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Agenda

Background and introductory exercise: Presentation of the 

Concitizen project and interactive exercises along the way. 

Coffee/tea break

Practical cases and didactic designs: How can we teach 

controversial issues and contested narratives? 



Project ConCitizen: Key 
question

How do we teach controversial 

issues particularly related to 

contested narratives in post-

conflict and diverse societies?

Target group:
• lecturers at teacher education
• student teachers in history, social 

science and religious education.

• Teachers in schools



Key aims by teaching contested narratives and 
controversial issues…

… strengthen students’ democratic competences and develop citizenship education

… develop new pedagogical models to qualify reflection and promote lecturers and student 

teachers to integrate contested narratives and controversial issues in their teaching

… produce an open access textbook to combine theory and pedagogy to strengthen the 
ability to facilitate inclusion, dialogue, and mutual understanding in the classroom when 
topics are controversial, contested, and sensible
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eTwinning: What is the benefit 
of including virtual exchange 
when teaching CI and CN?

➢ A meeting despite geographical distance

➢ The controversial issues reveals what is at stake in a specific 

context. 

➢ Multi-perspectivity and perspective shift.

➢ Hermeneutics – students become aware of their own 

prejudices and preconceptions.

Project ConCitizen has elaborated two formats for virtual 

exchanges for classes



Example 1: Share a picture of a controversial object, place, or monument
Example 2: Case-based: Share a controversial issue from your own context

B
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R
E Preparation educator: 

Tutorials, podcast, 
suggested literature

Student’s preparation:
Tutorials, literature, select a 
controversial case or a 
picture of an object etc.

Teaching at home 
institution: Elaborate key 
concepts and 
perspectives on CI. Rules 
for the dialogue. 
Students present and 
discuss their cases/pictures 
in groups and prepare for 
virtual exchange. 
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Virtual exchange (1-1½ 
hours)

Presentation of the 
institutions’  contexts CI 
and the  agenda.

Icebreaker in breakout 
rooms + students 
share their 
objects/cases. Sum up in 
plenum.

If time: Introduce 
pedagogical approaches.

Reflection In break-out 
rooms on how to apply 
these approaches to the CI.

A
F

T
E

R Sum up/reflection in 
home institution:

on challenges, the impact 
of context, 
the communication, 
new pedagogical 
perspectives on teaching 
controversial issues and 
how to apply these to the 
topics – and in the 
classroom.

Evaluation of the virtual 
exchange format



A very short history – Danish democracy

- Absolute monarcy from 1660-1848

First step: Denmark had its first constitution in 1849. (15%)

-Second step..1915 – women, poor, servants, and punished 

were permitted to vote. 

- Democracy came under pressure  during II World War.  

- Denmark was occupied by Germain forces who took over the 

government 1943.

- After the war - never again: How to prevent war/fascism ? 

How to strengthen democracy? 



After world war II: New start is needed

• The essens of democracy is conversation 
and dialogue.

• Democracy is first and foremost a way of 
life were conversation is in the middle of it 
and viewpoints are presentet.

• It is crusial to be opben, to listen, to 
understand, to learn.

• Compromises is bringing people together 
crosswise of different points of views

• Democracy is maximum of liberty and self 
government.

• Its primarily a formal legal system with 
methods and procedures for obtaining 
democratic infuence in according with the 
principle og majority vote.

• Folketing – represent the people

• Respect for law and order

H A L  K O C H  T H E O L O G I A N ,  ( 1 9 0 4 - 1 9 6 3 ) A L F  R O S S  L O Y E R ,  ( 1 8 9 9 - 1 9 7 9 )

Both ideas have had impact on our public school (Folkeskolen)



The Classroom as a community of disagreement

Democracy is no longer something young people can take for 

granted — they observe cracks appearing in European 

democracies.

The consensus seeking classroom might not prepare the 

students for living in a democracy today. 

The classroom as a community of disagreement includes 

multiple perspectives, critical thinking and the aim of 

understanding other positions” (Iversen 2014).   

Definition:

A community of 

disagreement is a group 

of people with different 

opinions who find 

themselves engaged in 

a common process in 

order to solve shared 

problems or challenges. 

(Iversen 2019, p. 17)



Safe space

Brave space

Brief 
moments of 
discomfort

”it is not possible to make a 
classroom entirely safe, only 
more safe” (Jackson 2014, 49).

In a brave space, one dares to 
engage in dialogue, even 
knowing that you may be 
contradicted, affected, and 
disturbed by what others say 
and believe.



• Acknowledge that some discomfort is inevitable when discussing issues like 

racism, gender, etc., and that discomfort may be necessary (Zembylas and Kambani

2012).

• Emphasize the need for both teachers and students to step out of their 

‘comfort zone’.

