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Birgit Weber

Testing and Diagnosing Social Science Literacy

A year ago the Journal of Social Science Education 4/2010 invites to debate the foundation of social science lit-
eracy. What are the competences, and ‘what are’ the contents, and individual needs to understand the re-
lations, systems and orders of society, economy and politics? What helps to make autonomously found 
decisions and responsible judgements in individual and social life? What kind of abilities are needed for auton-
omous action within ones own life in order to participate within the given frames of society, economy and 
politics, in shaping them or in creating new rules. Search and discussion of the relevant concepts and compet-
ences in the domain of social science education are going on. Nevertheless the research on testing and diagnos-
ing social science literacy is carried as well – despite the absence of a consensus on content.

Aiming at establishing a content consensus brings 
about controversial and vivid debates. On the one 
hand a minimum of agreed standards is the foun-
dation of professionalism and relevance of a subject. 
On the other hand a domain based on controversial is-
sues, on autonomous decisions for creating ones own 
life, on judgement of societal problems and respon-
sible solutions, could fail in its own aims if it used in-
struments unsuitable to diagnose and test these core 
abilities.

Testing and diagnosing social science literacy is al-
so facing the problem that the subject social science li-
teracy is characterised by high variety. In many 
European Countries, secondary schools do not have an 
obligatory subject in this domain like, for instance, so-
cial sciences or social studies. In Germany, we face a 
variety of subjects like politics or economics, poli-
tics-economics, social science education, society edu-
cation – sometimes also combined with history or 
geography. Against this manifold background, it is not 
only difficult to design tests for carefully constructed 
international comparison. But we have also to take in-
to account that the social background as well as intern-
al beliefs and attitudes influence the under standing of 
social phenomena, problems and possible solutions.

Despite missing common concepts and competen-
ces and despite of the structural, domain specific pro-
blems, in the era of Educational Olympic Games the 
requirements of testing and diagnosing political lite-
racy or economical literacy are still increasing. Thus, 
the domain of Social Science is faced with a curious 
dilemma. By taking part in the games, the external re-
levance of the domain would be boosted while its ve-
ry ‘specific’ characteristics and principles would be 
weakened. By not joining in the game, the social 
science domain would give away relevance and re-
sources to other subjects. Therefore, the journal’s se-
cond issue on social science literacy is both focussing 
on more concrete attempts of diagnosing and testing 
and taking a critical stance on comparative testing. 
Furthermore, it is discussing criteria and methods 
which may be appropriate for diagnosing and testing 
in this specific domain whose competences currently 
seem to be not testable. But despite all criticism of 

educational Olympics and the culture of teaching to 
the test, it is beyond every doubt that a diagnosing of 
learning conditions and of the results of learning are 
necessary in order to develop students’ concepts and 
competences.

The first two contributions remind us to be careful 
about testing. Before we look at results, models and 
methods for testing social science literacy Bettina Zur-
strassen gives us a critical warning concerning the 
construction of competitive quantitative research. 
That we also need a look on the significance of lear-
ning KimMarie McGoldrick and Janice L. Peterson re-
commend us at the case of the financial crisis. The 
contribution of Carolin Kölzer analyses the influence 
of the understanding of a very common concept de-
pendent on the social background. A new framework 
for testing economic competences is introduced by 
Klaas Macha and Michael Schuhen combining different 
concepts of didactics in order to overcome present 
shortcomings. While a lot of questions on testing and 
diagnosing the judgment of controversial issues, in-
ternal beliefs and attitudes in the social sciences rem-
ain open, Felix Fenske, Andreas Lutter and Andreas Klee 
offer concept cartoons as an instrument to gain infor-
mation about the mental conceptions and the indivi-
dual political judgement strategies. Andrea Szukala 
shows how metaphor analysis could help to discover 
deep beliefs about teaching and learning in social 
science education. 

From a critical perspective on current competitive 
quantitative research in the field of citizenship educa-
tion, Bettina Zurstrassen sensitises for relevant test 
problems. Against the background of the particula-
rism within 38 EU Countries and a missing proficiency 
model in citizenship education, Bettina Zurstrassen 
analyses the difficulties of testing judgement compe-
tence with quantitative methods. With impressive 
examples and results of studies she shows that tests 
tend to oversimplify, if they ignore that different va-
lues and affective concerns, the use of terminology de-
pending on the scientific background and differences 
in political culture, social structure and approaches of 
education influence the judgements. This paper 
shows how much tests are dependent on the individu-
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al solutions of the respective test designer. Thus, Betti-
na Zurstrassen issues are a warning of ill-considered 
handling of research results, particularly because they 
could be instrumented for scandalising. A lot of work 
has to be done before an adequate measurement of ci-
tizenship competence can take place.

Apart from discussing possibilities, chances and 
risks of diagnosing and testing, it may be useful to re-
mind of the main aim of social science education. 
KimMarie Goldrick and Janice Peterson take a criti-
cal stance toward a narrow search for concepts only 
within a single scientific discipline. For them, tradi-
tional economic approaches fall short to develop 
deep learning, because they focus too much on foun-
dational knowledge and ignore the real world context 
and the human dimension. They discover an interes-
ting gap: Although the general interest in economics 
rises, models of traditional economics fall short of 
grasping dynamics and instability, leaving students 
alone with their attempts to understand what is ac-
tually happening with the crisis. In order to ensure si-
gnificant learning, the authors are demanding tools 
which help students to think critically about the 
world they live in and to commit themselves to im-
prove it. With interesting examples they show how 
economic learning could be combined with a human 
dimension, using service learning and blending eco-
nomic and civic education. This experience should be 
related to scientific results in order to get a deeper 
understanding of the limitations of economic theory 
and to motivate to search for alternative concepts of 
dynamics and complexity. Context-bound committed 
learning offers students a chance to confront them-
selves with their own misconceptions instead of per-
petuating them. 

Carolin Kölzer investigates work, labour and 
unemployment as important concepts of social 
science according to the social background of a spe-
cial group of students. She interviewed 24 students of 
the German Hauptschule (“Hauptschüler”), half by 
half boys and girls as well as half by half those with 
and without migration background. Illustrating em-
pirical tendencies by diagnosing the pupils’ concepts 
of work she concludes, “if school education fails to ex-
tend and to differentiate these conceptions (…) Haupt-
schüler will enter the labour market with a mainly 
fordistic-orientated, rather one-dimensional, negative, in-
stitutionally and socially generated view on work” and 
they will be “not in line with job requirements with a 
higher flexibility and subjectivization”, so they are 
“even more lowly-qualified, a disadvantage which leads 
to displacement”. Therefore, further research is neces-
sary to find out how social science education can dif-
ferentiate student conceptions, deeply rooted in their 
every-day world, within the institutional frame of “a 
type of school that is founded to be a mechanism of social 
reproduction.” 

In order to get a broader understanding of stu-
dents’ competence Klaas Macha and Michael Schu -
hen offer a multidimensional framework to diagnose 
economic literacy as the “application of economic con-
cepts or knowledge in situations relevant to a person’s 
life”. Based on the results of psychologist competence 
research and economic education they found eight di-
mensions to construct a framework measuring com-
petences. This framework is used to analyse empiric 
studies – and shows that the existing tests either fail 
in measuring competences or do not give economic 
literacy enough weight. These desiderata in mind, 
they enrich their framework with those abilities and 
define a new definition of economic competency as 
“the ability in verbally and mathematically orientated 
situations, roles and contexts to (1) recognise economic 
questions, (2) describe economic phenomena and arrive 
at economic conclusions, (3) apply economic knowledge 
in different situative actions, (4) occupy oneself with 
economic thoughts and ideas and deal with them in a 
way that is adequate to all current and future tasks of 
one’s life as a constructive, dedicated and reflective 
citizen”. Accordingly, they put their dimensions in 
concrete terms like content, requirement, aspects of 
action, problem solving, situations, roles, task design 
and motivation/volition.

As Bettina Zurstrassen has shown, testing political 
judgement in quantitative research induces problems, 
Felix Fenske, Andreas Klee and Andreas Lutter 
 offer concept cartoons as a qualitative method of re-
search on mental conceptions and individual political 
judgement strategies. They work out the contradic-
tion between stable individual concepts and scientific 
knowledge which is not used in “rational, reasonable 
decision-making processes”. Concept cartoons, starting 
with everyday life and other existing concepts, are 
used as instruments to create dissonances by offering 
different statements of specific scientific ideas and 
controversial values related to personal experience, in 
order to close the mentioned gap between student 
and scientific perspectives. The example of a “party 
ban” shows the potential to start the classroom dis-
cussion and to identify the various judgement strate-
gies. Analysing three different groups of learners they 
found that pupils discuss rather close to the respec-
tive situational content, the thematic statements of 
the actors as well as to the underlying political con-
troversy. The results encourage using concept car-
toons not only as a tool for starting the learning 
process, but also as a diagnostic tool.

Although the important role of epistemological be-
liefs influencing the learning of students is a long dis-
cussed topic in education sciences, the discussion 
within the subject didactics of social science edu -
cation is still at its starting point. The research of 
 Andrea Szukala enters this “terra incognita”. She 
wants to know how the epistemological beliefs of so-
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cial science interfere with the concepts of teaching. Re-
ferring to the discussion in psychology about beliefs, 
she asks for the domain of social sciences how the 
epistemological beliefs of its teachers could actually 
be analysed, taking into account the very broad defini-
tion of the domain and its characteristic uncertainty 
and controversy. How can the certain domain specific 
epistemological beliefs be connected to beliefs about 
teaching and learning the school subject? How are the 
prevailing beliefs influencing teachers’ cognitions and 
behaviours? Facing the problem that the popular psy-
chological test does not differentiate between domain 
specific beliefs and the problem that students use the 
terms and definitions taught with different mea-
ning(s), she is looking for an instrument allowing a dif-
ferentiated diagnosis of the deeper understanding. 
Metaphor analyses seem to be appropriate for making 
aware of implicit beliefs and tacit knowledge giving 
support in understanding abstract and unstructured 
concepts in concrete terms. The paper presents first re-
sults of two cases, proving the power of metaphor 
analysis to illuminate beliefs and attitudes which 
usually remain undetected. The case study shows first 
results about the different character and change of 
epistemological beliefs about science and teaching.

Although Irena Zaleskene wants to show the si-
tuation of Citizenship Education in transforming Li-
thuania in her country report, she gives also answers 
to our questions. Forcing the change of society by 
globalization she asks for concepts and competences 
of citizenship education in a transforming society as 
well. This is much more a crucial point, when the rela-
tionship between individuals and society are chan-
ging dynamically and education plays an important 
role for social cohesion or social exclusion. Zaleskene 
requires a positive citizenship to manage one’s own li-
fe in society, much more, when the constitution en-
sures equal rights for all, but the state is not able to 
provide all of the needs of everyone. Viewing literatu-
re and empiric studies Irena Zaleskene describes citi-
zen competencies, and also necessary concepts 
within political, social, economic and cultural dimen-
sions, cognitive and ethical competences as well as 
capacities for actions. As positive socialization affords 
political, value, identity and social competence Zales-
kene recommends – like McGoldrick/Peterson – ser-
vice learning as a chance to deal with important 
issues of society. This should encourage participation 
needs and consumer citizenship fostering daily life 
skills as well as responsibility for society.
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nationally comparative political education study in existence.
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Introduction
At the latest since the PISA study, the international 
comparability of educational system performance is 
called for. Little discussion takes place on the research 
problems occurring in the course of internationally 
comparative educational systems in the social socie-
tal teaching subjects.

It is true that the initial, if only tentative, steps ha-
ve been taken for several years towards (international) 
comparative quantitative education research in the 
field of civic and citizen education. Research, howe-
ver, finds itself confronted with methodical, scienti-
fic-theoretic and test-ethical problems, whose range 
has until now only been discussed “superficially” (cf. 
Hahn 2010, Schulz 2009, 115).

These problem areas are to be outlined in this pa-
per. The focus will be on quantitatively comparative 
education studies. Essentially the analysis consists of 
an examination of the ICCS Study (International Civic 
and Citizenship Education Study) of the biggest inter-
nationally comparative political education study in 
existence.

Four aspects are thereby of central significance:
1. The problem of particularism in civic and citizen-

ship education.
2. There is no existing educational-theoretic and em-

pirically verified model of proficiency, suitable in-
ternationally for making deductions.

2.1. The dilemma of domain-specific diagnostics.
3. Scientific-theoretical problems of interdisciplinary-

oriented civic and citizenship education research.
4. Test ethics for quantitative education studies in 

the field of civic and citizenship education.
Regarding the statistically methodical debate being 
held in comparative social research and comparative 
psychology, I shall only treat this in the paper in a 
cursory manner.

1. The Problem of Particularism in Civic 
and Citizenship Education

In civic and citizenship education considerable par-
ticularism exists. The subject structure, the curricula 
and the concepts for civic and citizenship education 
vary considerably in individual national and federal 
states. In the Federal Republic of Germany, by reason 
of cultural sovereignty1, we can even consider it a 
patchwork system, since each of the 16 federal states 
has its own curriculum, which partially vary in objec-
tives and choice of content considerably. The problem 
of international particularism in civic and citizenship 
education is extensively thematised in the ICCS study 
and in the Eurydice study2 and empirically reviewed 
(cf. Schulz et al. 2010a; 2010b; Eurydice 2005). The as-
pect of particularism in civic and citizenship education 
is therefore presented only superficially in this article.

1.1. Particular Subject Structure and 
curricular Particularism

Contrary to the teaching subjects of mathematics or 
teaching the country’s language, in many states there 
is no teaching subject distinctly for civic and citizen-
ship education. In the 38 countries that took part in 
the ICCS (International Civic and Citizenship Edu-
cation Study), for instance, there are three organiz-
ational forms at the curricular level for lower 
secondary education: 1. Civic and citizenship edu-
cation as a specific, stand-alone subject (either com-
pulsory or optional). 2. Civic and citizenship 
education integrated into other subjects. 3. Civic and 
citizenship education as a cross-curricular theme” (cf. 
Schulz et al. 2010 a, 22). Many countries use two or 
three of these curricular approaches simultaneously. 
In 18 of the 38 participating countries, there is no 
stand-alone subject known as ‘Civic Education’ (ibid., 
23). This particularisation is further differentiated due 
to the wide thematic distribution in the national syl-
labuses and the fact that in those states which have 
their own teaching subject for civic education, the 

1  Because of the negative experience in Nazi Germany, education 
and cultural policy is subject to regulation by the individual 
federal states. This means to avoid enforced conformity of the 
education system

2 The position “civic education” in the member states was exam-
ined in the Eurydice Study by order of the European Union.
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subject is often not taught in all class grades (cf. ibid; 
Eurydice 2005, 20 a). The test contents of the ICCS 
study are therefore often not coextensive with the 
contents actually taught. The deficient curricular 
validity warns us to be careful when deriving judge-
ments from the study to apply them to the teaching 
quality. In order to enhance the curricular validity, 
the ICCS research group developed regional modules 
for the survey in 2008/09 (cf. Schulz et al. 2010, 15).

1.2 Competing Programmatic Subject 
 Concepts?

The ICCS study differentiates between two subject-
didactical, conceptual approaches which are de-
scribed as follows: “Civic education focuses on 
knowledge and understanding of formal institutions 
and processes of civic life (such as voting in elec-
tions)” (cf. Schulz et al. 2010 a, 14). Conversely, the 
concept of citizenship education focuses on “knowl-
edge and understanding and on opportunities for 
participation and engagement in both civic and so-
ciety” (ibid.). This differentiation is superficial. The 
theoretical concepts and debates about Civic Edu-
cation, Citizenship Education, Political Education and 
Democratic Education vary internationally. Sup-
porters of civic education will complain that the prac-
tice of political active skills is not a stand-alone 
characteristic of citizenship education. No empirically 
valid data are available which permit serious state-
ments of how far the various conceptional notions af-
fect the specific lesson and learning success of the 
students. Due to the limited page number the debate 
will not be reintroduced (Georgi, 2008; May 2008). 
The debate is chiefly concerned with educational and 
research-political questions of authority, since re-
search funding, personnel resources and definition re-
sponsibility are involved in the denomination of 
professorship appointments.

2. No Education-Theoretical and 
Empirically Proven, Internationally 
Adaptable Proficiency Model

The circumstances described above complicate the 
development of an internationally adaptable edu-
cation test. They are complicate above all because no 
internationally adaptable education-theoretically 
founded and empirically proven proficiency model 
for civic and citizenship education is available (cf. 
Himmelmann 2005).
If we look at the test item for the ICCS Study 2009 
(Schulz et al. 2010 b), we see a melange of topic com-
plexes which are questioned. There is, however, no 
subject-didactical and education-theoretical foun-
dation for the knowledge test. It is not clear on which 
proficiency model the knowledge test of the ICCS 
study is based. A proficiency model giving education-
theoretical accountability for which skills and special 

knowledge the student should possess in order to be-
come politically and socially capable of action is not 
available for the research group. Not even specialised 
didactic categories for the choice of test items are de-
fined. Instead we have the choice based on special-
ised categories: „Civic society and systems“, “civic 
principles”, “civic participation”, “civic identities” 
(ibdi., 60). The research group of the ICCS study de-
fines three proficiency levels (ibdi. 61); their empirical 
discrimination and verification, however, remain un-
clear. The result is that the entire knowledge test 
floats in a vacuum, above all since the educational rel-
evance of the test item is unclear. To be fair, however, 
it must be emphasised that the domain-specific diag-
nostic is still in the beginning stages. Based on the 
present status of research, central target setting for 
civic and citizenship education by means of quanti-
tative test procedures cannot be empirically realised, 
if indeed they can be adopted at all for quantitative 
studies. This is exemplified below, demonstrated by 
the example “political judgement capability”.

2.1 The Dilemma of Domain Specific 
Diagnostics 

In the course of the ISSC study, 63,000 teachers from 
38 states taking part were asked “how they con-
ceptualized civic and citizenship education, what 
they saw as objectives, and how this subject area was 
being delivered in their school” (cf. Schulz et al. 
2010a, 3, 64). From 10 given categories of “civic and 
citizenship education study” they were required to se-
lect the three most important ones. One of these cat-
egories was “promoting students’ critical and 
independent thinking”, which was defined by teach-
ers from Cyprus, Finland, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithua-
nia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden as most important aim 
(ibid. 68). This item represents the proficiency field 
“political judgement capability” for civic and citizen-
ship education also in Germany.

