and citizenship by using picture books in the EFL classroom. She has explored nine picture books that explores issues such as race, religion and diversity and states that some picture books can help teachers nurture students’ understanding of working collectively for the development of a democratic society. Further, Skjærstad (2024) has contributed to the field in an article on fostering democracy and citizenship in literary texts about the First World War in the English classroom. Skjærstad selected specific literary texts dealing with the First World War to explore the learning potential for working with democracy and citizenship in the classroom. To the best of the researcher’s knowledge there is no research on democracy and citizenship in relation to literary texts in general, and how teachers in continuing education courses understand the topic in a Norwegian context.

2. Methodology

The Children’s literature project reports were gathered through the learning management system Canvas. Next, the reports were uploaded to NVivo qualitative data analysis software. NVivo was used to count and mark recurrences of topics in the reports. Through thematic analysis based on conventional content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) and the approach of Braun and Clarke (2006), codes were inductively generated from the participants’ responses and themes were identified. We started out with a broad selection of categories. The first categories constituted codes such as critical thinking, disagreement, diversity, freedom, hope, humility, intercultural competence, justice, reflection on other people’s lives and perspectives, self-expression, societal structures, tolerance and wisdom. Next, the researcher tried to see relationships between the codes. Ultimately, the decision to narrow down to four major themes was made in congruence with the wording in the core curriculum and the English subject curriculum. Moreover, as the participants in the study were all teachers, it would be likely that they would have the curriculum in mind when writing their reports on the Children’s literature project, thereby using terms from the curriculum. In order to ensure the validity of the study, the reports were read several times, with methodological rigor, and NVivo’s Memo function was used to take notes (field notes) during the categorization and coding.

The primary method used for analysing the data was qualitative content analysis. Before any teachers were approached, permission was sought and granted from the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research (SIKT). Of the 38 students in class, 19 gave consent to using their reports for research. The participants are in-service teachers in primary school and lower secondary school working in grades 5 to 10, meaning that the pupils were from 10 to 16 years old.

Ethical considerations to be reflected on in this project is the fact that the researcher has a dual role, in also being lecturer in the study programme. Therefore, it is important for the researcher to reflect on her role and the ethics and professionalism of the project. Since the number of participants is low (19), no general conclusions can be drawn, and it could be interesting to apply this project to other schools across the country and abroad and see if there would be similar or conflicting results.

Table 1 demonstrates the four different themes found in the reports, and the researcher’s definition of the themes.


Table 1. Overview of themes and keyword related to the themes




	Theme

	Definition






	1. Intercultural competence

	Understanding different perspectives, combat prejudice, empathy, cultural empathy, attitudes, values. Promote curiosity and engagement, communication




	2. Critical thinking

	Respect and understanding different opinions, respect disagreement




	3. Societal structures

	Struggle for freedom, oppressive systems, work rights, exploitation, capitalism, justice, value of strong communities




	4. Diversity

	Equality, diversity in society and in literature, raise awareness of exclusion








3. Results and discussion

This chapter will present the findings and there will be a discussion of the results. Moreover, some references from the participants’ reports will be included, together with theory on intercultural competence, critical thinking and curricular issues.

First, there is an overview of the texts and the genres selected by the participants in the Children’s literature project. As we can read from the table 2 below, the majority of the participants have chosen multimodal texts, such as illustrated books (4), graphic novels (4), and picture books (3). One has chosen a poem by Lewis Carrol, and one has selected the song lyrics to John Lennon’s “Imagine”.


Table 2. Participants’ choice of text - overview of authors, titles and literary genres




	Author

	Title

	Genre






	Roald Dahl

	The Twits

	Illustrated book




	Alice Oseman

	Heartstopper Volume 1

	Graphic novel




	Shirley Jackson

	The Lottery

	Short story




	Clare West

	Twelve Years a Slave (two participants chose this text)

	Illustrated book




	Dr. Seuss

	The Sneetches

	Illustrated book




	Jerry Craft

	New Kid

	Graphic novel




	Rob Alcraft

	Oliver Twist + Twelve Years a Slave

	Graphic text




	John Lennon

	“Imagine”

	Song lyrics




	J.K. Rowling

	The Tale of the Three Brothers

	Illustrated book




	Stephen Chbosky

	The Perks of Being a Wallflower

	YA novel




	Lewis Carrol

	“The Walrus and the Carpenter”