• Acknowledge and recognize that it can cause discomfort when questions are 

asked to what you think is obvious and normal.

Pedagogy of discomfort



When is a topic 
controversial?

H AV E  A  TA L K  

2  O G 2  

2  M I N U T E S



Definitions

Contested Narratives (CN) - Different collective 
interpretations of events, figures or texts that 
create conflicting perceptions and feelings 
about the past, present and future

Controversial issues (CI) - Issues of public 
importance that generate conflicting views and 
evoke strong emotions that may result in 
(outward) reactions or avoidance



Examples of controversial issues from Danish students

Gender identity Freedom of speech - freedom of 

belief/non-discrimination

Wolwes – to be shot or protected?



Examples of CI and CN from 
your context

Upload a picture that 

illustrates a controversial 

issue or one that includes 

contested narratives from 

your national or local 

context. Please include a 

brief explanation below the 

picture.

Padlet

https://padlet.com/w7sb0xv873/illustration-of-a-controversial-issue-or-contested-narrative-fhb7g6opwures1ne


Have a talk 
with your 
colleagues

Please present the picture or case you 

just uploaded to your colleagues at the 

table.

What makes it controversial?

How would you describe the challenges 

it presents in a classroom setting?



Context matters

T I M E P L A C E

• Global

• National

• Local

• School

• Class

Copenhagen ZOO 1900.





How can we address controversial issues in a school setting?



Categories of 
knowledge Collective memmory

Cultural commmunities
Religious communities
News - communication

Social 
memmory 
Family, 
Friends
    - belonging 
- -affective

Akademic Knowledge
School/education
Scientific aproach
- research and learning
Akademia – challenge
Affective understandings

… 



Dealing with contested and conflicting narratives

The students in a class have different experiences, opinions and beliefs 

and are familiar with different discourses.

How can a teacher create a class community across differences and 

conflicting narratives?

1) Harmonize the conflicting narratives?

2) Present one narrative as the truth and the other as wrong or false?

3) Present conflicting narratives as representations of different discourses 

(different world views and perspectives)?



The Israel/Palestine conflict – An example of how religious 
education and history can address contested narratives
Religion

The Jewish narrative: Jerusalem is the location of 
the Temple, from where Yahweh is said to have 
chosen His people. King David made the city the 
capital of the Jewish kingdom, and his son 
Solomon built the first temple there.

The Christian narrative: Jerusalem is the site of 
many important events in the life of Jesus (such as 
his death and resurrection). The Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre and the Temple Mount are significant to 
Christian pilgrims.

The Muslim narrative: Jerusalem (Al-Quds) is the 
third holiest site after Mecca and Medina. The 
Temple Mount (Haram al-Sharif) is believed to be 
the place from which the Prophet Muhammad 
ascended to heaven.

History 

Two conflicting major narratives of the right to the 
land.

Both have 1948 as an important turning factor in 
their history

The Israelian Jewish narrative: the events in 1948 is 
understood as of comming home to their land. 
Harmoni was established.

The Palestinian narrative: the events in 1948 is 
understood as ”al-Nakba” - the disarster. 
Disharminy was established

- Use of history: Focus on how identity and culture 
is created through history

- As also their world view 



Identification of the contested narratives

Have a talk around the table – what of the following strategies will you choose, if any?

1) Harmonize the conflicting narratives?

2) Present one narrative as the truth and the other as wrong or false?

3) Present conflicting narratives as representations of different discourses 

(different world views and perspectives)?



LEGO minifigures: Build the teacher position you find most appropriate 
to adopt if something controversial suddenly arises in the classroom or you want 
to include contested narratives in your teaching?



TEACHER STANCES

The teacher avoids - "well, I guess we should move on 
now…"

The teacher seeks consensus - "Well, then we all can  
agree on..."

The teacher is playing "devil's advocate" - "what if..."

The teacher is a co-investigator of multiperspectivity.

The teacher keeps the truth open and increases 
diversity - "there are no right answers."

The teacher is neutral

Which teacher 

position(s) is/are 

applicable in the 

examples you have 

uploaded (or fits with 

the LEGO minifigures 

you just built? How can 

students learn about and 

from democracy through 

the teacher's position?



Deliberation: Ask questions and engage in 
constructive dialogues

❖Ask questions about the matter to 

gain a better understanding of it.

❖Ask questions to your dialogue 

partners to gain a better 

understanding of their 

perspectives.

Rules for dialogue in the classroom: 

❖ Criticize the opinion, not the 
person. 

❖ Ask questions and listen instead 
of speculating about motives. 

❖ Say I and not you



Build a Flip Flap 
- Chatter box



What can be said to 
downsize a conflict?

How do you show in a 
conversation that you are 
sincere curious?

Disagreement

5
Ccuriosity

6

What can provoke you in a 
conversation with another 
person?
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Do you have an example of 
how you build bridges to 
people you disagree with?