This article utilises the following definition of the 
term ‘political judgement’: Political judgements are 
based on expertise. This distinguishes them from pre-
judices and anticipatory judgements. They are deve-
loped in a process of consideration and are justifiable; 
categories of value rationality and purposive rationali-
ty are enlisted in the process. They can be elaborated 
through dialogue. Makers of judgements are aware of 
the perspective nature of their own positions. Politi-
cal judgements must be accessible to reflection (cf. 
Berliner 2009; Massing 2006, 157; Weinbrenner 1997, 
75 ff; Harwood, Hahn 1990). The emphasis of presen-
tation is upon the problems that arise in quantitative 
methods for the measurement of judgement compe-
tence within the framework of achievement tests. 
Because teaching subjects in the social sciences are 
among the interpretive subjects, the domain-specific 
diagnostic approach works chiefly with qualitative 
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methods in empirical social research. Given the com-
plex structure of the process whereby political judge-
ments are formed, some experts of teaching 
methodologies take a sceptical view of approaches 
that attempt to identify political judgement compe-
tence on the basis of diagnostic testing. Weinbrenner 
points to the model and variable formation required 
if the process of judgement formation is to be discus-
sable at all from a research point of view (cf. Wein-
brenner 1997, 81). Along with theories of 
developmental and cognitive psychology, efforts to 
identify judgement competence must also take the 
structural characteristics of the discipline into ac-
count. In this article, the problem can only be poin-
ted up by way of example: In a test designed to 
identify the structures of political judgements, res-
pondents are asked the following question, for ins-
tance: ‘What could the consequences of more direct 
democracy be?’ Respondents may tick these answer 
categories:
a) Direct democracy can help remedy the overwhel-

ming power of the parties.
b) Direct democracy can reduce disenchantment with 

politics.
c) Direct democracy is cheaper.
d) More democracy can lead to decisions based on 

political mood.
e) The people cannot cope with difficult decisions 

(Massing, Schattschneider 2005, 23).
There are arguments for and against all five answer 
categories. Even answer category ‘c’ can be justified 
in reference to the costs of citizens’ protests, the 
many years consumed by proceedings before ad-
ministrative law courts or the macroeconomic cost of 
increases in acts of violence by political-extremist 
groups as a result of disenchantment with politics. 
Because all of the answer categories are discursive in 
nature, it is unclear just how one should decide which 
criteria should be viewed as companion to a higher 
degree of sophistication of political judgement com-
petence. If the political judgement of a test’s de-
signers were set as the applicable standard, this 
would represent a violation of the requirement that 
empirical quality criteria must be objective. 
The diagnostic identification of political judgement 
competence confronts the didactics of civic and citi-
zenship education with additional problems, which 
for the most part are not limited to quantitative sur-
vey methods:
• There is no appropriate definition of what con-

stitutes a political judgement, and of the char-
acteristics inherent to a political judgement (cf. 
Berliner 2006; Bourke, Geuss 2006; Weinbrenner 
1997, 73 f)

• The process of human development towards the 
formation of judgements and the stages of this de-
velopment are, despite the structuralist-cognitive 

theory of development of Jean Piaget and Kohl-
berg’s stage model of moral development and re-
cent studies in developmental research (Colby, 
Kohlberg 1987; Fend et al. 2009), still inadequately 
explained, both empirically and theoretically.

• Because political judgements are syntheses of 
judgements of fact and judgements of value, they 
cannot be assigned to dichotomous answer cat-
egories such as ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ (see the test 
item shown above).

• Political topics have different degrees of affective 
concern, and this could have an impact on the 
sophistication of the political judgement form. As 
a result, a multiplicity of measurement values is 
required to neutralise this factor of influence 
mathematically.

• There are no clearly defined principles for the con-
struction of political judgements (of the form seen, 
for instance in Latin instruction for the construction 
of the gerund). Test items for reliability review or re-
peat measurements cannot be reproduced merely 
by making slight variations in the items themselves 
(e.g. modifying numerical values).

What We Need to Do
Before the domain enters into quantitative learning 
status research, we need an internationally adaptable, 
educational-theoretically based proficiency model be 
conceptualised by an internationally composed re-
search team. In the second phase, test items and 
diagnostic instruments for checking the proficiency 
model must be developed and tested. Only then, 
based on this, can a test for internationally 
 comparative education studies (learning status inves-
tigation) be constructed and implemented. Im-
plementation of such a procedure could take a long 
time to develop and use up financial resources.

3. Scientific Theoretical Problems of 
Interdisciplinary Civic and Citizenship 
Education Research

The question of how democratic proficiency can be 
acquired and how political judgement and activity 
proficiency develop are of vital significance for demo-
cratic systems. Answers to these questions are being 
sought by various specialised disciplines, for example 
by psychology, educational sciences, political eth-
nology, political philosophy, political science and 
political didactics. They all examine sections of the 
complex research material from their own specific ex-
pertise perspectives. With regard to the research 
fields, there is considerable differentiation, e.g. politi-
cal socialisation research, political attitude research, 
political culture research, research on teaching of a 
specific expertise, research in the teaching profession, 
learning diagnostics as well as curriculum and school 
book research, whereby the list could easily be ex-
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tended. Political education and socialisation research 
is a domain – and here it differs from many other 
teaching subjects – which cannot be classified into 
only one subject discipline. Interdisciplinary cooper-
ation as applied to international research projects is 
almost unavoidable in order to cope with the com-
plexity of the research topic. Furthermore, it must be 
taken into account that test values from inter-
nationally comparative education studies can be dis-
torted, since participants of the test interpret the 
items according to their own culture. The con-
ceptuality, the concepts and the feasibility of inter-
disciplinary research are contentious. In the scientific 
theoretical debate there is, in the meanwhile, an ex-
tensive and long-lasting discussion on the concepts of 
what is multi-, inter- and transdisciplinary (cf. Jantsch 
1970, Heckhausen 1972, Klein 1990; Moran 2002; Mit-
telstraß 2003; Jungert et. al 2010), which cannot be 
comprehensively presented here. Heckhausen dif-
ferentiates in his category system between six grades 
of interdisciplinarity. These range from “indis-
criminate interdisciplinary”, i.e. various teaching sub-
jects are presented “adjacent to each other” up to 
“unifying interdisciplinarity”, whereby a merging of 
theory approaches and methods of different subjects 
takes place in the research process (cf. Heckhausen 
1972, 87-89).

The requirement of “interdisciplinarity” is easier 
said than done. Interdisciplinary research in the field 
of civic and citizenship education is confronted with a 
number of problems which must be reflected in the 
research process. Firstly, a variety of faculty cultures 
exists, e.g. disciplinary discussion cultures, para-
digms, publication strategies (c.f. Surkopp 2010, 14). 
Secondly, in civic and citizenship education, various 
programmatical conceptual approaches exist with re-
gard to content, methods and objectives of the parti-
cular subject (see Chap. 1) and thirdly, various expert 
scientific theories and terminology concepts exist. 
The latter aspect will be considered below.

3.1 Various Scientific Disciplinary 
 Terminology and Theory Concepts

Heckhausen measures the degree of interdisciplin-
arity based on indicators of theoretical integration. 
The problem is illustrated through examples of use of 
terminology and theory concepts. Behind scientific 
specialised terminology there are theory concepts 
which are interpreted differently, e.g. terms for 
politics, terms for democracy, terms for justice, the 
controversy of a narrow or wider term for violence in 
sociology, psychology and education science or the 
term "environmental awareness" (c.f. Rippel 2004, 
16). The “battle of words” is waged within disciplines 
as well as interdisciplinarily.

The use of terminology has an impact on research 
results. The degree of women’s political activation is, 

for example, within the narrow political sense often 
meagre, whereas when a wide political term is ap-
plied it takes on more significance (see Chap. 4). The 
fact that for the subject matter of an examination of-
ten extremely heterogenic data exist is often explai-
ned by the different applications of the terminology 
concepts.

What We Need to Do
The item development for education studies is 
guided in theory as a rule by education studies. In 
order to avoid severe distortion of the test values (see 
chapter 3, 4), terminology and theory concepts in the 
case of interdisciplinary education studies, when opti-
mising the items, must be made known and coor-
dinated. Furthermore the research design, the survey 
method and the individual steps of the research pro-
cess must be made transparent, to provide sequential 
compliance of the research process and its results 
among the personnel.

4. Test Ethics in the Case of Quantitative 
Education Studies in the Field of Civic 
and Citizenship Education

The aspect of test ethics for education studies in civic 
and citizenship education has been little thematised 
until now. In the USA there is, in the meanwhile, a 
wide debate on the research methods used for test 
ethics (cf. www.fairtest.org; Nichols, Berliner 2007; 
McNeil 2001; Sacks 2000; Gipps, Murphy 1994). Test 
ethics in education studies examine to what extent 
those questioned who were from different social 
groups and cultural socialisation have unequal 
chances of success because of the test construction. 
It examines, furthermore, the problems of normative 
overcoming by item formulation and the operational-
isation of answer categories. In this chapter, three as-
pects of test ethics are outlined which possess great 
relevance in quantitative education studies of civic 
and citizenship education: “political culture and test 
ethics”, “social structure and test ethics” and thirdly, 
“political-didactical test ethics”.

4.1 Political Culture and Test Ethics
In comparative social scientific culture research and 
in comparative psychology there is a wide, statistical 
discussion on methods regarding the comparability 
of data expressed in terms of the concept of equival-
ence. Van de Vijver defines the term “equivalence” as 
follows: “Equivalence refers to the question whether 
there is any difference in measurement level of with-
in- and between-group comparisons. If the measure is 
biased against some cultural group, individual dif-
ferences within a cultural population and across cul-
tural populations are not measured at the same scale” 
(1998, 43). Contrary to education research in mathe-
matics, social scientific education research must 
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examine very closely the culturally specific dimension 
of social structures and terminology in order to avoid 
measurement errors. Van der Vijver and Hambleton 
differentiate between three distinct types of bias that 
may affect the validity of tests that have been 
adapted for different cultural contexts:

Construct bias: A measuring tool is made operatio-
nal for a survey group, e.g. the construct “Attitude to-
wards the social state.” Using this measuring tool in a 
different culture can lead to a distortion of data, if the 
construct is defined otherwise in this culture.

Item bias: Distortion of compiled data due to inac-
curate translation. But even in the correct translation 
distortion can arise if, for example, within one culture 
there are different reactions on the answer scale.

 Method bias: In one culture, individuals react sys-
tematically to a survey instrument in a different way 
to those questioned from a different culture (cf. Van 
der Vijver, Hambleton 1999, 89-99).

In the ICCS study, politically cultural differences, 
above all in the context of methodological discussion 
(e.g. translation and re-translation of the question-
naire, national pre-tests) are thematised. Furthermore, 
social structural aspects are touched on which lead to 
unequal chances of success in the education test. A 
discussion with culturally different interpretation pat-
terns of social and political terminology and theory 
constructs does not take place. Furthermore, “culture 
specific” political behaviour patterns such as Carol 
Hahn presents in her study are not thematised. Hahn, 
Professor of Education at Emory University, perfor-
med ethnologically oriented observations of teaching 
in six industrialised countries (Great Britain, the US, 
Germany, Denmark, Netherlands and Australia) 
(Hahn 1999). She verified her observations through 
interviews with pupils and instructors, and through a 
quantitative survey. Hahn describes the classroom 
teaching and the impact it has on the pupils’ patterns 
of political attitudes (ibid. 241). While 76 percent of 
the Danish pupils surveyed expressed a high willin-
gness to discuss politics with other people, this willin-
gness was echoed by only 23 percent of Dutch 
participants in the survey. Hahn attributes the diffe-
rence to civics instruction in Denmark, where a highly 
developed culture of political discussion was cultiva-
ted. In the Netherlands, she observed , where there is 
no self-contained instruction in ‘Citizenship Educa-
tion’, these experiences are missing (ibid. 243; see al-
so Maiello et al. 2003, 393). Her analysis is focused 
upon the culture of instruction. Hahn does not at-
tempt to embed the results of her research in the poli-
tical culture of the individual countries examined. 
This would be required for international comparative 
civic and citizenship educational studies of educatio-
nal achievement. How does political culture affect res-
ponse behaviour if, for instance, a study is to 
formulate political judgements even though in a par-

ticular participant country it is taboo to discuss one’s 
political opinion in a public setting?

4.2 Social Structure and Test Ethics
For many years, there has been a debate in empirical 
methodology about the language style used, which in 
surveys and tests is often middle-class-oriented (cf. 
www.fairtest.org). When taking performance tests, pu-
pils from ‘language-poor’ families or pupils from 
families with a migration background thus must not 
only demonstrate their expertise in the subject but also 
encode the test items in their own language. Conceiv-
ably, some test items will go unanswered for reasons of 
language hurdles – even though the relevant expertise 
exists (cf. Bartnitzky 2008). This problem must also be 
taken into consideration in tests in civic education.

4.2.1 Gender and Test Design
Is there a gender gap in political specialised knowl-
edge? The empirical data status is considerably more 
heterogenic that scientific discourse would have us 
believe, which is aimed at discrimination against 
women. Whereas Wolak and McDevitt in their study 
detect a lower political specialised knowledge among 
young women (2010, 2), girls in the ICCS study in the 
vast majority of the states involved (31) on average 
achieved considerably higher test values than young 
men (cf. Schulz et al. 2010a, 39-40). The long term 
comparison of the ICCS study (including the CIVIC 
study) indicates that the female respondents in the 
surveys of 1971 and 1999 came off even worse than 
the male respondents, but the values have progress-
ively converged (cf. Schulz et al. 2010b, 80). How can 
the heterogenic data status be explained? An analysis 
of the test designs is unavoidable. This, however, is 
conditional to the test tools being accessible for the 
public, something, however, which is often not the 
case. A positive example is given by Wolak and McDe-
vitt, who have listed the test items in the attachment 
to their article (Wolak, McDevitt 2010). Based on 
analysis of their survey instrument, an attempt at ex-
planation for the poor results from women in their 
study can be developed. The authors explain their re-
search results with the „theory of risk aversion“, 
which implies that women mark the answer category 
“don’t know”, whereas, if men do not know a result 
will make a guess (ibid. 3). Lizotte and Sidman arrive 
at similar results in their study: “We argue that it is 
this propensity to guess under conditions of uncer-
tainty that consistently produces political knowledge 
scales that underestimate the ability of women” 
(2009, 128). There is no category “don’t know” in the 
ICCS study. It should be examined how far the con-
struction of the item and answer categories distort 
the test value. It must be examined in general, to 
what extent the test construction generates gender-
specific differences.
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Important results concerning test construction and 
the gender gap in political knowledge are discussed in 
the article “Stereotype Threat and the Gender Gap in Po-
litical Knowledge” by McGlone, Aromson and Kobryno-
witz: “These results show that the gender gap in 
political knowledge narrowed substantially when two 
potentially stereotype-threatening elements of the sur-
vey context were eliminated. Specifically, when women 
(rather than man) were interviewed by female intervie-
wers and the survey was portrayed as nondiagnostic 
(rather than diagnostic) of alleged gender differences in 
political knowledge, the gender gap closed (2006, 396).”

A further attempt at explanation exists in the ran-
ge of topics of the questioned test knowledge. The 
political fields of interest of women and men are diffe-
rent. Whereas women are interested primarily in the 
politics of education, social matters and family, men 
show greater interest in the fields of party politics, so-
cietal institutions as well as business and foreign poli-
cy (cf. Noelle-Neumann, Köcher 2002, 395 f.). Wolak 
and McDevitt, however, in their study asked knowled-
ge questions about party politics throughout. Setting 
a broad or narrow political terminology for the con-
tent choice of test items can lead to a distortion of 
the result valuation. I would like to formulate this he-
re as a hypothesis. An investigation of this hypothesis 
calls for a more in-depth evaluation of the selection of 
items in previous studies of achievements in civic 
education; this evaluation is still in progress.

4.3 Political-Didactical Test Ethics
The prohibition of political indoctrination and all 
other indoctrination on the one hand and the decree 
of objectivity on the other hand are in many states 
central paradigms of civic and citizenship education. 
Infraction of these political didactical principles in 
quantitative studies is to be exemplified by an illus-
tration on the basis of a test item from the ICCS 
study. I shall merely formulate theses which would 
need to be confirmed through systematic analysis of 
quantitative test material for the domain. The 
14-year-old pupils taking part are to resolve the fol-
lowing task: A pupil has bought new shoes; then he 
discovers that these “were made by a company that 
employs young children to make the shoes in a fac-
tory and pays them very little money for their work” 
(Schulz et al. 2010b, 67). The respondent is to mark 
how the pupil can convince other consumers not to 
buy shoes when the production involves child 
workers. The following answer categories are offered:

How can he best try to do this?
• Buy all of the shoes himself so no one else can buy 

them
• Return the shoes to the shop and ask for his 

money back
• Block the entrance to the shop so people cannot 

enter it

• Inform other people about how shoes are made
The last answer is considered to be the right answer. 
From a political didactical viewpoint, this example il-
lustrates the following ethical conflict situations

Necessitation of Oversimplified Political 
Judgements
Ostensibly open explanation of child labour and the 
suggested boycott of products in this category re-
ceive the widest political acceptance. In social 
science research, the boycott of goods produced by 
children, however, is seen in the meanwhile in very 
differing ways (cf. Liebel 2001, 9). The morally con-
genial behaviour of boycotting the goods can be 
contra-productive for the child workers. By boycotting 
the goods the child workers lose their essential source 
of income, if simultaneously compensation measures 
are not taken. In particular in national economies, 
where child workers are a significant economic factor, 
wage levels of the parents must be increased, orphans 
would need to receive transfer benefits, so that they 
don’t need to work. Consumer behaviour is of con-
siderable relevance in the industrialised states. Are 
they – including the test participants – willing to pay 
higher prices for goods in order that the wage levels 
in the so-called emerging countries and the working 
conditions can be improved? The test respondents 
are not given the chance of developing alternative sol-
ution strategies. My first hypothesis is: In the case of 
quantitative education studies in the field of “civic 
and citizenship education” the test respondents are 
forced to make oversimplified judgements of a politi-
cal and economic nature.