	Poem




	J.K. Rowling

	Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets

	YA novel




	Peter Sis

	Nicky and Vera

	Picture book




	Malala Yousafzai

	Malala’s Magic Pencil

	Picture book




	Adaptations of the fairy tale

	The Three Pigs by David Wiesner

The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs! by Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith

Three Little Wolves And The Big Bad Pig by Eugene Trivizas and Helen Oxenbury

	Fairy tale, three picture books




	Roald Dahl

	Charlie and the Chocolate Factory

	YA novel




	Neill Cameron

	Freddy vs. School

	Graphic novel




	Shaun Tan

	Cicada

	Picture book








The themes related to democracy and citizenship identified in the teachers’ reports were intercultural competence (14) critical thinking (6), societal structures (5) and diversity (5). These categories or themes will be explained and elaborated on in this chapter. Furthermore, when reading the report, it became clear to the researcher that not all the participants were specific in connecting democracy and citizenship to the selected literary texts, (although it was part of the assignment), as some were more concerned with other competence aims and describing the classroom lessons. This can also be viewed as a central find, that the participants find the interdisciplinary topic of little significance for the classroom.

3.1. Theme 1: Intercultural competence

The theme that occurred most often in the reports, was the theme of intercultural competence. The participant who selected J.K. Rowling’s The Tale of the Three Brothers argues that the text is in line with intercultural competence, as it can be used for viewing our culture and the world from various perspectives.

Two sub-categories were developed from the category intercultural competence, empathy and prejudice. Some stated both empathy and cultural empathy, (Dypedahl & Bøhn, 2020, p. 87). Dypedahl and Bøhn argue that whereas empathy involves being less centred and trying to understand other people’s mindset, cultural empathy means being less ethnocentric and trying to find out as much as possible about the other culture in a given context. Prejudice is specifically mentioned in the English Subject Curriculum –and under the interdisciplinary topic of democracy and citizenship.

The Twits by Roald Dahl was chosen by a participant who remarks that her text involves issues such as “Justice, empathy, treatment of unfortunate groups, and communication, which are very much in line with intercultural competence.

Another participant chose the young adult novel Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets by J.K. Rowling and from the report we can read this: “The learners reflect on how his life is different in one culture compared to the other culture. “Literature could help the learners to better understand different cultures and be a part of the development of empathy”. Moreover, it is stated that “we can open new ways for my pupils to interpret the world and promote curiosity and engagement, and in this way prevent prejudices”.

The picture book Malala’s Magic Pencil deals with women’s right to education, but also reveals elements of different cultures, and consequently intercultural competence. In that sense pupils are exposed to different educational systems, which can create empathy and can be an opportunity to work with prejudice and link it to their everyday life and school system.

Scholars claim that the classroom should be a “safe space” for exchanging different viewpoints and facilitate for productive discussions. We should open up for an anxiety-free zone where foreign cultures can be freely discussed and explored. Encounters with foreign fictional texts may also be valuable for less experienced learners or reluctant readers, as they can eagerly participate with their opinions and experiences that they can base on their own multicultural background (Burwitz-Melzer, 2001). We see in the reports that several teachers mention reluctant learners when it comes to the English subject in school, but also the lack of interest in reading literary texts. By means of using different texts and genres in the classroom, as we see in this project, this can be a way of creating interest in the English subject and literature in general.

Hoff argues that the task of promoting intercultural competence may seem daunting. However, it is important to keep in mind that undertaking this task offers “opportunities for authentic, meaningful and potentially transformative learning processes to take place in the English classroom” (Hoff, 2018, p. 66). Moreover, we must recognise that intercultural communication can be not only interactional, but “potentially conflictual” (Hoff, 2014). Finally, Hoff stresses the importance of regarding conflict, ambiguity and difference not solely as challenging aspects of the intercultural encounter, but as potentially fruitful conditions for profound dialogue between Self and Other.

In addition, the concept of narrative imagination by Nussbaum, p. 96 refers to working with the cultivation of sympathy and is central when working with intercultural understanding.