Bridge Building
9



GAME GUIDE

1. Keep the flip-flap closed so that you only see the four large, colored 

fields.

2. Ask your partner to choose a color.

3. Now flip-flap as many times as the number of letters in the color.

4. Then ask your partner to choose one of the visible words inside the 

flip-flap.

5. Flip-flap again – corresponding to the number under the word.

6. Now ask your partner to choose a word - for the last time.

7. Lift the flap - and ask the question under the chosen word. If there is 

time, you both answer the question.

8. When the bell rings, you find a new partner and start over.

DIALOGUE FLIP-FLAP
This model of the 

chatterbox is designed to 

help establish a good 

dialogue. 

Use the links below to see 

other models we have 

created in the Playful 

Learning project in DK. 

The first link is to the 
emphty chatterbox:

web-flipflap-empty-
english.pdf

FlipFlap – et didaktisk 
værktøj - KP viden

Link to the national P+L 
program:

Playful Learning - Playful 
Learning

https://vor.kp.dk/wp-content/uploads/sites/42/2023/03/web-flipflap-empty-english.pdf
https://vor.kp.dk/wp-content/uploads/sites/42/2023/03/web-flipflap-empty-english.pdf
https://vor.kp.dk/playwheel/flipflap-et-didaktisk-vaerktoej/
https://vor.kp.dk/playwheel/flipflap-et-didaktisk-vaerktoej/
https://playful-learning.dk/en/
https://playful-learning.dk/en/


Deliberation: Democracy - values

❖ Freedom

❖Equality

❖Democracy

❖Respect for Human Rights

❖Rule of law
❖ It is an token in democracy that you not only speak your 

own interest but also have understanding and interest for 

othe peoples iand communities. 

Citat: 

”It is the conversation (Dialogue) 
and the mutual understanding and 
respect - that is the spirit of 
democracy.”

Hal Koch,: what is Democracy, 1945



How can we 
support pupils
to have good 
dialogues about
conflicting and 
difficult issues?



The art of walking in shooes – your own shooes and the shooes of another 
person

In a group of 3 you chooses a 
controversial issue with contested 
narrative. 

One of you in the group volunteer to 
take the walk and to explore ones 
own position – round 1. Round 2 
the same person tries to walk in 
the shoos of a person wit a 
contested narrative. 

Two other group members is helping 
the “Walking person” to keep 
strictly to the questions 

Second walk: Same student walk the 
route with focus on the other part. 



2. The art of walking in shooes – 
your own shooes and the shooes of 
another person

1.Facts: What actually happened – seen from my perspective? 

What happens seen from the other parts perspective?

2. Interpretation: What do I think about what happened? How do I 

think the other part understand the situation?

3. Emotions: How does the situation affect me? What do I feel? 

What emotions do I think the other part has got?

4 Needs and values: What do I need? What is important to me? 

What do I think the other part needs?

5. Action: what can I do to meet the important needs? What impact 

does it have on me/us to have walked in the shoes of the other 

part?



Links to e-twinning site and website with tutorials and 
podcasts from ConCitizen:

Links

Project ConCitizen Website https://www.kp.dk/en/concitizen/ Introduction and teaching ressources.

Project ConCitizen on eTwinning Access to teaching ressources on Twinspace Pages.

Tutorials:

• Halldis Breidlid, OsloMet on Contested Narratives: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GFl7N8GEpSE

• Lakshmi Sigurdsson, University College Copenhagen KP on Controversial Issues: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Txcp9vmiCU

• Lesley Emmerson, Queen’s University Belfast on The Benefits and Rationale for Teaching Contested Narratives and Controversial Issues: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZxkSIAR_1U0

Podcast:

• In this podcast, hosted by Professor Tony Gallagher of Queen’s University Belfast, educational experts from the ConCitizen project discuss dealing with controversial 
issues in their respective societies.

• Spotify: https://open.spotify.com/show/5u7MHsuyiZm72j1KTRKtiG?si=30a88868d2394d17 Apple podcasts: https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/queens-university-
belfast-how-teachers-from-different/id1677311132

Article

Kathrin Kello (PDF) Sensitive and Controversial Issues in the Classroom: Teaching History in a Divided Society (researchgate.net)

https://www.kp.dk/en/concitizen/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GFl7N8GEpSE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Txcp9vmiCU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZxkSIAR_1U0
https://open.spotify.com/show/5u7MHsuyiZm72j1KTRKtiG?si=30a88868d2394d17
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/queens-university-belfast-how-teachers-from-different/id1677311132
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/queens-university-belfast-how-teachers-from-different/id1677311132
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275553045_Sensitive_and_Controversial_Issues_in_the_Classroom_Teaching_History_in_a_Divided_Society
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