Adoption of the Valuation Structure of the 
Test Designers
The sociologist Liebel discusses in his publication also 
the positive effects of child labour, since this is con-
nected to the chance of improving the standard of liv-
ing or gaining professional experience (ibid.). His 
explanations are not a plea for exploitation of child la-
bour, yet it becomes clear that the normative borders 
of interpretation are outside those given in the test. 
The test respondents are not, however, given the 
chance to formulate their own normative judgement. 
Instead, the survey respondents in quantitative edu-
cation studies on civic and citizenship education, ac-
cording to my second hypothesis, have the valuation 
structure of the test designers forced upon them. In 
order to conclude the test successfully, the respon-
dents have to try and follow and adopt the inter-
preting pattern of the test designers.

Definition Sovereignty over the Concept of 
the Politically Active Citizen
The test item presented above describes four political 
courses of action. „Inform other people about how 
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shoes are made” is defined as the correct answer. 
With this, however, a high standard of political, re-
sponsibly active citizen is formulated, which assumes 
a very high level of participation. Other forms of 
political protest are defined as “wrong” (see answer 
categories 1, 2 and 3) or are not offered. Many con-
sumers will not accept that the answer category “Re-
turn the shoes to the shop and ask for his money 
back” as being wrong, since in this way they are mak-
ing use of their power as consumers. The political ac-
tivation level and the political scope with regard to 
educating other consumers is indeed less than with 
answer “d”, but it is not wrong. The test designers, ac-
cording to my third hypothesis, force their inter-
pretation pattern of the politically responsible, active 
citizens and legitimate political forms of action onto 
the test participants. These problems could occur sys-
tematically, especially in test items which are aimed 
at testing action proficiency.

What We Need to Do
In civic and citizenship education, there is a necessity 
for more intensive research and more intense sensiti-
sation for “test design errors” which lead to a system-
atic, socially structured, cultural and normative 
distortion of test results. This applies not only with 
respect to the design of survey instruments, the con-
tent choice for the education tests, but also for inter-
pretation of the data.

Conclusion
Education tests have a considerable scandalisation as 
well as a dramatisation potential and therefore in-
fluence political performers greatly. Social reality is 
designed on the basis of empirical data. The danger of 

instrumentalisation of education studies by imposing 
political aims is immense. Critical analysis of the em-
pirical data in science and politics is consequently fun-
damental. I have illustrated in the article that in the 
case of quantitative education studies in civic and citi-
zenship education, significant distortion can occur 
which arise from the complexity and distinctiveness 
of the research field. These aspects were analysed 
superficially in the article. Further, in-depth examin-
ations of the individual, partial aspects are required. 
Quantitative political education research must be un-
pretentious, since:
1. No education-theoretical and empirically assured 

proficiency model for civic and citizenship edu-
cation exists which is internationally adoptable.

2. Even at the level of testing specialised knowledge, 
distortion of valuation can occur, due to variations 
in culturally specific, socially structural or interdis-
ciplinary interpretations of terminology and the-
ory concepts.

3. Numerous aims of civic and citizenship education, 
by reason of their complexity and normativity, 
mean that quantitative surveys cannot provide the 
necessary ability to operate. Thus, for example, the 
educational aim of “promoting students’ critical 
and independent thinking”, is beyond quantitative 
measurability, since in education tests, no scientifi-
cally objective categories of “right answer” or 
“wrong answer” can be defined.

My discourse in this article does not oppose com-
parative (international) quantitative education re-
search in principle, but it points out the research 
problems and advises caution against unconsidered 
handling of research results.
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Significant Learning and Civic Education:  
Shifting Frameworks for Teaching in Light of Learning about the 
Financial Crisis

The recent financial crisis has motivated economic educators to rethink what economics should be taught, ac-
knowledging disconnects between classroom content and real world events. We introduce a learning theory ap-
proach that is broader, one that goes beyond such context specific discussions of foundational knowledge and 
application (i.e., teaching about this specific crisis) and provide a framework to address the broader issue of 
how teaching practices can, by their very nature, minimize such disconnects and provide more effective pro-
cesses for teaching about current economic conditions. The theory of significant learning (Fink 2003) is pres-
ented as a model of how experiences can be used to develop a deep approach to learning, learning that lasts. 
Experiential learning pedagogies are timeless in that they can be readily modified to promote deeper under-
standing over a wide range of economic environments. Focusing on one category of significant learning, the 
human dimension, and one component of the financial crisis, unemployment, examples which modify existing 
experiential learning practices are described to demonstrate how such pedagogic practices can be readily 
adapted to teaching and learning about current economic conditions. In short, we demonstrate that incor-
porating student experiences into pedagogic practice provides a natural alignment of teaching content and 
real world events, regardless of how those change over time.

Keywords
pedagogy, service-learning, experiential education, fi-
nancial crisis, unemployment

1. Introduction
Economic educators have struggled to find evidence 
that the learning we assume is occurring in our 
courses has any lasting effect.1 Education literature 
provides insights into this “learning and forgetting” 
behaviour suggesting that “we can only learn from 
activities that are interesting and comprehensible to 
us, in other words, activities that are satisfying. If 
this is not the case, only inefficient rote learning, or 
memorization, is available to us and forgetting is in-
evitable” (Smith 1998, 87). Marton, et al. (1997, x) 
argue that the quality of learning is enhanced when 
the “student seeks a personal understanding” of the 
material, referred to as a deep approach to learning, 
as opposed to a desire to simply regurgitate material 
as exemplified by a surface approach to learning. In 
short, it is necessary to go beyond a simple trans-
mission of knowledge and include broader objectives 
in the development of course goals.

The recent global financial crisis provides a unique 
opportunity to use the experience of learning2 to move 
students beyond a surface understanding of econo-
mic systems. The crisis has fostered an increased in-
terest in the study of economics among students, and 
drawn attention to broader discussions within the 
economics profession on what the study of econo-
mics should entail. For example, Peterson and McGol-

drick (2009) argue that a more pluralistic approach to 
both course content and pedagogy is fundamental 
for better preparing economics students for the 
world, and that learning theory is an integral compo-
nent of understanding how to design practices to 
achieve desired outcomes. Fink (2003) provides one 
avenue for course development, identifying six cate-
gories associated with ‘significant learning’: founda-
tional knowledge, learning how to learn, application, 
integration, human dimension and caring.

Traditional approaches to economic education fo-
cus primarily on foundational knowledge and appli-
cation, falling short of the potential to develop deep 
learning, learning that lasts. Other categories of si-
gnificant learning, the human dimension in particu-
lar, provide untapped opportunities to promote civic 
and economic education using the context of real 
world economic events, including the financial crisis. 
Addressing the human dimension necessitates infor-
ming “students about the human significance of 
what they are learning” (Fink 2003, 31-32). This may 
be facilitated through experiential pedagogies, such 
as service-learning, which promote “student enga-
gement with the human condition” (Bowen 2005, 6). 
Through direct engagement with community pro-
blems – and taking an active role in trying to explain 
and find solutions for those problems – students 
confront the limits of a narrowly defined approach 
to economics and the importance of understanding 
the social and civic dimensions of economic pro-
blems.3

1 See for example, Saunders (1980), and Walstad and Allgood 
(1999).

2 A phrase coined by Marton, et al. (1997)
3 Examples of this in economics are provided by McGoldrick and 

Peterson (2009).

http://www.jsse.org
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Some economists are already developing experien-
ces consistent with the aspects of significant learning 
that move beyond foundational knowledge and appli-
cation. For example, heterodox approaches have been 
shown to provide one avenue for developing expe-
riences that promote a deep approach to learning 
(Peterson and McGoldrick, 2009). In this paper, we ex-
tend arguments that suggest learning could be fur-
ther enhanced if instructors embraced the entirety of 
the tenets of significant learning. We focus specifical-
ly on how economic educators can use the category 
of human dimension through the utilization of expe-
riential learning pedagogies to engage students, ulti-
mately leading to a deeper understanding of 
economic conditions as demonstrated by one impor-
tant outcome of the recent financial crisis – unem-
ployment. In doing so, we demonstrate how 
experiential learning pedagogies are timeless, appli-
cable and adaptable to a range of economic condi-
tions and thus more readily able to minimize the 
disconnect between textbook driven pedagogies and 
the real world.

2. Current Discussions of the Crisis and 
Implications for Teaching

If there is a “silver lining” to the financial crisis for 
economic educators, it is the increased interest in 
economics the crisis has fostered.4 One measure of 
this interest is the number of articles in the popular 
press on what the crisis means for the way economics 
is practiced, studied, and taught.5 Even the “freshman 
economics course,” and how it might change in light 
of the crisis, has been discussed in The New York Times 
(Mankiw 2009).While a comprehensive review of how 
the financial crisis has lead to discussions about how 
we teach economics is beyond the scope of the paper, 
we provide the following as representative of such 
discussions to illustrate our arguments for expanding 
pedagogic practices. We begin with a review of four 
articles appearing in the Journal of Economic Education 
as a symposium on teaching (primarily) the prin-
ciples of macroeconomics, followed by an article fo-
cused on intermediate macroeconomic textbooks, 
and an additional four articles that represent broader 
perspectives.

Blinder (2010) notes the high level of interest in 
economics among students generated by the crisis – 
“This is truly a teaching moment … The bad news is 
that the current curriculum fails to give students even 
imperfect answers” (p. 385). Although he views the 
basic framework of introductory macroeconomics as 
“solid” (p. 390), Blinder identifies several 

“pedagogical choices” for reconsideration, including 
the relative emphasis placed on growth versus busi-
ness cycles and Keynesian versus non-Keynesian ana-
lysis, as well as the assumption of a single interest 
rate (p. 386). Blinder calls for the introduction of more 
realistic – and complex – models into principles cour-
ses, offering several new topics for instructors to con-
sider such as asset-market bubbles –applying the 
concepts typically used to discuss stock market bub-
bles to the “housing bubble” that preceded the crisis.

Questions including “What should we be telling our 
students … that we are not now telling them?” and 
“More generally, what lessons should we draw about 
how we as economists should think about the world 
we are trying to analyze and about what economic po-
licies might make it into a better place?” motivate 
Friedman’s perspective (2010, 391) He offers several 
propositions, all of which seek to shift the focus of eco-
nomic analysis and teaching toward “the features of 
the economy in which we live, as opposed to some 
simpler alternative economy that we can readily imagi-
ne” (p. 396). This includes more explicitly recognizing 
the significance of living in a monetary economy, the 
role of credit, the role of institutions and irrationality 
in financial markets, and the importance of frictions in 
the economy.

Rajan (2010) also speaks to the importance of un-
derlying institutional structures, which he refers to 
as the “plumbing.” He argues that prior to the crisis, 
macroeconomics assumed that that “the ‘plumbing’ 
works” and, therefore, “we do not have to focus on 
the plumbing in research or in teaching the macroe-
conomics of industrialized nations” (p. 398). As a re-
sult, questions concerning the evolution and 
adequacy of institutional structures fell to the field 
of development economics. The financial crisis, Ra-
jan argues, “calls into question whether the indus-
trialized countries have the plumbing problem 
solved” (p. 398), and illustrates the need to supple-
ment macroeconomic analysis with work from 
“other areas of economics that look at the plum-
bing” (p. 401). That is, he calls for “blending develop-
ment macroeconomics into standard 
macroeconomics” in order to better “integrate a con-
sideration of the plumbing into our models and our 
teaching,” thus making standard economics “less 
parsimonious, but more useful” (p. 402).

The crucial link between questions about teaching 
economics and economic research – “We teach what 
we think we have learned” (2010, 403), is the basis for 
Shiller’s perspective. He argues that there is a crisis in 
economic research, and that: “The research and tea-

4 In this section, we focus on discussions occurring in the U.S. as 
this is the arena to which we are most exposed.

5 Popular critique of the economics profession in light of the fi-
nancial crisis has come from non-economists as well as econom-
ists – see for example Epstein (2009) and Krugman (2009).
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ching of macroeconomics both need to focus much 
more on what we don’t know, and less on what we do 
know” (p. 405). To Shiller, this necessitates 
“respect[ing] alternative ways of understanding ma-
croeconomics” (p. 407), incorporating the views 
“promoted by other social sciences: psychology, so-
ciology, political science, and anthropology” (p. 407) 
as well as historical analysis. Further, he argues that 
“we must also keep in view the fundamental impor-
tance of institutions, our established organizations, 
practices, laws, and remind our students that these 
must be taken into account before judging any econo-
mic model” (p. 407).

Gray and Miller (2009) focus their analysis specifical-
ly on the content of intermediate macroeconomic text-
books, and ask: “How well would popular intermediate 
macro texts have prepared students for comprehen-
ding the economic crisis of 2008-2009 and the remark-
able policy responses by the Federal Reserve, Treasury 
and Congress?” (p. 3). In particular, they examined the 
extent to which these texts prepared students to un-
derstand and critically evaluate the arguments for in-
terventionist policy responses, as well the analyses of 
the crisis presented to the general public through The 
New York Times, Wall Street Journal and other sources. 
They conclude that “the overwhelming emphasis inter-
mediate texts give to non-interventionist approaches 
would have, by and large, left students unprepared to 
either understand important historical precedents or 
fully comprehend the crisis, policy responses, and con-
temporary commentaries” (p. 21).

The financial crisis has also added urgency to 
on-going discussions and debates on the adequacy of 
current economic theories and methods for economic 
research and teaching more generally. Colander, et al. 
(2009), for example, argue that the financial crisis has 
“made clear a systemic failure of the economics pro-
fession” (p. 2), a failure that has “deep methodologi-
cal roots” (p. 3). They further argue that economics, 
as currently defined and practiced, ignores the inhe-
rent and complex dynamics and instability of econo-
mic systems. As a result, economics has defined 
“away the most prevalent economic problems of mo-
dern economies” (p. 14).

Evaluating the implications of this failure for eco-
nomic education, Colander and Rothschild (2010) 
 argue that the continued presentation of “dynamicall-
y stable systems” as “the only intellectual frame we 
provide to our students – borders on professional 
mendacity” (p. 279). Colander and Rothschild call for 
the introduction and demonstration of “alternative 
complex visions within the supply-and-demand para-
digm, so that vision of the universality of stability 
has less chance to become deeply ingrained in stu-
dents” (p. 281). That is, they call for the introduction 
of new types of models, utilizing different mathemati-

cal tools (such as game theory), to better capture the 
complexity and instability of real-world economics.

For other economists, however, the problem is mo-
re deeply embedded in the neoclassical paradigm it-
self. Keen (2009), for example, argues that traditional 
economic frameworks promote the “false belief that 
all instability in the system can be traced to interven-
tions in the market, rather than the market itself,” 
thereby contributing to the developments in financial 
markets that increased the instability of the financial 
system (p. 2). Emerging approaches, such as beha-
vioural economics and multi-agent modeling, provide 
“ the beginnings of an alternative vision as to how in-
dividuals operate in a market environment” and the 
“foundations for understanding group dynamics in a 
complex society,” and form the basis for replacing 
traditional economic frameworks (p. 5).

Still other economists question arguments that 
support the development and introduction of new mo-
dels. Lawson (2009), for example, contends that the 
problem with economics as currently practiced is not 
“the use of specific inappropriate models, but the em-
phasis on mathematical deductivist modeling per se” 
(p. 760). He argues that the nature of social reality – 
composed of phenomena that are neither isolated nor 
constant – is “significantly at variance with the closed 
systems of isolated atoms that would guarantee the 
conditions of mathematical deductivist modeling” (p. 
765). The financial crisis has, in Lawson’s view, clearly 
revealed the interconnected nature of the world eco-
nomy, and “is something that needs to be understood 
rather than modeled” (p. 774). The goal for economic 
analysis, then, should not be to mathematically model 
and predict crises, but to “understand the ever emer-
ging relational structures and mechanisms that render 
them more or less feasible or likely” (p. 774).

The challenges described above focus on the con-
tent and method of economic analysis and evaluate 
current practices in ways that straddle both teaching 
and research techniques. The relationship between 
challenges to research in and the teaching of econo-
mics is demonstrated both in terms of calls to be mo-
re open about the limitations in economic research 
when teaching economics and to incorporate emer-
ging insights and methods from the research into the 
classroom. The need to better and more accurately ad-
dress the complexity of economic relationships is also 
a common theme, albeit one where the proposed so-
lutions vary considerably. Addressing complexity in 
introductory-level courses provides a particular chal-
lenge, but practical suggestions – such as dropping 
the one interest rate assumption– provide a place to 
start. The need for economics, and its teaching, to be 
more reality-based is another common theme, calling 
on economists to study and model economies as they 
really are to emphasize usefulness over parsimony in 
economic explanations and prepare students to un-
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derstand contemporary policy debates and popular 
economic commentary.

At the heart of much of the discussion of teaching 
and the financial crisis in the U.S. is an argument to 
revise the principles course and associated textbooks 
to include a more complex and realistic discussion of 
the structure of the economy. This would be a welco-
med change given that “the principles textbook has 
deviated little from the Samuelsonian model of the 
1950s in spite of significant changes in the economics 
it is purported to introduce (Colander 2005, 2006)” 
(McGoldrick 2009, 221). Recently, Grimes (2009) has 
argued “this textbook homogenization … has also re-
duced the faculty’s discussion about what should be 
taught in the classroom” (p. 95). As authors react to 
the largest financial crisis since the Great Depression 
by changing the content of their textbooks, this dia-
log may once again come to life.

Despite the importance of these challenges to the 
economics that is currently taught, they fall short of 
challenging the status quo of students as passive re-
ceptors of textbook driven knowledge. Economics ins-
tructors have long relied on the lecture method as the 
dominant pedagogical classroom practice, regardless 
of course or institutional classification (Becker and 
Watts 2008), and there is evidence that reliance on 
this method of instruction is greater relative to ins-
tructors in other disciplines (Allgood, et al. 2004). 
While some may argue that demands on faculty time 
drive this reliance on lecture based methods, Becker 
and Watts (2000) suggest there is evidence that cur-
rent practices are “established by convenience, cus-
tom and inertia rather than efficiency or, especially, 
by what represents effective teaching practices in to-
day’s undergraduate curriculum” (p. 4).