3.2. Theme 2: Critical thinking

The second theme found in the reports was critical thinking. The participant who chose three different versions of the traditional fairy tale “The Three Little Pigs” expands on how a story can be told in diverse ways, with the narrative shifting depending on the perspective. The participant argues that this strategy is clever when it comes to exposing the learners to different points of view, and in that sense work with critical thinking. She continues: “The students gained insight into how perspective can play a crucial role in democracy, particularly through principles of freedom of speech and the right to be heard. By strengthening their critical thinking skills and their ability to respect and understand different opinions, they are better equipped to express themselves and be open to new perspectives”.

One participant decided to use the song lyrics “Imagine” by John Lennon as a suitable text for her group. “Practice their ability to think critically, learn to handle differences of opinion, and accept disagreement” are her reasons behind choosing the song lyrics. She further states that the ideas and proposals in the song could lead to reflections among the students, in addition to the Eurocentric perspective explored in the text.

Problem-posing education leads to critical thinking according to Freire, (p. 83), as opposed to the banking concept (in which knowledge is merely passed on, and students are to memorise contents narrated by the teacher, no cognition on the part of students take place (p. 80), just transferrals of information. Moreover, Nussbaum (2016) emphasizes abilities associated with the humanities and the arts: “The ability to think critically, the ability to transcend local loyalties and to approach world problems as a “Citizen of the world”, and finally, the ability to imagine sympathetically the predicament of another person”, (p. 7).

When discussing critical thinking, it is also pertinent to include critical literacy, which is based on the scholars in the New London Group (Cazden et al., 1996) who argued that there were a need and ability to interpret or decode other than script-based texts. Indeed, this is central in this project, since many of the participants selected multimedia texts in their reports. Critical literacy involves learning to read all texts critically and understanding their manipulative power. However, critical literacy was an element not focused on in the participants’ reports, and constitutes a finding, that this was not mentioned and reflected on in connection with critical thinking.

3.3. Theme 3: Societal structures

The Tale of the Three Brothers by J.K. Rowling (from The Tales of Beedle the Bard) was a text chosen by one participant, and she claims that it explores “a lot of themes that we can dig into, for example the consequences of power, wisdom, and humility. These are international themes that directly relates to Democracy by looking at the (our) culture and the world from different viewpoints”. This is in correspondence with Freire (2008) who claims that dialogue cannot exist without humility, (p. 90). Furthermore, Freire argues that the dialoguers must engage in critical thinking, (p. 92), in his problem-posing approach to education.

The picture book Cicada by Shaun Tan is selected by a participant who states this: “Firstly, the theme of the book supports the interdisciplinary topic of democracy and citizenship by telling a story about someone different, in an unfamiliar cultural environment”. That means students can reflect on cultural differences, and on how to adapt to or change cultural expressions and customs. The text explores unfair treatment at the workplace and diversity. Furthermore, it can spur on reflection and valuation of different occupations. The theme is expanded upon by means of a writing task where the pupils compare the picture book to a real-world scenario where workers and minorities are treated unfairly.

The next participant selected two texts to work with for this project, to cater for differentiation. He says that he wished to give everyone in class a sense of achievement. The first book was Twelve Years a Slave by Solomon Northup adapted by Claire West for young adults. The second text was an adaptation of Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist; a Graphic text adapted by Rob Alcraft. The participant claims that both books critique society, both protagonists suffer under oppressive systems and social structures, and both protagonists struggle for freedom. This makes it possible to have general discussion about the themes of the books and integrate democracy and citizenship into the lessons during the reading project. The other participant who chose Twelve Years a Slave (adapted version) by Clare West argued it was an important text dealing with fairness, freedom, and human rights today.

An interesting choice of text was the short story “The Lottery” by Shirley Jackson. The narrative revolves around death penalty and terrible traditions and describes how our society is structured in different ways depending on which part of the world we live in. Further, The Sneetches by Dr. Seuss concerns discrimination in the past and now and is highly relevant in today’s society. The participant mentions tolerance, diversity, compromise, discrimination and acceptance as important topics in the text. Further he argues that equality, empathy and critical thinking are connected to democracy and citizenship. Moreover, Lewis Carrol’s The Walrus and the Carpenter explores themes such as trust, power imbalance and exploitation of minorities.