In the sections that follow, we argue that educa-
tional practices should be advanced even further by 
using current discussions focusing primarily on con-
tent reform as a launching point to consider a more 
holistic framework of educational design, one that ta-
kes both content and practice into account.

3. A Framework for Expanding Current 
Pedagogic Practices

Pedagogy is more than content, it is also practice. We 
expand on current calls for reform by introducing an 
alternative framework to the discussion which recon-
siders what and how we teach about the financial cri-
sis. Fink (2003) presents a framework for developing 
courses in which the experience of learning motivates 
students to move beyond rote memorization, iden-
tifying six categories associated with “significant 
learning”:
• Foundational knowledge: Provides “the basic un -

derstanding that is necessary for other kinds of 
learning” (Fink 2003, 31).This encompasses under-
standing and remembering information and ideas.

• Application: Involves “using foundational knowl-
edge” and encompasses the development of differ-
ent skills and thinking (critical, creative, and 
practical), as well as the ability to manage com-
plex projects (Fink 2003, 38).

• Learning how to learn: Learning about the learning 
process in a way that enables students to become 
better students, inquire about a subject and con-
struct knowledge, and become “self-directing 
learners” (Fink 2003, 50-55).

• Integration: Involves making connections between 
ideas, people, and realms of life (Fink 2003, 31).

• Human dimension: Refers to the process of learning 
about oneself and others, to “inform students 
about the human significance of what they are 
learning” (Fink 2003, 31–32).

• Caring: Involves the “development of new feel-
ings, interests and values” (Fink 2003, 74).

Even our abbreviated review of relevant literature re-
veals that the financial crisis has obliged economists 
to reconsider tenets that make up current foundational 
knowledge. This is manifested in recommendations for 
greater emphasis on Keynesian economics and busi-
ness cycles, dropping the one interest rate as-
sumption, promoting a better understanding of 
institutions and economic frictions, and the incor-
poration of new models. Similarly, calls for new ap-
plications with broader emphasis (such as including 
housing market bubbles in addition to those in stock 
markets) and introducing questions previously as-
sumed away have also been prominent. Integrating in-
sights from development economics, psychology, and 
history is also seen to be important for understanding 
macro-economic events. However, the categories of 
learning how to learn, the human dimension and caring 
are highlighted to a far lesser degree and often left 
implied rather than addressed explicitly. For example, 
although Lawson discusses the need to promote in-
ductive, rather than deductive, reasoning it is pres-
ented as a “more fruitful approach in understanding 
the crisis” in terms of a research, not a teaching or 
learning how to learn, construct (p. 759).

Fink argues, and we agree, that each of the tenets 
of significant learning should be employed to achieve 
learning that lasts. Further, we have argued elsewhe-
re as to the positive benefits of experiential learning 
approaches (McGoldrick and Peterson 2009 and Peter-
son and McGoldrick 2009). Here, we combine these 
two  arguments, describing how experiential learning 
is a pedagogic method which can enhance the un-
derstanding of the current economics conditions, 
such as fallouts from the financial crisis, with a focus 
on the category of human dimension. Our goal is to 
demonstrate how adapting an existing (although per-
haps not widely practiced) pedagogic method can 
further inform educational reform in light of the fi-
nancial crisis.
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4. Using the Experience of Learning to 
Educate Students via the Human 
Dimension of Significant Learning

Experiential education is both a practice and a process 
in which students learn through experience (McGol-
drick and Ziegert, 2012). The practice is one in which 
students reflect on experiences as a way of devel-
oping discipline specific knowledge. The process of 
teaching engages students in a direct encounter to 
apply knowledge and skills in an educationally rel-
evant setting. Although experiential learning can 
occur in or out of the classroom, we focus our dis-
cussion on practices that motivate students to engage 
with their own experiences and with the community 
beyond the classroom walls thereby promoting civic 
engagement.

The financial crisis has increased interest in econo-
mics among students, yet current literature on tea-
ching about the crisis reveals disconnects between 
discussions in economics classrooms and the real 
world. We argue that experiential learning is well sui-
ted to bring these different realms together because 
much of the interest in the crisis is rooted in the hum-
an dimension – students are seeing job loss in their 
families, housing foreclosures in their neighbor-
hoods, and loss of opportunities in their own futures. 
That is, students’ human experiences are stimulating 
their interest, but economics courses that provide 
them only with abstract, theoretical discussions 
which are disconnected from such experiences leave 
them frustrated and do not meet their needs. Further, 
while students react to their experiences, they need 
tools that allow them to understand the crisis and 
challenge their assumptions and misperceptions. As 
economic educators, we want them to have tools to 
think critically about the world in which they live and 
passion to help improve it. The financial crisis is provi-
ding a unique opportunity to pursue these two objec-
tives, as students arrive in economics classes with a 
stronger interest in the human dimension, and a 
stronger civic commitment, than in the past.

Experiential education can contribute to a better 
understanding of the financial crisis and provide scaf-
folding for student engagement by integrating civic 
and economic education. Service-learning provides a 
framework for understanding such connections and 
guiding students to realize “the human significance 
of what they are learning” (Fink 2003, 31–32). Servi-
ce-learning is “an experiential learning pedagogy that 
enables students to integrate their study of econo-
mics in the classroom with service activities in their 
communities” (McGoldrick and Ziegert 2002, 1). It is 
a strategy that:

“[b]uilds character, spurs civic engagement, and applies 
content to abstract theories, allowing teachers to enga-
ge students as active participants in the learning pro-
cess. Instead of simply asking students to open their 

textbooks, teachers using service-learning engage stu-
dents in a critical thinking exercise to examine their 
world. Students are guided to connect their interests 
and moral leadership to solve a problem, serve a need, 
or be of service to others” (Pearson 2002, 6).

Service-learning has a long history in many disciplin-
es, and has been practiced in economics for over a 
decade (McGoldrick 1998).6 Service-learning builds 
bridges between constituencies, exposing the human 
dimension of economic issues and providing a frame-
work for reforming education as connections are de-
veloped across the sanitized text and classroom and 
real world complexities. Such connections have al-
ready been developed in economics, through projects 
such as those focused on the living wage and child 
care. Banks, et al. (2005), for example, describe a ser-
vice-learning exercise structured around a community 
based living wage research project which challenged 
students to “think differently about the world” (p. 
354) and to question the absence of history, power 
and human agency in traditional economic theories 
of wage determination. By promoting “an alternative, 
ethically based vision of the world” that calls for 
wages sufficient to meet human needs (p. 354), the 
living wage project supported students’ engagement 
with the human condition. Similarly, McGoldrick and 
Peterson (2009) describe projects in courses on 
women in the economy through which students were 
motivated to “apply their knowledge to making their 
community a better place” (p. 235). While analyzing 
results from a survey developed to measure the po-
tential demand for a campus child care facility, for 
example, students gained a better understanding of 
why the needs of campus constituencies (faculty and 
staff) differed dramatically and implications for as-
sociated differences in policy recommendations. This 
brought a greater understanding of the human di-
mension to an application of otherwise “neutral” the-
oretic dimensions of the market (p. 243).

5. Experience, Human Dimension and 
Unemployment

Unemployment is a widely recognized outcome of 
the financial crisis, as well as a topic already included 
in a range of economics courses. And, for many, un-
employment best reveals the human dimension of 
the crisis – a dimension where economists are not al-
ways seen to have much to offer. In a March 2009 
essay, David Mas Masumoto exemplifies this short-
coming: 

“Ailing and unstable. We hear these terms describing to-
day’s economy as if it were alive with emotions. Yet like 
the 1930s, behind the statistics and data, beyond the 
unemployment rates and job layoffs, real people are hur-

6 McGoldrick and Ziegert (2002) provide a detailed introduction 
to the theory and practice of service-learning in economics.
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ting and suffering …. Economic reports cannot capture 
the tension and drama of hard times, only stories – cap-
tured by artists – can fully tell the human saga of today 
…Photographers from the Great Depression forced Ame-
rica to confront the faces of despair, to see the invisible 
masses in hard times. As the 2009 depression unfolds, 
economists need to give way to artists who can reveal 
and explore the human landscape of loss” [“Faces of 
Hard Times,” The Fresno Bee, March 29, 2009].

While economic educators can not reveal the human 
face of the crisis in the same way artists can, we can 
utilize student experiences (past and present, distant 
and local) to add faces to the statistics, analyze ramifi-
cations for society, and better understand or chal-
lenge policy decisions.

Whether students have direct familial unemploy-
ment experience, or they observe it in their communi-
ties through interactions with various social groups 
(including classmates, church groups, etc.), it is likely 
few students come to economics classes today discon-
nected from this issue. This personal connection can be 
used to frame academic discussions of various aspects 
of unemployment that the crisis has drawn attention to, 
such as weaknesses of the official (U.S.) unemployment 
measure; differential impacts of the economic downt-
urn by gender and racial/ethnic groups; the relationship 
between unemployment and poverty; deep psychologi-
cal and social costs of unemployment; and long-term 
negative impacts of prolonged unemployment.

In the U.S., it is increasingly common for students 
to come to the university with more formal community 
engagement experiences providing a basis for expe-
riential pedagogies to promote a deeper approach to 
learning (McGoldrick and Peterson 2009, 229). As such 
projects have been developed and implemented in eco-
nomics courses, many have focused on unemployment 
and related problems. Although developed prior to the 
current crisis, many of these projects are easily adapted 
to, and thus remain relevant for, current economic con-
ditions. Consequently, experiential projects provide a 
valuable starting point for faculty wishing to employ a 
consistent pedagogic approach while covering cons-
tantly changing economic conditions. In the examples 
that follow, we demonstrate the potential to enhance 
understanding of the financial crisis, incorporating the 
human dimension of unemployment, blending civic 
and economic education using service-learning.

5.1 Labor Economics Course
The following experiential learning project is detailed 
in the syllabus for an upper-division Labor Economics 

taught by G. Monsma at Calvin College, in Spring 
20007, as posted on the Campus Compact8 website. It 
is a project consistent with service-learning as stu-
dents learn about an economics issue in their commu-
nity, contribute to a community organization 
addressing that issue and apply academic knowledge 
to understand their experiences. The human dimen-
sion is brought to the forefront through reflection as-
signments, as students evaluate what they have 
learned about the personal circumstances of those 
that the agency serves.

During the service-learning project, students vo-
lunteer to work “15-20 hours over the course of the se-
mester for an organization [such as Goodwill 
Industries] helping the unemployed or underem-
ployed find jobs that fit their needs.” The acceptable 
volunteer work for the project “can be varied in line 
with what would be helpful to the organization and 
the particular abilities of the student.” Consequently, 
it might involve working directly with clients, writing 
publicity materials or doing statistical analysis for the 
organization, or “work not directly related to econo-
mic knowledge, such as office work, if … means were 
provided for the student to learn about the work of 
the agency.” In short, the experiences can be either 
directly or indirectly linked to the issue of unemploy-
ment, but either provides the opportunity for stu-
dents to learn how the agency provides employment 
assistance.

Although students are required to broaden their 
foundational knowledge of unemployment by 
“learn[ing] about the organization and its activities,” 
they are also required to “learn about at least three 
people that the organization is working to help,” in-
corporating the human dimension of significant lear-
ning. Based on their service experience and other 
course work, students “write an organizational profile 
and keep a journal reflecting on their experiences and 
the relation of what they learned to labor economic 
theories. At the end of the semester they write a final 
paper relating what they have experienced and lear-
ned to concepts, models, and theories of labor econo-
mics.” Through their reflective assignments, Monsma 
finds that students “have come to understand the dif-
ficulties some have in becoming self-supporting, even 
in a booming economy, and the role of agencies such 
as Goodwill in helping them,” suggesting students 
move beyond misconceptions and stereotypes to a ri-
cher understanding of unemployment and the unem-
ployed. Through their experiences, students learn 
about the education and employment histories of 

7 http://www.compact.org/syllabi/economics/labor-econ
omics/3811. Accessed 6/1/2010.

8 Campus Compact is a coalition of more than 1,100 U.S. college 
and university presidents “who are committed to fulfilling the 
civic purposes of higher education.” Campus Compact “pro-

motes public and community service that develops students’ 
citizenship skills, helps campuses forge effective community 
partnerships, and provides resources and training for faculty 
seeking to integrate civic and community-based learning into 
the curriculum” (www.compact.org).



22

KimMarie McGoldrick, Janice L. Peterson Journal of Social Science Education 
Significant Learning and Civic Education Volume 10, Number 3, 2011, pp. 16–25

those who are unemployed and underemployed, and 
effects (economic, social and psychological) of unem-
ployment and underemployment on individuals and 
their families. Implemented today, in the context of a 
very weak economy, the specific insights to be drawn 
from the service experience might differ – with more 
emphasis on the negative psychological and social 
costs of long-term unemployment, for example.

This type of project provides a useful vehicle for 
exploring the challenges facing unemployed workers 
and the non-profit organizations many turn to for em-
ployment services. Students gain a deeper understan-
ding of the impacts of the crisis through their own 
experience, far beyond that which simple textbooks 
stories can provide, and learn to apply standard theo-
retical explanations and understand their limitations. 
The project is designed so that experiences help in-
form student understanding of the current economic 
conditions, regardless of what those current condi-
tions may be. This type of project is timeless; the pe-
dagogic practice does not have to be modified as 
economic conditions change because the experiences 
of students are utilized to reveal the impact of those 
economic conditions.

5.2 Statistics/Econometrics Course
Another example of a service-learning project with 
the potential to reveal the human dimension of the 
crisis is described by G. Hoyt (2002). In this project, 
students in a second level statistics course (covering 
“the basics of sampling distributions, hypothesis test-
ing, chi-squared tests, ANOVA, and regression analy-
sis,” p. 138) were provided the opportunity develop 
their statistical analysis tools, answering a question 
for a community organization.

“One group worked with [God’s Pantry] to determine 
why and how the food allocated within Kentucky varies 
by county. Using data from God’s Pantry and the Ken-
tucky Cabinet for Human Resources, the students exami-
ned the impact on food requests of transportation 
costs, other food service organizations in the county, 
and demographic characteristics of the county. The 
group presented its results at a meeting of the organiza-
tion’s board, and the findings were to be incorporated in 
grant proposals” (p. 144).

This project can be easily modified for today’s econ-
omic environment by expanding the question of how 
demographic characteristics impact food requests to 
include unemployment. With this modification, this 
experiential project has the potential to not only 
strengthen student’s familiarity with the strengths 
and weaknesses of existing data, but to also provide 
them with a broader picture of the human costs and 
consequences of unemployment. For example, exam-
ining the relationship between poverty and un-
employment, and how these variables explain 
differences in food requests across counties, illumi-

nates how the crisis is impacting this organization 
and the population it serves. It also provides a con-
text for students to examine important questions 
concerning available data – for example, what do the 
official unemployment statistics measure and what 
do they leave out? Current discussions of un-
employment at the national level also emphasize the 
long term nature of unemployment associated with 
the crisis. This too raises important questions for the 
students’ analysis – does the available data allow 
them to take this into consideration as they try to ex-
plain variations in food requests? National studies 
have also focused attention on differences by gender 
and racial/ethnic groups in the rising unemployment 
associated with the crisis, providing the motivation 
for students to explore this in their analyses as well.

The addition of a direct service component to the 
project could further emphasize the human dimen-
sion of the financial crisis. If the project is designed 
so that students volunteer at the pantry and work di-
rectly with those in need, they have an opportunity 
to connect with aspects of the crisis not captured in 
the formal data – such as the psychological and social 
costs of unemployment – and to consider the ramifi-
cations of these costs for their analyses. Incorpora-
ting this type of experiential activity into the project 
can engage students in a new way of looking at statis-
tical analysis, allowing them to gaze beyond aggrega-
te and average measures and see and/or interact with 
real people.

This type of project provides a vehicle for deepe-
ning students’ understanding of statistics and econo-
mics, as well illuminating the limits of applying 
statistical and economic concepts too narrowly. By 
bringing raw numbers to life, the underlying economic 
concepts have greater lasting meaning. And, by illus-
trating how the experiences of real people may or may 
not be reflected in aggregated statistics, students’ mis-
conceptions of economic concepts may come to light 
and be re-evaluated. Students may be less likely to as-
sume the individual is at fault when their experience 
reveals workers of all skills levels and economic back-
grounds in need of services. Through assignments re-
quiring reflection on service-learning experiences – 
such as a presentation to the organization’s board of 
directors– students have the opportunity to apply fun-
damental economic concepts to the question at hand, 
integrate their formal knowledge of economics with 
what they are learning from the community, and reco-
gnize the human significance of this knowledge. That 
is, through reflection, the service-learning experience 
can foster significant learning outcomes.

6. Conclusion
The financial crisis brings to light the need to over-
haul economic education practices to provide stu-
dents with a deeper understanding of the issues at 
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hand and the ability to respond as informed citizens. 
The emerging reform discussion focuses on sig-
nificant learning categories foundational knowledge 
and application, calling for considerations of the limi-
tations of economic theory, acknowledging alter-
native economic theories and methods, incorporating 
complexity into economic explanations, and making 
economics more reality based and useful. We argue 
that the discussion of reform should not stop here, 
and that other categories of significant learning, no-
tably the human dimension, provide avenues to devel-
op enhanced understanding of the financial crisis 
and, more broadly, help keep classroom context from 
lagging behind real world economics. Addressing the 
human dimension can build off existing, but perhaps 
neglected, structures of pedagogic practices, such as 
student experiences which serve as the basis for ser-
vice-learning. This shift in pedagogic practices is im-
portant because “the broader educational debate, 
spurred in part by work on how people learn (Brans-
ford, et al. 2000), suggests that context and en-
gagement are key components of learning that lasts” 
(McGoldrick and Peterson 2009, 229).

The very nature of experiential learning is more 
holistic because it includes the opportunity to deve-
lop foundational knowledge first hand, challenges 
students to apply a broader understanding of econo-
mics, integrates knowledge across economics as well 
as other disciplinary courses, and develops the more 
personalized side of learning – the human dimension. 
Through direct engagement with community pro-
blems – and taking an active role in trying to explain 
and find solutions for those problems – students con-

front the limits of a narrowly defined approach to eco-
nomics and the importance of understanding the 
social and civic dimensions of economic problems. 
Reflection activities teach students how to learn from 
their experiences, developing a more sophisticated 
and lasting understanding of the world in which they 
live.

Because students experience the financial crisis in 
different ways, it is impossible to generalize whether 
their conceptions of the causes and outcomes are ac-
curate. By engaging students in a direct encounter to 
apply knowledge and skills in an educationally rele-
vant setting, instructors can motivate students to go 
beyond their immediate, perhaps superficial, unders-
tanding of the financial crisis. Prompting students to 
evaluate their thinking in this way is important, be-
cause “If students are not deliberately guided to con-
front their misconceptions, they often revert to their 
pre-instruction, novice understanding” (Maier, McGol-
drick, Simkins 2010).

The examples provided herein illustrate how expe-
riential learning projects, even though developed 
prior to the financial crisis, would continue to provide 
important insights if utilized today. In this sense ex-
periential learning is timeless. The financial crisis 
does not require the development of new pedagogi-
cal techniques to capture the civic and human dimen-
sions, but rather the utilization of such approaches 
that capture the current reality. Utilizing students’ ex-
periences to illuminate the human dimension of the 
crisis can reinforce proposed changes in course con-
tent, and allow instructors to fully take advantage of 
the “teaching moment” we have before us.
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Carolin Kölzer

Hauptschülers’ Conceptions of Work – An Exclusion from the Subjective 
Dissolution of Boundaries?
Hauptschüler und ihre Vorstellung von Arbeit – eine Ausgrenzung von der subjektivierten Entgren zung? 
Gegenstand des Beitrages sind die erfahrungsbasierten Vorstellungen von Hauptschüler zu Arbeit, welche von der 
Autorin mittels leitfadengestützter, problemzentrierter Einzelinterviews eruiert wurden. An empirischen Fällen 
wird dargestellt, dass sich die Erfahrungen, die Hauptschüler mit Arbeit sammeln, einseitig auf atypische, unsi-
chere Beschäftigungsverhältnisse mit hohem Prekaritätsrisiko konzentrieren sowie auf Normalarbeitsverhältnis-
se, beschränkt auf Berufe mit niedrigem Status, schlechter Bezahlung und hohen Gesundheitsrisiken. Privilegierte 
Tätigkeiten mit hohem Subjektivierungsgrad bleiben ihnen meist vorenthalten. Diese institutionell und sozial er-
zeugte eher einseitige Erfahrungskonzentration verursacht daher im Prozess der emotionalen Konditionierung ei-
nen eher engen Arbeitsbegriff. Gleichzeitig stellt Subjektivierung zusammen mit ihren Entgrenzungsphänome-
nen zunehmend eine „generelle Anforderungsstruktur an alle Beschäftigten“ (Lohr, Nickel 2005, 217) dar. Um sich 
auf „Arbeitsanforderungen mit höherem Gehalt an subjektiven Flexibilitäts- und Selbstgestaltungspotenzialen 
einzustellen“ (ebd., 221), – so meine These – bedarf es allerdings vorab einer differenzierteren Vorstellung von Ar-
beit, insbesondere ein Bewusstsein für die Subjektivierung von Erwerbsarbeit mit ihren Entgrenzungsphänome-
nen. Doch treten die befragten Hauptschüler mit einer eher einseitigen, negativen und vorwiegend fordistisch ge-
prägten Perspektive auf Arbeit in den Lernprozess und später wahrscheinlich auch in den Arbeitsmarkt ein, wenn 
es Schule und Unterricht nicht gelingt, diese Vorstellungen zu erweitern und zu differenzieren. Insofern kann von 
einer Ausgrenzung von subjektiver Entgrenzung aufgrund eines unzureichenden Arbeitsbegriffes und einer mit 
aktuellen Anforderungen wenig kompatiblen Arbeitseinstellung gesprochen werden. 
Hauptschülers’ conceptions of work – an exclusion from the subjective dissolution of boundaries?  
The focus of this paper is on the experience-based conceptions of Hauptschüler regarding work. These were ident-
ified by means of guideline- and problem-based interviews in a research project of the author. Some empirical 
cases will show that Hauptschüler often experience atypical forms of employment with high job insecurities, vast 
workloads and a high risk of financial insecurity. On the other hand, standard employment relationships are li-
mited to occupations with low status, low pay and high health risks. Privileged occupations with a high potential 
of subjectivization are withheld from them. This one-sided institutionally and socially generated work experience 
causes a rather narrow concept of work in the process of emotional conditioning. At the same time, the subjectiv-
ization of work together with the dissolution of boundaries1 (between private life and work) is a growing general 
requirement structure for all employees (cf. Lohr, Nickel 2005, 217). In order to deal with job requirements with 
higher subjective flexibility demands and self-organisation potentials (cf. ibid, 221) – this is my thesis – a different 
conception of work is needed, in particular an awareness of subjectivization with the dissolution of boundaries. 
Instead, Hauptschüler will enter the labour market with a rather one-dimensional, negative, and fordistic-based 
view on work if school education fails to extend and to differentiate these conceptions. However, their conception 
of work and their work habits which are inconsistent with actual requirements, might exclude Hauptschüler from 
jobs with higher subjective flexibility demands and self-organisation potentials (“exclusion from subjective dissol-
ution of boundaries”).

Keywords
Hauptschüler, employment, work, workforce, atypical 
forms of employment, standard employment relation-
ship, nine-to-five job, conception, experience, emo-
tional conditioning, emotion, subjective dissolution 
of boundaries, work-relevant skills, requirements

1. The “Gap” between Changing 
Requirements and Hauptschülers’ 
Conceptions of Work

This paper focuses on pupils who attend a Haupt-
schule (Hauptschüler), a social group which is often 
regarded as culturally and socially disadvantaged. In 
the following, I will discuss these disadvantages in 
terms of the change in the living and working en-
vironment and the new demands resulting from it.

Hauptschüler often experience atypical forms of em-
ployment2 with high job insecurities, vast workloads 

1 Subjectivization of work is linked to two dissolution processes: 
The erosion of institutional and formal boundaries takes place 
in the dimensions working hours, job location, social organi-
sation, technique, work content, form of organisation. This re-
sults in a second dissolution process, the process of “subjective 
dissolution of boundaries” (subjectivization of work). That 
means eroding boundaries between the person itself and its 
role as a worker because labour organisations increasingly 
make use of the subjects, their creativity and self-learning (cf. 
Gottschall, Voß 2003, 17 ff).

2 Atypical forms of employment are different employment rela-
tionships such as contract work, tempory employment, limited 
engagement, dependent self-employment, mini-jobs, part-time-
jobs (cf. Dörre 2009, 188).

http://www.jsse.org
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and a high risk of financial insecurity3 from their pa-
rents and other caregivers who, in Bourdieu’s words, 
compose a kind of social and economic capital.4

Their parents’ jobs are usually characterized by 
poor content and repetitive tasks barely allow action 
and decision and provide less potential for subjectivi-
zation. Further characteristics are an intensive, 
other-directed operating tempo (piecework and as-
sembly-line work) and a strict controlling (cf. Hradil 
2008, 309). Hauptschüler gain insight into standard 
employment relationships5 by school internships, 
too. But these insights are limited to occupations 
with low status, low pay (e.g. hairdresser), and high 
health risks (e.g. bricklayer) because of stressful work 
environments, stressful labour relations and stressful 
work content (cf. ibid, 306 f). This has to do with the 
fact that Hauptschüler join the training and the labour 
market with a school-leaving qualification 
(Hauptschulabschluss) that generally inhibits the ac-
cess to professions with higher status. This school-lea-
ving qualification, being an institutional cultural 
capital6, has a signal effect. As a stigma-symbol it si-
gnalises employers a lower ability and efficiency to-
day and in the future (cf. Solga 2004, 39, 41, 44). 
These mechanisms of discrediting and stigmatisation 
lead to “education-categorial boundaries” in the la-
bour market. In turn, the consequence is that low-skil-
led workers have deprived social networks (such as 
recruitment- and offerer-networks) and deprived con-
texts of experience (= mechanism of pauperisation) 
which exclude them from labour markets even more 
(cf. ibid, 42 f).

Thus, Hauptschüler have a parochial range of career 
possibilities. Therefore, vocational preparation in 
school focuses on those professions in which the pu-
pils are likely to find work. Privileged and subjective 
work, i.e. occupations with higher status, is some-
thing Hauptschüler learn on rare occasions. At the sa-
me time, there is the projection that the “trend of 
intellectualisation” (cf. Dörre 2009, 199) and subjecti-
vization of work will be a general requirement struc-
ture for all employees (cf. Lohr, Nickel 2005, 217). One 
can already see such a development; for example, 
contract workers have to deal with the subjective re-

quirements of work as well (cf. Dörre 2009, 199) but 
lesser in a privileged than in a precarious way.

But the possibility of access to the subjectivity of 
the employee and the employee resources play a mar-
ginalised role in Hauptschülers’ work conceptions. Ins-
tead, the one-sided focus on atypical forms of 
employment with high job insecurities, vast wor-
kloads and a high risk of financial insecurity on the o-
ne hand, and standard employment relationships 
limited to occupations with low status, low pay and 
high health risks on the other, results in a mainly for-
distic-orientated, rather one-sided and negative con-
ception of work. Thus, Hauptschüler enter the learning 
process, and later probably also the labour market, 
with this institutionally and socially generated, rather 
one-dimensional, negative, and fordistic-based view 
on work, if school education fails to extend and to dif-
ferentiate these conceptions.

In addition to lower objective options due to their 
school-leaving qualification and lack of social networks, 
their contexts of experiences lead to an inadequate 
work concept which restricts their subjective options 
as well. If one accounts the awareness of and the adap-
tion to subjectivization as an additional but necessary 
qualifier, Hauptschüler can be seen as lowly-qualified 
even more. They are disadvantaged both in open and 
in closed employment relationships (cf. Solga 2004, 40) 
and limited to low-skill jobs without subjectivization 
which are increasingly cancelled (cf. Hradil 2001, 199). 

This paper interrelates structural change and chan-
ging requirements with pupils’ conceptions of work 
and shows the gap between them on some empirical 
cases. Furthermore, I will discuss in what way this 
“gap” is a challenge for social science education and 
might exclude Hauptschüler from jobs with higher 
subjective flexibility demands and self-organisation 
potentials.

2. Structural Change and Changing 
Requirements

In view of the change of the living and working en-
vironment and the new demands resulting from it, 
work-relevant habits and skills should be encouraged, 
so that the pupils are able to analyse, evaluate and 
shape life situations relevant for work in general (cf. 
KCAL 2006, 1). The structural change of economy, ac-

3 Indeed atypical is not identical to precarious work, but every 
atypical form of employment has a precarious potential (cf. 
Dörre 2009, 189). Thus, Lohr and Nickel talk about precarious 
forms of employment with a high degree of danger which sel-
dom lead into standard employment relationships (cf. Lohr, 
Nickel 2005, 208). Employment is precarious if income, indus-
trial safety, social integration are under the standard (cf. Dörre 
2009, 181).

4 Bourdieu distinguished three kinds of capital: economic, social 
and cultural capital. Capital means a force of things which 
makes sure that everything is possible and impossible equally 
(cf. Bourdieu 1983, 183).

5 The standard employment relationship is still the criterion for 
good work which structures the expectations and claims of the 

most part of the employees (cf. Dörre 2009, 182). It is a full 
time engagement which takes plays outside the own house-
hold, has no occupation limit, but standard weekly hours (cf. 
ibid). Normal working conditions are characterized by the fol-
lowing characteristics: permanent, full-time dependent con-
ditions, which provides a minimum income; standardized work 
(cf. Dombois 1999: 13 f); integration in social security systems 
(cf. Keller, Seifert 2009: 40); statutory protection against dismis-
sal, full vacation and pension rights (cf. Famulla 2003).

6 Bourdieu distinguished three conditions of cultural capital: ob-
jective, institutional cultural and incorporate cultural capital 
(cf. Bourdieu 1983, 185 f). 
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companied by tertiarisation of the labour market, glo-
balization and changed claims of employment have 
caused the decline of the labour force participation 
rate and the increase of atypical forms of em-
ployment with high social risks up to social exclusion 
(cf. Famulla 2003), along with the increasing dis-
solution of boundaries between work and life (erod-
ing work-life-balance). These changes constitute new 
challenges for pupils. While the standard em-
ployment relationship is declining, atypical forms of 
employment are increasing; in 2007, 37 percent of all 
employees were employed in an atypical way (cf. 
Keller, Seifert 2009, 42). Despite its relative loss of im-
portance, there is still a stable core of men in a stan-
dard employment relationship (cf. Lohr, Nickel 2005, 
220). But the ongoing structural change of the work-
ing environment leads to a persistent change in ma-
naging workforce (cf. Kleemann, Voß 2010, 416, 433). 
Even fundamental changes in labour organisation and 
the development of new kinds of employment go 
along with this change which increases formal and in-
formal qualification requirements (cf. Schober 2001, 
18 f). In the context of new types of employment and 
new work control strategies the subject has to be-
come more involved (cf. Kratzer 2003, 1). For one 
thing, the subject has to contribute more subjective 
qualities such as emotiveness, cooperativeness and 
the ability to deal with conflicts (cf. ibid). In ad-
dition, changes in work control ask for extended skills 
in self-management. Employees are more organised 
and more responsible for their own workforce. This is 
why Voß and Pongratz spoke of an “Arbeitskraftunter-
nehmer” already over 20 years ago. Their thesis of the 
“Arbeitskraftunternehmer” means that the fictional 
good manpower is changing to the effect that a blue-
collar employee becomes an entrepreneur of his own 
workforce as a result of current business strategies of 
labour organisation. In comparison to the tayloristic 
and fordistic period7, the transformation problem8 is 
tackled today by using indirect kinds of control (for 
example, by target agreements) (cf. Kleemann, Voß 
2010, 433). These business strategies to restructure 

employment by economization and subjectivization 
(cf. Lohr, Nickel 2005, 219) increase the responsibility 
of the employees and lead to a fundamental change 
in the social condition of workforce (cf. Voß, Pongratz 
1989, 132). Thus, there is talk of subjectivization as a 
transfer of an external control to a self-control, self-or-
ganisation and self-economization and as a new logic 
of economization which taps the full subjective po-
tentials of its employees (cf. Lohr, Nickel 2005, 209, 
Kleemann, Voß 2010, 435). This subjectivization in 
employment is expressed in pluralisation, flexibil-
isation and dissolution of boundaries. In professional 
and subjective respects, it demands much from the 
employees and means dissolution of boundaries in as-
pects such as working hours, workplace, work content 
et cetera (cf. Lohr, Nickel, 2005, 216 ff, Dörre 2009, 198 
f). Everything is going to be more flexible.

It was already taken into account that, contrary to 
the assumption that subjectivization of employment 
predominantly affects higher qualified labour and pri-
vileged tasks, there is also a “trend of intellectualisa-
tion” among factory work (cf. Dörre 2009, 199). While 
subjectiviziation in work was a privilege of exposed 
employees in the fordistic period, it has become a ge-
neral requirement structure for all employees (cf. 
Lohr, Nickel 2005, 217). Thus, current business strate-
gies of using employability require a high level of re-
flection in terms of self-control, self-organisation, 
self-socialization, self-economisation and self-respon-
sibility (cf. Voß, Pongartz 1989, 131, Gottschall, Voß 
2003, 15). However, Hauptschüler seemingly are nei-
ther aware of such requirements, nor do they assume 
these requirements to be applicable to them. To meet 
the requirements – this is my thesis – an adequate 
conception of work, especially an awareness of the 
subjectivization of employment with its dissolution 
of boundaries, is essential. Otherwise, adaptive diffi-
culties, mental overload and insecurity can occur if 
pupils are not prepared for and attuned to the em-
ployment relationship they could be confronted with 
when entering the labour market. Thus, Hauptschüler 
can even more be seen as lowly-qualified and in 
danger of becoming ousted by better qualified pers-
ons who are prepared for subjectivized work. 

Lohr and Nickel count qualification among two 
other differentiating factors, which decide about 
(in)equality relevant chances and risks in the subjecti-
vization debate (cf. Lohr, Nickel 2005, 223). They reali-
ze that the fixing on efficient persons with high 

7 The fordistic-tyloristic model is named after F. W. Taylor’s 
(1856-1915) and H. Ford’s (1863-1947) labour organization prin-
ciples. A typical characteristic of Taylorism is the “scientific 
management” for the optimal utilisation of workforce. Rise in 
output is possible by using a central, hierarchically structured 
piecework. Specific for Fordism is mass production in assembly-
line work with an extreme split of labour. (cf. http://www.an
thro.unibe.ch/unibe/philhist/anthro/content/
e297/e1386/e3847/e3849/linkliste3932/arbeit-9_ger.pdf (page-
view 07.09.10). The fordistic-tayloristic standard employment is 
a specific constitution of work and a historical business strat-
egy of work economization (cf. Kratzer, Sauer 2003, 94). Out-
standing characteristics other than those mentioned are: stan-
dardization of employment relationships, nine-to-five-job, fixed 
job location, standardized qualification and operations, split of 
labour, distinct boundary between work and life (cf. ibid).

8 Companies are confronted with the problem to transform the 
workforce of their employees into a manifest output (cf. Kleem-
ann, Voß 2010, 433). Up to now this so-called “transformation 
problem” has been solved by a direct control and standard-
ization in any patch (cf. Kratzer, Sauer 2003, 95). Today em-
ployees are responsible for the transformation of their work-
force themselves in many companies. So their self-responsibil-
ity heightens and direct control decreases (cf. Kleemann, Voß 
2010, 433).
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readiness to assimilate excludes all those, who are not 
equipped with individual resources such as relevant 
qualifications and skills to adapt to job requirements 
with a higher flexibility and subjectivization (cf. Lohr, 
Nickel 2005, 221).

The result is the exclusion of lowly qualified pers-
ons from subjective dissolution of boundaries.