Roald Dahl’s text Charlie and the chocolate factory reveals differences in social structures as the participant states that his pupils discussed how “some people had lots of money and resources while others had none”. In that way the text was a good starting point for discussing differences in society. In addition, the book deals with topics such as participation in a community, ethical consideration, leadership, equality and fairness. All these topics are significant in terms of the interdisciplinary matter of democracy and citizenship. Another text selected was the picture book Malala’s Magic Pencil by Malala Yousafzai. This text deals with women’s right to education, different cultures and in that sense intercultural competence. The picture books can create an awareness of inequality in terms of education, as the book facilitates for empathy and can make pupils reflect on other cultures, and compare with their own specific culture.

Many of the quotes from the participants’ reports are in line with Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed where he claims that social structures give the oppressed disadvantages in terms of minority issues.

3.4. Theme 4: Diversity

One participant selected Heartstopper 1 by Alice Oseman, a graphic novel with an overall LGBTQ+-theme, and this is a citation from her report: “It gave a great opportunity for the students to reflect upon other peoples’ lives and perspective, and to talk about diversity not only in our society, but also in literature”. Interestingly, the participant writes in her report “Negative comments sparked discussions about prejudice and exclusion, highlighting how careless remarks can unintentionally harm others”. This quote indicates that the literary text chosen sets off discussions in the classroom, which is important to raise awareness, and the classroom can act as a ‘safe space’ to discuss prejudice and exclusion. In addition, the participant adds that the topic will be dealt with in other subjects such as social studies and religion, to facilitate for cross-curricular work, which is also stressed as an element in the curriculum. In connection with Heartstopper 1, it is stated in the report that “there was a divided response” and “negative comments” which could imply that there was disagreement about the issue of sexual and gender minorities. Here we see disagreement described and is in line with the “community of disagreement” (Hoff 2014; Iversen, 2014) and the fact that we need contesting values to move forward in the learning process to raise awareness of values, attitudes and prejudice in the classroom and among students. Moreover, this relates to the socio-cultural process of approaching literature (Aase 2005), to deal with difficult topics and opposing ideas in a constructive manner, and there are opportunities for pupils to take part in a community of disagreement.

Even though many participants mention diversity in their reports, only one brings up disputes taken place in the classroom. This could be because of an emphasis on egalitarianism and exceptionalism in Norway and the Nordic countries (Conolly et al, 2025, p. 2) in which the idea of imagined sameness (Gullestad, 2002), an out-of-date idea that Nordic countries are looked upon as homogenously white ‘natural’ entities, rather than increasingly diverse, multicultural states built on the territories of different people. In this narrative differences are downplayed and individuals who are too different are ignored or excluded from the narrative (Svendsen, 2014). This could be the reason why only one out of nineteen participants mention disagreement and conflicts of opinion in the report.

Freire (2008) argues that students should be exposed to challenges, and they should be obliged to respond to that challenge, with could lead to new understanding about themselves and the world and again see that the challenges are part of a larger context, and the outcome can be an increasingly critical perspective for the students.

Another participant in this project decided to work with the graphic novel New Kid by Jerry Craft. In her reasons for choosing the text in line with the topic of democracy and citizenship she states the following: “The book explores many important themes, such as intercultural understanding, friendship, fitting in, race, class, and unwritten social rules. For these reasons, I believed it was a good choice for working with the interdisciplinary theme of democracy and citizenship.” The book deals with race and class, and this can be a way of working with diversity in the classroom.

4. Conclusions

In the previous chapter the literary texts selected by the participants have been analysed, with reference to the curriculum and theory. We have been exposed to the rationale behind the teachers’ choices and their understanding of the interdisciplinary topic of democracy and citizenship. Consequently, we have seen that teachers in Norwegian schools approach the topic somewhat differently. Some adhere to the general part of the curriculum, in which the focus is on critical thinking, whereas others emphasise the English subject curriculum, which has another focus, namely intercultural competence. The majority of the participants refer to intercultural competence, which aligns with theory and the English foreign classroom as a valued place for working with prejudice, values and attitudes. Interestingly, only one of the participants in this study mentioned the opposing views and disagreements in the classroom when working with a specific text. This is significant, as the curriculum states that students should learn to deal with conflicts of opinion and respect disagreement. More research on this area could support or contest the findings in this article. A question could be if there needs to be more elements of the core curriculum in the English subject. Further, there could be that it is necessary to change the emphasis on agreement and harmony to reach the goals of intercultural communicative competence.
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