3. Pupils’ Conceptions – Some Kind of 
Cultural Capital

The mentioned requirements resulting from the out-
lined structural change of the economy also address 
Hauptschüler. They have to analyse the change of the 
living and working environment as well and they 
have to make decisions about education, em-
ployment, career by taking own interests, job require-
ments and the structural change of the economy into 
account (cf. KCAL 2006, 6).

The work-relevant skills pupils should acquire to 
cope with these requirements are accompanied by 
pupils’ conceptions of work. In the following, the 
most important theoretical aspects of learners’ con-
cepts, resp. subjective theories, are outlined.

The conceptions and theories pupils develop of dif-
ferent political and socio-economical phenomena are 
worldview cognitions, i.e. thought structures and con-
tents which refer to the self, others and to all things of 
the world (cf. Scheele, Groeben 1998, 15). This most 
complex mode of knowledge organisation (cf. Dann 
1989, 248) is subjective: On the one hand, subjectivity 
grows out of individual traits, resources and disposi-
tions. On the other hand, the social context influences 
the subjectivity (cf. Kleemann, Voß 2010, 416). Thus, a 
learner can be seen as a subject in two different ways. 
In a structural way, the subject is an expression of so-
cial conditions and comes across as a bearer of social-
ly given traits which it has to deal with (cf. ibid, 415). 
In this case, the subject is dominated and influenced 
by society (cf. ibid). But in a subjective orientated 
way, the learner is seen as an autonomic individual 
who has complex traits and deals with society in an 
active and reflective manner (cf. ibid). Thus, the sub-
ject becomes a producer of social conditions (cf. ibid). 
Finally, both perceptions are an issue: The subject 
may not escape from social conditions and their in-
fluence but is able to reflect on them.

In consequence of this subjectivity, the main chal-
lenge is that pupils conceptions are socially structu-
red, partly taken over from caregivers, based on 
experiences (cf. Hüther 2006, 2009) and are embodied 
(cf. Gropengießer 2007, 112). According to Gropengie-
ßer, concepts develop from peoples’ interaction with 
the physical and social environment – which means 
experiences (cf. ibid, 111). Thus, Giesecke calls them a 
product of socialization (cf. Giesecke 1992, 323) and 
Gläser remarks that they are socially structured (cf. 
Gläser 2002, 258). She points out that children’s sub-

jective theories are enhanced by parents’ and neigh-
bours’ narrations, by media and by communication 
with peers (cf. ibid). In the tradition of Vygotzky’s so-
cial-cultural theory, the following may be accepted: 
The social world, parents, relatives, peers, teachers et 
cetera constitute categories and concepts by concen-
trating children’s attention on information they might 
understand and by helping them interpret their expe-
riences (cf. Siegler et al. 2008, 357). The social world 
exerts a dominating influence on concept develop-
ment (cf. ibid, 358). That is why Hüther calls the brain 
“Sozialorgan“, because children gain the most and 
important experiences from human relations (cf. Hü-
ther 2006, 12). One can go one step further and say 
that learners’ conceptions are some kind of incorpora-
te cultural capital which has been passed on to the 
children by their parents (= social heritage) and 
means lasting dispositions such as skills, knowledge, 
culture (cf. Bourdieu 1983, 185).

Although parents’ employment and labour condi-
tions belong to the children’s so-called “Exosystem” 
(Bronfenbrenner), their caregivers’ working experien-
ces become an influential part of the children’s world 
(cf. Siegler et al. 2008, 493). Even these indirectly gai-
ned work experiences will be fixed firmly in the chil-
dren’s emotional experience-memory if they slowly, 
continually and repetitively take effect on them. This 
leads to an emotional conditioning, i.e. a close synap-
tic connection of a neuronal experience representa-
tion and a certain emotion (cf. Roth 2007, 145 f). The 
brain indicates different consequences and experien-
ces with help of emotional labelling, which can be re-
call them quickly (cf. ibid, 142). That means that 
experiences decide what children and teenagers asso-
ciate with the concept “work” and what emotions are 
caused if this concept comes to their minds.

For example, if a pupil re-experiences that work is 
(physically) stressful, labourious, exhausting and no 
fun, and if furthermore caregivers (parents, brothers 
and sisters, friends) convey the same impression 
about work, a so-called “Erfahrungsintegral” (cf. Hü-
ther 2009) arises in this process of emotional condi-
tioning (cf. Roth 2007, 2009). By changing the 
neuronal connections in the brain (cf. Gropengießer 
2007, 111), experiences create the model that work is 
a (physically) stressful activity which is no fun but 
which has to be done. This is saved in children’s 
minds. Brain scientists hold the limbic system, which 
is the central appraisal system of humans, responsible 
for this emotional conditioning (cf. ibid 2006, 52). Re-
peatedly gained experiences and borrowed opinions 
act as empirical evidence of this “Erfahrungsintegral”. 
Finally, a belief and an inner attitude about work arise 
from these experience-based, emotional and cogni-
tive grounded linkage phenomena (cf. Hüther 2009, 
12). Thus, working experiences are conceptualized 
emotionally. If children experience the consequences 
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of precarious work firsthand, they will be registered 
by the brain and will be saved as a conception in the 
emotional experience-memory (cf. Roth 2007, 142). 
The more intensive the emotions and consequences 
of the experiences are the faster this embedding is ac-
complished (cf. ibid, 143).

Conceptions of work developed hereby help to ex-
plain and to predict things, fulfil technical functions 
and are comparable with objective theories (cf. Fink-
beiner 1998, 182). The subjective theories organise 
pupils’ knowledge, influence all processes of thinking 
and understanding because they allow to establish 
causalities between two elements of a system and 
thereby explain why the world is the way it is (cf. Sie-
gler 2001, 281, 291 f, Finkbeiner 1998, 182, Dann 
1989, 248). As a result, learners’ conceptions manage 
and regulate their actions (cf. Dann 1989, 249).

The concepts tell the learners how to react to new 
experiences, help them to simplify the world and help 
them to act effectively by interpreting new situations 
with former experiences (cf. Siegler et al. 2008, 356). 
In addition, conceptions fulfil different functions for 
the learners such as structuring, protective, safety, re-
lief and orientation functions (cf. Reinhardt 2005, 52 
f, Nonnenmacher 1982, 201). Because of these func-
tions, the learners’ conceptions are strong, hardy and 
learning-resistant (cf. Sander 2008, 158). They are co-
gnitively and emotionally grounded, deep-seated in 
mind, important to deal with life situations, make 
sense and are subjectively important for the pupils 
(cf. Hüther 2006, 2009, Reinfried 2008, 8). This is why 
they are not called into question (cf. Mietzel 2007, 
292, Seel 2003, 253).

Whether a working experience exists or not is chec-
ked by scanning and browsing trust memory, episo-
dic memory and emotional memory. If some 
experience-based knowledge exists, there will be a 
feeling resp. an inner attitude. This means that due to 
accumulated experiences, emotions appear as soon as 
you are reminded of an event or if a positive or negati-
ve charged word is said. The limbic system always 
checks if a situation is familiar/is similar to a former 
situation and it also checks what experiences we ma-
de in that situation or with that thing (cf. Roth 2006, 
52). Although emotions are targeted at an object, the 
emotion-releasing issue or record does not need to 
exist in reality (cf. Meyer at al. 2001, 30). Being satis-
fied that they exist or that they are possible and mea-
ningful, the perspective of these records and their 
interpretation, the retrospections, associations with 
and thoughts of these events are needed to provoke 
an emotional reaction (cf. ibid: 31). Thereby the episo-
dic memory primarily delivers the details of the expe-
riences (cf. Roth 2006, 52, Roth 2009, 92 ff). Thus, an 
inner conflict is sufficient to cause emotions.

That means that skills and knowledge (about work) 
mentioned above always develop in the context of pu-

pils’ experience background, their attitudes and emo-
tion reactions. This can be problematic. If a pupil has 
experienced subjectivization of work and dissolution 
of boundaries only in a marginalised and a precarious 
way, he will not develop a conception of work that is 
extended by higher subjective flexibility demands and 
self-organisation potentials. Instead, he will probably 
make decisions about education, employment, and ca-
reer by taking own interests, job requirements and the 
structural change of the economy into account (cf. 
KCAL 2006, 6) with the help of his rather one-dimen-
sional, negative and mainly fordistic-orientated view 
on work. Against this background pupils’ decisions 
and judgements are probably undifferentiated, emo-
tional and one-dimensional. But a person is regarded 
as social science educated if he is able to break away 
from his background and to pass his differentiated, ra-
tional verdict on political and socio-economical pheno-
mena. Thus, social science education has the ambition 
to broaden and differentiate pupils’ conceptions about 
social, political and economical subjects by means of 
academic theories and categories and to make sure 
that pupils’ opinions about these subjects become 
more rational and more complex. Aside from the ques-
tion whether rational judgement and behaviour are 
even possible (cf. Roth 2009), the realisation of this 
ambition is not easy because conceptions, as a result 
of their special functions, are strong, hardy and lear-
ning-resistant. For this reason, the brisance of their 
working experiences increases. Hauptschüler are likely 
to recall heir institutionally and socially generated, ra-
ther one-dimensional, negative and mainly fordis-
tic-orientated concept of work to cope with actual job 
requirements (subjectivization, flexibility, dissolution 
of boundaries et cetera) when entering the labour 
market. Work concepts without an awareness of the 
subjectivization of employment with its dissolution of 
boundaries do not fit to meet these new subjective re-
quirements even Hauptschüler will have to deal with if 
they do not want to be ousted by better qualified pers-
ons who are prepared for these requirements.

In order to validate the assumption that Haupt-
schüler have a rather one-dimensional, negative and 
mainly fordistic-orientated conception of work four 
empirical cases will be shown below.

4. The View on Work
In order to obtain an in-depth insight into Haupt-
schülers’ conceptions and experiences regarding work 
and unemployment, 24 Hauptschüler were interviewed 
in the context of the author’s qualitative study about 
the Perspectives of Hauptschüler regarding Work and 
Unemployment.

A first sample was drawn by taking account of the 
criteria “approachability” and “quality of informants”. 
It consisted of 62 Hauptschüler of three 8th grades (47 
pupils) and one 9th grade (15 pupils); 31 were girls.
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These 62 Hauptschüler filled out a questionnaire to 
draw a second sample from their answers. Aside from 
open questions regarding their understanding of 
work and unemployment the pupils were asked about 
the work of their family members and if their caregi-
vers have ever been unemployed. They were also as-
ked if they are affected by unemployment. 
Additionally, they had to provide demographic and 
social data (sex, age, migration background).

Again taking account of the criterion “quality of 
informants”, especially their abilities to reflect and ar-
ticulate visible by the answers in the questionnaire, a 
second sample of 24 pupils was drawn out of the first 
sample (= interlaced sampling (cf. Flick 2004, 91)). 
That means that the structure of the second sample 
was defined before the data collection started. Thus, 
the sample drawn out of the first sample was made by 
established criteria. Every fixed dimension of the sam-
ple structure was equally filled with cases (cf. Flick 
2007, 156). This is why the second sample consists of 
12 girls and 12 boys. Six boys and six girls have a mi-
gration background. The 24 pupils were questioned 
about their experiences and conceptions of work and 
unemployment in a guideline- and problem-based in-
terview.

The empirical evidence shown below comes from 
short case descriptions of the second sample pupils. 
Such short descriptions of cases before the actual in-
terpretation is a standard method of the “thematic co-
ding” (cf. Flick 2007, 403). It has to be taken into 
account that a detailed analysis of the interviews rem-
ains to be done and that the parts of the short case 
descriptions below merely illustrate empirical tenden-
cies. But these first tendencies confirm the assump-
tion that Hauptschüler have a rather one-sided and 
rather negative conception of work because their wor-
king experiences are predominantly comprised of pre-
carious forms of employment and standard 
employment relationships limited to occupations 
with low status, low pay and high health risks. Thus, 
a negative conditioning of work is possible. Further-
more, a characteristic for their narrow concepts of 
work is that neither subjective dissolution processes 
nor the erosion of institutional and formal bounda-
ries in the dimensions working hours, job location, so-
cial organisation, technique, work content, form of 
organisation are parts of their conceptions about 
work. Most of the interviewed pupils have the desire 
for a standard employment relationship because they 
do not experience subjective and privilege work. As a 
result, some of the pupils’ conceptions of work are 
even based on the fordistic-tayloristic model.

The following tendencies concerning conceptions 
and experiences of four 8th-graders regarding work, 
they all attend the same Hauptschule and the same 
class, have arisen out of the short case descriptions. 
As the word “description” implies, the presentation 

of these tendencies is in a narrative-descriptive wri-
ting style. There is also a methodological problem: 
The quotes are originally in German but were transla-
ted into English here.

Meleke, a fourteen-year-old pupil who attends the 
8th grade of a Hauptschule, was born in Germany but 
her parents are Turkish-born. She lives with both pa-
rents and her brothers and sisters. Her mother is 
unemployed; her father works as a packer in a factory. 
Meleke chooses school (education) over work because 
she experienced work almost exclusively as 
(physically) stressful, laborious and exhausting: “[…] 
School is really more pleasant than work because at work 
you always have to stand and do something, you have to 
be intensive. But sometimes it is good to give free rein to 
ideas. And this certainly is exhausting, doing the same 
thing every day – maybe for years. And yeah, you have to 
bustle and care for everything […]”. (“[...] Aber ne- 
Schule ist echt angenehmer als Arbeit, denn wenn n Ar-
beit- du musst immer stehen, immer was tun, du musst 
intensiv sein. Aber manchmal ist es auch gut, den Ideen 
freien Lauf zu geben. Und das ist natürlich anstrengend, 
den ganzen Tag das Gleiche zu machen und das vielleicht 
jahrelang. Und ja, du musst immer hin und herlaufen, 
dich um alles kümmern. [...]”.) Assembly-line work 
seems to be is an integral component of her concep-
tion.

André is fourteen years old, too, but without a mi-
gration background. He lives with his mother who is 
unemployed. André’s conceptions of work are influen-
ced by practical experiences in construction and of-
fice work and as a motorcar mechanic which he could 
check out in Craftsman Centre of Education. In addi-
tion, his conception of work is influenced by informa-
tion he has gathered about his dream job bus and train 
driver. This leads him to the conviction that work is 
(physically) stressful and that “trying procedure” (“ein 
harter Ablauf”), which means fixed working hours, is 
normal. His mental picture of his later life in job is “at 
least not too quiet” (“auf jeden Fall nicht zu ruhig”), 
otherwise something would be wrong in the firm. Fur-
thermore, a nine-to-five job is of importance to him 
because he thinks: “Factories with a standard operating 
feature save jobs longer” (“[...] in Betrieben mit geregel-
tem Ablauf werden die Arbeitsplätze auch länger er-
halten warden”). He explains his conviction that 
standard operating procedures and fixed working 
hours are better in an economical way: “Yeah because 
the people don’t have a break when they like to have one, 
and therefore more of the company’s products can be 
produced” (“Ja, weil die Leute halt nicht dann Pause 
machen, wann sie wollen, dann halt auch mehr pro-
duziert werden kann”). Thus, in his view flexible wor-
king hours are damaging for the production. 
Therefore, he is glad that his dream job is characteri-
zed by a standard operating procedure and fixed wor-
king hours.
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Fourteen-year-old Kevin assumes a standard em-
ployment relationship, too. Kevin does not have a mi-
gration background and stays with a foster mother 
who is a child care worker. Kevin’s perception of a 
work day implies the theory that there is always a se-
paration of work and private life: “Um, well that I go 
there and stay there every day, eight, nine hours every 
day and earn money. And then come home in the even-
ing” (“Äh dass ich da dann auch äh dann auch hingehe 
so, also auch jeden Tag dann so acht, neun Stunden, so 
jeden Tag, also auch Geld verdiene mit. Und dann auch 
abends dann nach Hause komme”). But shift work cros-
ses his mind, too: “Yeah, that he works a full shift, that 
he err isn’t at home most of the day, but rather in the 
evening. And if he has a partial shift he err works four 
hours, five hours and then he is home again. And the 
next day he works at night or so” (“Ja, dass er dann ähm 
auch wenn er jetzt ähm Vollschicht hat, dass er dann 
ähm den mei- den meisten Zeit des Tages nicht zuhause 
ist, sondern nur abends zuhause ist. Und wenn er Teil-
schicht hat, ist er dann halt so vier Stunden, fünf Stunden 
ähm arbeiten und dann ist er wieder zuhause, und dann 
arbeitet er am andern Tag dann nachts oder so”).

For these pupils, the main function of employ-
ment is to earn money and to hedge against poverty.

Further motifs for working mentioned by some pu-
pils are: not being bored, doing something and gi-
ving meaning to life. For most pupils, another 
important function of work is that the day is structu-
red. One can follow this from Meleke’s and Anna’s 
conceptions of work:

According to Meleke, work means pastime, amu-
sement, meeting people. Therefore, being without 
work and “sitting at home” (“zuhause rumsitzen”) is 
out of question for her. “Giving functions to the body” 
(“Dem Körper Funktion geben”) is something you have 
to do because you are not born for doing nothing. 
Thus, for Meleke work is a meaningful good: “[...] That 
work is a meaning of life [...]“ (“[...] Dass Arbeit schon- 
dass es auch Sinn des Lebens is [...]”). At the same time, 
she associates it with physical stress and physical 
work load. This negative emotional conditioning is a 
result of evaluating and interpreting experiences she 
made directly via internships and indirectly via her fa-
ther’s narrations, as we will see below.

Anna, a fifteen-year-old girl, lives with her parents 
and a sister. Her father works in a box-factory. To An-
na work means deflection, amusement and not being 
bored: “I wouldn’t like it, if I err only sit at home and 
clean the house. That would eventually be boring, and 
this is why I would like to work” (“Mir würds auch nicht 
gefallen, wenn ich ähm den ganzen Tag nur zuhause 
sitzen würde und halt das Haus sauber machen würde 
und das wär auch irgendwann langweilig, und deswegen 
würd ich dann auch gern arbeiten”). Concerning her la-
ter life, Anna assumes to have a nine-to-five job. She 
seemingly does not know telework. According to her, 

work takes place somewhere outside the house, in a 
factory or somewhere else: “Yeah, I work ordinarily. 
Everything is stressful. If you come home from work, you 
are tired, want to eat something. Then I try to spend as 
much time as possible with my family. Um, well after that 
you go to bed and after that you must work again” (“Ja 
halt, ich arbeite ganz normal. Ist stressig alles, wenn 
man von der Arbeit nach Hause kommt, ist man müde, 
will was essen. Dann versuch ich auch so viel Zeit wie 
möglichst noch mit der Familie zu bringen äh zu ver-
bringen. Äh danach irgendwann wieder schlafen gehen 
und danach muss man ja wieder zur Arbeit”).

The view of a function of work as a structured dai-
ly routine, results from the fact that most of them co-
me from a poor background and broken homes where 
a daily routine is missing (cf. Wippermann/ Calmbach 
2007: 211). Thus an exterior job structuring is impor-
tant for the formation of an attitude to fixed work 
hours.

It is self-evident for Hauptschüler that employees 
are bound to instructions the employer gives. One 
can see this in Anna’s view on work which focuses on-
ly on the employees’ side: “[...] that you have to do the 
things the employer tells you to do just in time” (“[...] 
Halt dass man seine Sachen, die man bekommt vom Ar-
beitgeber, halt alle auch macht und äh dass man auch 
rechtzeitig fertig is. [...]”). But Anna’s perspective on 
work shows an awareness of subjectivization as well: 
“You must know what you have to do. There is nobody 
who runs around and tells you what you have to do” 
(“Also man muss wissen, was man machen muss. Also 
und es wird nicht daher gerannt und gesagt, das wir das 
und das machen sollen [...]”).

Most of the questioned Hauptschüler, especially 
those with a migration background, associate work 
exclusively in this way: grafting; labour; having to do 
many and hard things; exhausting; being fragged out; 
much stress; less leisure time; getting up early; working 
long hours. Such a negative association is typical for 
Meleke as well. Her father’s work experiences imprint 
Meleke’s conception of work. Her father always came 
home late and overstrained when she was young and 
told her about his hard and stressful working day. 
This is why she did not want to work when she was 
younger and had the conception: “that you have to do 
a lot of work which is no fun” (“dass man viel arbeiten 
muss, das kein Spaß macht”). She deduces her concep-
tion of work from specific jobs, primarily pharmacist, 
restaurateur, hairdresser. Beyond that Meleke gained 
working experiences in the Craftsman Centre of Edu-
cation. As a result of trial lessons in hairdressing and 
plastering she knows: “that work is very exhausting”, 
“that you have to keep an eye on it”, “that you must have 
much patience and that you have to bother” (“dass [Ar-
beit] sehr anstrengend ist”, “dass man genau gucken 
muss”, “dass [..] man richtig viel Geduld haben muss und 
sich Mühe geben muss”). Additionally, it was necessary 
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to be polite, to smile and to get along well with col-
leagues. Furthermore, she experienced unpleasant 
things like working long hours, tidying up, waiting 
and standing for long hours. All these experiences in-
fluence Meleke’s mental picture of work.

Every once in a while the conceptions of work are 
ambivalent: Own desires produced by the media and 
school lessons, e.g. work is fun (subjectivization of 
work), are contrasted by reality in form of gained ex-
periences through parents, brothers and sisters, 
friends, as well as school and own internships. These 
experiences are stronger and more sustainable than 
the wishes. This is why verbalisations like “work is 
fun” are very seldom. Instead, the gap between desire 
and reality is expressed by the modal verbs “should” 
and “could”: “work should be fun”; “work could be fun 
(but does not have to be)”.

5. Résumé
Structural change on the business level demand sub-
jectivization achievements of all employees (cf. Dörre 
2009, 1999, Lohr, Nickel 2005, 217). The motive “earn-
ing money” and the conception of a “nine-to-five-job” 
are not sufficient for a subjectivized employment be-
cause it asks employees to contribute their subjective 
potentials and resources which lead to dissolution of 
boundaries. Instead, an adequate conception of 
work, especially an awareness of subjectivization of 
employment with its dissolution of boundaries, is es-
sential for meeting these requirements. But the domi-
nant conception of employment the interviewed 
Hauptschüler have is that work is (physically) stressful, 
laborious, exhausting. For these pupils, the main 
function of employment is to earn enough money. 
Prestige and work content are not essential. Both, sub-
jective dissolution processes and the erosion of in-
stitutional and formal boundaries are not part of 
pupils’ conceptions about work. The contrary is the 
case: Concerning their later life, Hauptschüler assume 
to have a nine-to-five job. Work takes place some-
where outside the house, in a factory or somewhere 
else, is temporally structured and work content does 
not have anything to do with the person who carries 
it out. It is self-evident for them that, as employees, 
they are bound to instructions the employer gives (cf. 

Keller, Seifert 2009, 41). If anything, Hauptschüler ap-
preciate privileged dissolution between work and life 
in the dimension of social organisation because team-
work in school is often justified by teamwork on the 
job. This dominant conception of employment results 
from experiences these pupils made and still make: 
The pupils primarily experience standard and precari-
ous employment relationships through parents, 
brothers and sisters, friends, as well as school and 
own internships. Thus, their social environment 
causes conceptions which are indifferent and narrow.

Because the interviewed Hauptschüler do not expe-
rience subjectivization of work and dissolution of 
boundaries, they have not yet developed a concep-
tion of work that includes higher subjective flexibility 
demands and self-organisation potentials. If school 
education fails to extend and to differentiate these 
conceptions – which is not easy because of their sub-
jective functions and emotional components – Haupt-
schüler will enter the labour market with a mainly 
fordistic-orientated, rather one-dimensional, negative, 
institutionally and socially generated view on work. 
In that case Hauptschüler are likely to recall their ina-
dequate concepts of work to cope with actual job re-
quirements (subjectivization, flexibility, dissolution 
of boundaries et cetera). In this respect there can be 
talk of an exclusion from subjective dissolution of 
boundaries because Hauptschülers’ work concepts and 
habits, which manage and regulate their action in 
work-relevant situations, are not in line with job re-
quirements with a higher flexibility and subjectiviza-
tion. By accounting the awareness of and the 
adaption to subjectivization as an additional but ne-
cessary qualifier, Hauptschüler are even more low-
ly-qualified – a disadvantage which leads to 
displacement.

At least there arises the question: How can social 
science education, especially vocational preparation 
and counselling close the gap between Hauptschülers’ 
conceptions of work and their expectations, on the 
one hand, and general requirements on the other? 
This question is strongly connected to another one: 
what effect does social science education actually ha-
ve in consideration of the mechanism of social repro-
duction in schools?
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Framework of Measuring Economic Competencies

How to model economic competencies with the objective of empirically testing them? This question has been 
discussed for many years now without a conclusive measurement model having been presented thus far. Tak-
ing an in-depth analysis of the definition of competency proposed by Weinert (2001) as a starting point, we will 
derive a framework for the necessary complexity of competency assessment, which finds its graphical represen-
tation in a competence octagon. After discussing existing empirical work in the field of economic education 
and classifying it using the categories of the competence octagon, we will then propose a new model of econ-
omic competency that allows for empirical testing.
Die Frage der Modellierung ökonomische Kompetenz zur empirischen Erfassung einer Economic Literacy wird 
seit vielen Jahren diskutiert, ohne dass bisher ein überzeugendes Modell für die empirische Erfassung vorge-
legt wurde. Dies verdeutlicht der nachfolgende Beitrag, indem er ausgehend von einer detaillierten Synthese 
der Kompetenzdefinition von Weinert (2001) ein Schema der notwendigen Komplexität von Kompetenzmessun-
gen entwickelt, das graphisch in einem Kompetenzoktagon zusammengefasst wird. Anschließend werden exis-
tierende empirische Arbeiten im Bereich der ökonomischen Bildung diskutiert und mittels der Kategorien des 
Kompetenzoktagons klassifiziert, bevor ein neues Modell für die Modellierung ökonomischer Kompetenz vorge-
stellt wird, das ökonomische Kompetenz für empirisches Testen öffnet.

Keywords
economic competency, economic literacy, economic 
education

1. Introduction
For the purpose of evaluating educational systems, 
standardized tests that allow for testing large 
numbers of test persons under unchanging con-
ditions are essential. But whereas the areas of testing 
have been primarily focused on the domains of 
mathematics, language und sciences so far, this con-
tribution discusses possibilities for assessing econ-
omic competencies and their respective 
requirements. One key problem with modelling econ-
omic competencies is that – unlike in the case of the 
above-mentioned school subjects – the subject of 
economic education is either heterogeneous or some-
times even non-existent in schools.

As a consequence, considerable academic discus-
sions have not yet led to a homogeneous starting 
point for modelling economic competence. This is 
shown not only by the following overview of existing 
empirical work but also by the anatomy of the term 
itself (Beck 1989). Up until today it remains unclear 
which kind of benchmark should be used for a model 
of economic education. Should the role-concept be 
used, or rather a categorical approach? If so, which o-
ne? What are the central categories for economic edu-
cation? Which categories allow for insights into the 
fundamental structures of economic thinking? What 
is its elementary content?

The following contribution will not be able to ans-
wer all these questions. But we will present a new co-
herent theoretical model for economic literacy and 
compare it to the results of previous empirical work. 
This model is based on the idea of literacy as it was 
developed in the OECD-PISA study, meaning there 

that students should reach at least a basic level of rea-
ding and writing skills. To derive our model we star-
ted with a single similar normative pre-assumption: 
To participate in society nowadays, students need not 
only verbal literacy and mathematical numeracy but 
also economic literacy. Salemi (2005) defines the term 
as follows: “Students attain economic literacy if they 
can apply basic economic concepts years later, in si-
tuations relevant to their lives and different from tho-
se encountered in the classroom,” (Salemi 2005). As 
the authors have stated elsewhere (see Macha and 
Schuhen 2010) economic literacy means the applica-
tion of economic concepts or knowledge in situations 
relevant to a person’s life.

To be very clear about this point: In our model, 
economic literacy is the normative starting point. We 
can speak of economic literacy if a person (a student) 
is in command of the necessary economic competen-
cies that will be defined in chapter 5. Together these 
competencies make up the construct of economic 
competence. The distinct difference between compe-
tency (plural: competencies) and competence (plural: 
competences) lies in potential versus actual ability. In 
other words, competence can be understood as a ge-
neral characteristic whereas competency is a skill de-
monstrated when performing an actual task (Sadler 
2011).

Theoretically, our model of economic literacy is 
based on a cognitive psychological perspective, refer-
ring to the competence definition by psychologist 
and educational researcher Franz E. Weinert that can 
nowadays be regarded as a standard. Starting with 
Weinert’s definition we develop a competence octa-
gon (a graph with eight corners) with eight measure-
ment dimensions which should be incorporated in an 
assessment of competencies in view of the current 
scientific forefront. Specifically, these dimensions are:

http://www.jsse.org
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A. problem solving
B. aspects of actions
C. requirement
D. content
E. task design
F. situations
G. roles
H. motivation / volition
At least any reader with an economics degree will 
bring up the question of the benefits and costs of our 
approach. What exactly do we get that we cannot get 
from the strict measurement of knowledge? The 
answer is threefold, but rather simple:
1. By incorporating previously uncontrolled measure-

ment dimensions we can achieve a much broader 
understanding of what students know economi-
cally and can apply in solving new economic prob-
lems.

2. In our model we make the decisive step from 
knowledge to competence that was made with the 
OECD-PISA study and other related studies before, 
but was widely ignored in the economic domain.

3. As a result we get assessments that are superior in 
the deciding measurement categories of validity, 
reliability and objectivity.

Since no one has yet tested the construct economic 
competencies, it is useful to collect these individual 
dimensions and combine them into one overall con-
struct. The cost of such an approach is very low in the 
sense that only the type of test questions (or items) 
must be modified to fit all the categories described 
later. Which of the categories will be represented in 
the “brains” of the students is then left to them and 
not previously determined by any experts.

In that sense we see our contribution as part of the 
fundamental research that is very much needed in the 
area of economic education. Its concrete applicability 
in the small and in the large is currently being asses-
sed in a pre-study named “ECOS – Economic Compe-
tencies Study” at the University of Siegen, Germany. 
The results of ECOS will hopefully give deeper insight 
into the structure of economic competencies of 8th 
grade students, at least in German schools. While this 
is not our primary goal, the assessment framework we 
propose is able – in a second step – to generate evi-
dence that economic (and/or financial) education in 
schools actually influences students’ behavior becau-
se its measurement does not only contain the know-
ledge dimension but also a dimension of action.

To start with a short overview, the paper is organi-
zed as follows: In section 2 a scheme is developed for 
the purpose of showing the desirable complexity of 
measurement. In section 3 we give a tabular overview 
of relevant existing empirical work. In section 4 the re-
levant studies are classified in our scheme to show a re-
search desideratum. In section 5 we outline the 
definition of economic competency and the competen-

ce model of our pilot study ECOS, that we are currently 
running, before we draw some conclusions in section 6.

2. Classification Scheme for Knowledge or 
Competency Tests in the Area of 
Economic Education

In the following we will derive a framework of com-
ponents necessary for economic competency tests 
that is based on a cognitive psychological per-
spective. Whereas there are other interesting con-
tributions to the field the authors do strongly believe 
that only a cognitive model can offer a chance to 
really look behind the deeper structures of the con-
struct economic competency. Therefore we will devel-
op a competence octagon that is based on the 
competence definition by psychologist and edu-
cational researcher Franz E. Weinert, which can now-
adays be regarded as a standard. But before 
proceeding to Weinert’s definition we will shortly de-
scribe the circumstances that led to its widespread re-
ception. Franz E. Weinert was one of the psychologists 
whom the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooper-
ation and Development) asked in 1997 to work on a 
project named “Definition and Selection of Com-
petencies: Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations 
(DeSeCo)”. In a first publication based on the project 
(Weinert, 1999) an overview was given of different 
pedagogical, psychological and even linguistic under-
standings of competence. A second famous con-
tribution (Weinert 2001, 27f., original in German, 
translation from the authors) defines competence as 
“the readily available or learnable cognitive abilities 
and skills which are needed for solving problems as 
well as the associated motivational, volitional and so-
cial capabilities and skills which are in turn necessary 
for successful and responsible problem solving in vari-
able situations”.

The preceding statement makes use of some tech-
nical terms of psychological research and therefore 
needs to be explained in more detail. First, the word 
“cognitive” or its noun “cognition” are understood in 
the field of psychological research as “generic terms 
for all higher mental functions, especially thinking, 
perception, recognition and understanding” (Tewes , 
Wildgrube 1992, 183, original in German, translation 
from the authors). A similar definition by Zimbardo 
and Gerrig (1999) describes cognition as a global term 
for all forms of knowledge and its plural “cognitions” 
as structures or processes of recognising and kno-
wing. This includes e.g. processes of perception, rea-
soning, remembering, thinking and deciding as well 
as the structures of these terms and of memory itself.

But interestingly, in his definition Weinert (2001) 
does not refer to the concept of “cognition”, but to 
“cognitive abilities and skills”. “Cognitive abilities 
and skills” can be understood as globally existing 
human skills related to memory, language, percep-
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tion, attention etc. while “cognitive skills” describe ra-
ther recurrent, automatic cognitive processes, as for 
example mental arithmetic, calling someone on the 
telephone or getting dressed.

To understand the concept of “competence" the 
psychological term of "problem solving" is of vital im-
portance. All actions that aim at a certain target state 
can be understood as "problem solving". According 
to this there are (at least) three steps required for pro-
blem solving (cf. Newell, Simon 1972):
1. Grasping the status quo and/or the problem
2. Applying solution approaches
3. Attaining the desired target status.
Typical examples of problem solving processes are the 
chess game, the planning of a holiday or the writing 
of a research article. One of the difficulties concerning 
problem solving processes is the fact that most of the 
time the problem itself is complex. Such cases are 
called “complex problem solving”. It “occurs to over-
come barriers between a given state and a desired 
goal state by means of behavioral and/or cognitive, 
multi-step activities. The given state, goal state, and 
barriers between given state and goal state are com-
plex, change dynamically during problem solving, 
and are intransparent. The exact properties of the 
given state, goal state, and barriers are unknown to 
the solver at the outset“ (French, Funke 1995, 8, orig-
inal in German, translation from the authors).

In school-related studies one normally limits one-
self to simple problems, but it is nevertheless possible 
to make use of more complex problems if the related 
kinds of competences are the target of the investiga-
tion. If we consider everything we have said so far, we 
get a crucial criterion for cognitive competence. This 
competence exists if new problems are solved with 
the help of prior knowledge. A survey question which 
only asks for prior, inert knowledge (e.g. “What was 
last years’ inflation rate?”) could therefore never be 
used for measuring cognitive competence according 
to the definition of Weinert (2001). Thus, we have de-
rived category A. of the competence octagon, the pro-
blem solving dimension.

But before we consider further requirements con-
cerning the actual measurement of competence we 
shall illustrate the second part of Weinert’s definition.

Besides the cognitive aspects we have described so 
far, Weinert (2001) states that there are other cons-
tructs in the human psyche that play an important ro-
le in a person’s individual competence in a certain 
area, namely the “motivational, volitional and social 
capabilities and skills which are in turn necessary for 
successful and responsible problem solving in variable 
situations”. For a rather long time, motivation and vol-
ition were not considered as separate items in psycho-
logical research. Nowadays they are separated as 
follows: motivation has an effect on the global target 
(i.e. which target is chosen by the person), whereas 

volition is the major impetus concerning the chosen 
target (i.e. which strategies are chosen and which ef-
forts are made). Both motivation and volition have an 
immediate effect on the measurable competence, if 
e.g. a performance test is heavily prolonged, the parti-
cipants’ motivation will be reduced drastically, which 
in turn reduces their competence. Or, in the context of 
the same example, a participant’s overall motivation 
will remain sufficiently high whereas his or her volitio-
nal willingness to make an effort and exert him- or 
herself will decrease during the test. Thus, we have 
just derived a second category of the competence oc-
tagon, the motivational and volitional dimension (H).

In summary, one can specify the definition by Wei-
nert (2001) as follows:

“[Competencies are] the readily available or learna-
ble cognitive [structures or processes of cognition 
and knowledge] abilities [memory, language, percep-
tion, attention, etc.] and skills [actions which are ap-
plied in recurring tasks] which are needed for solving 
problems [overcome barriers between a given state 
and a desired goal] as well as the associated motiva-
tional [concerning the motives which have an impact 
on the action or decision], volitional and social capa-
bilities and skills which are required for successful and 
responsible problem solving in variable situations”.

Thus the existence of competence relies on three 
crucial dimensions:
1. cognitive abilities and skills = knowledge which is 

needed in order to
2. solve new problems and
3. the necessary motivational, volitional and social 

capabilities and skills.
The goal of this chapter is to derive a competence oc-
tagon.

For this purpose the competence definition by Wei-
nert (2001) has been specified. If one really wants to 
go into the field and conduct a competence survey in 
a certain area, complexity increases considerably. For 
the application of a standardized test a theoretical 
model is needed which adequately operationalises 
the competences to be measured.

Such “competency models” are classified into two 
categories by Hartig and Klieme (2006):
1. competency structure models
2. competency level models
Both approaches (and all types of competency 
measurement) make use of a content-related dimen-
sion that finds representation in dimension D. in the 
competence octagon. The competency structure 
model tries to grasp the inner structure of the compet-
ences to be measured, e.g. they deal with the question 
of which sub-competences form which main compet-
ences. An example of the examination of a compet-
ency structure model is the DESI study (Klieme, Beck 
2007). In this study English language competence was 
subdivided into three main competence dimensions 
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(“reception”, “awareness” and “production”), which in 
turn were subdivided into subdimensions. This 
measurement dimension can be found in the compet-
ence octagon as dimension B. aspects of actions.

In competency level models, on the other hand, 
the focus is on the question of “ […] which specific re-
quirements a high competence person can master 
and which requirements a low competence person ba-
rely masters and which ones not at all,” (Hartig, Klie-
me 2006, 133, original in German, translation from 
the authors).

Such models deal with the exact measurement of 
requirement levels and their respective accompli-
shment by a participant. In such studies results are 
related to abstractly defined and theoretically based 
ideas about requirements a certain group of people in 
a specific area should meet.

This approach is closely related to the idea of 
“literacy” and/or “numeracy” and was pursued by the 
OECD in its PISA studies. These studies used it for the 
purpose of deriving competences which students 
should have in order to be able to meaningfully parti-
cipate in today’s society.

In the competence octagon the requirement dimen-
sion (C.) represents the different levels of achievement.

The linking of both approaches (competence level 
models and competence structure models) in one 
common so-called “three-dimensional competence 
model” presents a kind of “silver bullet” in current re-
search. An example of this kind of research is the Har-
moS-study (Adamina, Labudde 2008). Here the 
dimensions of content and action (competency struc-
ture model) and multi-stage requirement levels 
(competency level models) are combined and assessed 
simultaneously. The disadvantage of this approach is 
the exponentially growing complexity and, as Weinert 
(2001) points out, the more abstract, intellectual and 
brilliant a competence is defined as being, the more 
problematic is its scientific psychological validation. 
On the other hand, the more specific and pragmatical-
ly useful a competence model is, the less satisfactory 
it becomes when considering its intellectual side.

In order to derive two additional dimensions 
(concerning specific task design) of our competency 
octagon we refer back to Weinert’s (2001) definition:

Weinert speaks of “variable situations” in which pro-
blems should be solved. This requires a variable design 
and different contexts of the tasks which the test parti-
cipants will be solving. For the competence octagon 
this results in dimension F. situations. Concerning the 
measurement of economic competencies the relevant 
literature also suggests different roles to be of specific 
importance. For instance, Jung (2006, 7) developed a 
model which is based on the assumption of life and 
learning environment sensitive challenges within do-
main-specific roles. Starting with economically charac-
terized life situations Jung (2009) proposes four roles 

that are relevant to a student’s life: consumer, young 
person in search of occupation, employee, and econo-
mic citizen. Schlösser and Schuhen (2006) criticize the 
sole focus on the role concept and focus therefore on 
the relative importance of economic content. Whether 
it can be dispensed with the concept of roles or whe-
ther they exist as a construct, are to be worked out. 
Therefore we think that for the purpose of a coherent 
measurement model of economic competencies, roles 
are of indispensable importance and we include them 
in our competence octagon in dimension G. roles.

The last remaining dimension of the competence 
octagon is taken from Klieme (2004), who states that 
the tasks in competency tests should have different 
formats. Besides multiple choice tasks there should be 
open answer questions, work samples and oral for-
mats etc., because it is crucial to minimize the bias of 
results that could be traced back to the familiarity of 
parts of the participant group with specific question-
naire formats. Accordingly, in our competence octa-
gon the last dimension is E. task design.

The eight dimensions that a competence measure-
ment should fulfill in view of the current scientific 
standard are summarized in the following competen-
ce octagon.

Figure 1: Competency Octagon

Economic
Literacy

B. Aspects 
of Actions

F. Situations

E. Task 
Design

G. Roles

C. 
Requirement

D. Content
H. 

Motivation/
Volition

A. Problem
Solving

3. Studies on Economic Knowledge and 
Literacy in the Light of the Dimension

In a statement on economic education of German 
students, Beck (1989, 579) speaks of a “cloudy 
shapelessness” that has yet to be defined. Today 
this is not fully true anymore because several 
studies have been carried out in the meantime that 
deal with the assessment of economic knowledge 
or literacy. In the following overview we will inten-
tionally pick out some of the existing surveys to 
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mark the characteristics of the field thus far. First, 
we briefly introduce the different studies before we 
categorize them based on the requirements devel-
oped in the previous section to a competency test 
in the field of economic education.

3.1 Economic Knowledge of Young Adults in 
Baden-Württemberg (Germany) 

The study by Würth and Klein (2001) evaluates econ-
omic knowledge of students of all three types of sec-
ondary schools in Baden-Württemberg, Germany. 
6380 students in the eighth grade (age group approx. 
15 years) and in the senior year of the respective 
school type were interviewed. The starting point of 
the survey was the hypothesis that schools do not 
contribute enough to the students’ knowledge of 
economic interactions and to the promotion of an 
open-minded and positive attitude towards pro-
fessional life. “Economic knowledge” was gathered in 
terms of “accumulated knowledge of economic facts 
and interactions […]. Not the subjective level of econ-
omic information of a person or a group of persons in 
comparison to others is the main focus […] but the 
content and valences of the construct ‘economic 
knowledge’, which has yet to be defined.” (Würth and 
Klein 2001: 127)

In conclusion, Würth and Klein (2001) mainly 
question and discuss topics related to business and 
economics, entrepreneurial versus private household 
perspectives or textbook knowledge versus everyday 
experience, but essential requirements such as pro-
blem solving, task variable formats and action as-
pects are found in the test design again.

3.2  Youth Study of the Federal Association 
of German Banks (Bundesverband 
deutscher Banken)

The Youth Study 2009 has the title “Economic under-
standing and financial culture”, and is commissioned 
every three years by the Federal Association of Ger-
man Banks. In 2009, 753 teenagers and young adults 
between 14 and 24 years were interviewed by tele-
phone on the topics “youth and economy”, “financial 
culture among young people” and “young people and 
banks”. The survey is inadequate for measuring 
“economic competency” or “economic under-
standing” because most of the time it collects the ap-
praisal of a certain term (e. g. “In view of the term 
‘social market economy’ I associate… nothing spe-
cific, something good, something bad”). Only two 

sections contain items on economic knowledge in the 
content areas of “supply and demand” and “inflation 
rate”. This study met only one of the identified 
requirements.

3.3 Test of Economic Literacy (TEL) and the 
Studies of NAPS

The Test of Economic Literacy tries to identify ele-
mentary concepts of economic thinking – in spite of 
all scientific controversity. In essence, Soper and Wal-
stad have obtained 22 concepts that can be  divided 
into fundamental micro- and macroeconomic as well 
as international terms. Beck, Krumm and Dubs (1998) 
have adopted this test for Germany and tested its 
validity to students and trainees. Beck and Krumm 
(1994) attribute the fact that this canon of economic 
education has only a macroeconomic perspective and 
dismisses any business-related content to the mindset 
that  microeconomic points of view and problems 
should be dealt with in professional specializations. 
However, the authors point out that this assessment 
is worthy of discussion (Beck 2000, 216), as there are 
some elementary concepts which can for instance be 
found in accounting and marketing as well. The ap-
proach of hierarchically ordered  cognitive operations 
– borrowed from Benjamin Bloom’s model of taxon-
omies – cannot be maintained within the TEL. There-
fore Witt (2006)  proposes to consider the taxonomy 
levels borrowed from Bloom as categorical levels but 
not as a fixed hierarchy. A major criticism of the TEL 
are the missing variable task sizes and the non-con -
sider ation of motivation and volition.1

3.4 Competency Models for Vocational 
Education

Approaches to modelling professional competence in 
commercial apprenticeships (cf. among others Seeber 
2008; Winther, Achtenhagen 2008; Winther, Achten-
hagen 2009) most often refer back to the fundament-
als of economic education in their competence models.

The longitudinal and cross-sectional study 
“Investigation on learning progress, motivation and 
attitudes of students in Hamburg” (ULME) assesses 
context-specific cognitive performance dispositions. 
Context-specific relates here to the specific require-
ments and situations during professional training in 
vocational schools and in the respective apprentices-
hip (Lehmann, Seeber 2007).

All in all, 51 tasks were created, being composed of 
112 individual items: multiple choice, single choice, 

1 We know that there are huge studies such as the National As-
sessment of Educational Progress Economics 2006 test of 12th 
grade students in the U.S. that have been left out. The reason 
for this approach is on one hand a practical one, to keep the list 
short. On the other hand, although the test itself is well-con-
structed and incorporates existing standards in the measure-

ment of economic knowledge or understanding, the authors do 
not see a major theoretical improvement in the assessment mo-
del that is used. The theoretical starting point is in principle 
the same as the one of the Test of Economic Literacy (TEL) that 
we have discussed already.
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assignments and open answer format. Tasks with di-
vergent requirements that needed constructive and 
argumentative steps in the solution process were dis-
regarded. The items were placed in different situation-
al contexts and were supposed to allow for analyses of 
dimensionality, required levels of qualifications and 
the hierarchical structure of professional competence. 
However, it became clear that the classification charac-
teristics which were used for defining the cognitive 
 dimension (reproduction, understanding/usage, 
critic ism/reflection) were mostly invariant to the res-
pective difficulty of the task. Nevertheless, this classi-
fication framework has been an important starting 
point for the development of the test itself because it 
prevented an unbalanced distribution of factual know-
ledge and the reproduction of contents (Seeber 2008, 
77). Major results in the context of this paper are that 
approximately 38% of the variance related to the per-
formance in the dimension “business performance 
processes, economics and law” can be traced back to 
common cognitive abilities, mathematical and rea-

ding skills. This was ascertained by the CFT. The per-
centage of the variance related to accounting was 
substantially smaller, namely 13 %. In this area, speci-
fic professional knowledge and the usage of profes-
sional concepts, terms and procedures are apparently 
more important and can only be partially traced back 
to the overall cognitive performance, like e. g. logical 
thinking or the mastery of mathematical relations-
hips. These findings were confirmed by Winther and 
Achtenhagen (2008), who discovered that general 
skills for problem solving were replaced by specific 
professional knowledge if the situation became more 
specialized. In view of this fact they distinguish bet-
ween domain-specific and domain-affiliated concep-
tual knowledge, whereas “economic literacy” and 
“economic numeracy” are regarded as part of do-
main-affiliated knowledge for the commercial-adminis-
trative area (Winther, Achtenhagen 2010, 19).

Combining now the dimensions of competence oc-
tagon with the presented studies it becomes clear that 
so far only the ULME study met all the requirements.

Table 1: Measurement of Competence with 
Desirable Degree of Complexity

Dimension

Derived from

Study

(a) Economic knowledge of 
young adults in Baden-Wuert -
temberg, Würth and Klein 2001

(b) Youth Study 2009, Federal 
Asscociation of German Banks

(c) Test of Economic Literacy, 
Soper & Walstad

(d) ULME-study, Lehmann & 
Seeber 2007

Siegen model of economic com-
petency, Macha and Schuhen 
2011
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This table shows that the previous approaches, hav-
ing their origins in the areas of business, academic 
economics, economics education and the didactics of 
economics (Würth and Klein, Federal Asscociation of 
German Banks, Soper and Walstad), merely conduct a 
subcomplex measurement. In studies such as the 
one we picked out from the Federal Association of 
German Banks the measurement of – in that case – 
the construct “economic knowledge” is conducted in 
a semi-scientific way where the items are reminiscent 
of a TV game show like “Who wants to be million-
aire?”. The approach is orientated on inert knowl-
edge or mere attitudes. In their study Würth and 
Klein (2001) also focus on economic knowledge as a 
relevant cognitive construct. But while they meet 
existing scientific standards a look at their items 
shows again that inert or fact knowledge is in focus. 
Whereas the theoretical measurement model behind 
the two studies just mentioned is rather simple, the 
Test of Economic Literacy by Soper and Walstad 
offers at least a two-dimensional measurement 
model. Adapting Bloom’s taxonomy of cognitive 
learning objectives they try to expand the measure-
ment of inert knowledge with the more elaborate 
knowledge categories of “comprehension”, “ap-
plication”, “analysis”, “synthesis” and “evaluation”. 
Therefore, to measure the construct “economic liter-
acy” in this study it is possible to speak of a really 
valid measurement. But today the approach of Soper 
and Walstad (2001) is (no longer) cutting-edge, be-
cause it measures only knowledge and not fulfilled 
all the necessary dimensions of a competency assess-
ment..

The approaches of Lehmann and Seeber, as well as 
Achtenhagen and Winther , in contrast, are complex, 
up-to-date competency models, which are able to 
measure the constructs in the area of vocational, 
mostly training-related competences in a valid, reli-
able and objective way. Although these models are ra-
ther elaborated, they can – with no exception – be 
assigned to the context of vocational and business 
education and are able to measure competences that 
are relevant and important to a future employer.

But they are neither able to capture nor are they 
interested in representing stand-alone economic com-
petence in the sense of economic action and econo-
mic understanding.

Therefore, we are convinced that a large-scale as-
sessment of economic competencies of students 
should fulfill the requirements of the competence oc-
tagon and that such an assessment is highly desira-
ble. As mentioned earlier the authors have just 
started a small study called ECOS (Economic Compe-
tencies Study), which is currently in progress. The un-
derlying measurement model, which we like to call 
the “Siegen model of economic competencies”, will 
be outlined in the following section.

4. Siegen Model of Economic Competencies
The Siegen model of economic competency is con-
structed based on the theoretical framework that was 
developed in section 2 of this paper. It incorporates 
all eight dimensions of the competence octagon.

Furthermore, research on expertise (e.g. Ericsson 
et al. 2006) in the culturally relevant techniques of 
reading, writing and calculating shows a sophistica-
ted structure of different knowledge dimensions 
(Bransford et al. 2002 and an empirical paper on the 
economic numeracy Schuhmann et al. 2005). Similar 
results were obtained empirically in the OECD PISA 
studies. Achtenhagen and Winther (2009) speak with 
respect to the domain of vocational education of 
“economic literacy” and “economic numeracy” . The 
authors do strongly believe that the distinction of 
verbal and mathematical approaches also has a 
non-negligible impact on economic competency as-
sessment because the area of economic thinking is ty-
pically orientated towards both “worlds”, the verbal 
and the mathematical one. For instance, already in ar-
chaic cultures all economic activity needed some kind 
of structured decision-making process involving ma-
thematical calculating (“how many sheep do I ha-
ve?”) and/or verbal acting (trading goods). If one 
accepts that verbal and mathematical abilities do so-
mehow belong to the domain of economic competen-
cies, the interesting question arises of how this could 
specifically be the case. Are verbal and mathematical 
competencies domain-specific? In the sense that they 
are originally attributable to the psychological cons-
truct of economic competency? Or are they only do-
main-related psychological constructs of their own 
that appear together with economic competency? To 
put it differently, one could ask if an economic com-
petency could somehow exist without mathematical 
and verbal elements (see preliminary results for the 
domain of economic education in schools from 
Schloesser and Schuhen 2006).

To the best of the authors’ knowledge no existing 
study deals with the relation of mathematical, verbal 
and economic competency. Minor and unsystematic 
evidence could be given by the frequent approaches 
in the domain of economic education that try to deve-
lop class books for mathematics with only econo-
mics-related examples instead of the usual physics 
and sciences orientation.

In the study ECOS that we have conducted at the 
end of the year 2010, in a first approach we will dif-
ferentiate between predominantly verbally and pre-
dominantly mathematically orientated economic 
contexts and related competencies at the highest 
level of the competency definition. To which extent 
this differentiation represents the “real” underlying 
psychological constructs in the students’ “heads” 
will hopefully become clearer from the pre-study da-
ta. Further evidence will then be derived through 
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testing in the areas of global intelligence (general 
fluid ability) and mathematical and verbal intelli-
gence. These will be tested using the CFT-20 (Weiß 
2006, 2007). The CFT-20 is the German version of 
Cattell’s Culture Fair Intelligence Test-Scale 2 (1949, 
1973).

In the Siegen model of economic competency we 
understand economic competency as the following:

Economic competency can be defined as the abili-
ty in verbally and mathematically orientated situa-
tions, roles and contexts to
1. recognise economic questions,
2. describe economic phenomena and arrive at econ-

omic conclusions,
3. apply economic knowledge in different situative 

actions,
4. occupy oneself with economic thoughts and ideas 

and deal with them in a way that is adequate to all 
current and future tasks of one’s life as a con-
structive, dedicated and reflective citizen along 
with the related motivational, volitional and social 
dispositions and abilities, to make successful and 
responsible use of the obtained problem solutions 
in variable situations.

Parts (1.) and (2.) of this definition refer to the cog-
nitive construct of knowledge-based competency in 
the sense of Winther and Achtenhagen (2008, 2009, 
2010) such that an understanding of economic re-
lations and issues is in focus. Parts (3.) and (4.) of the 
definition go back to students’ action-based com-
petencies, i. e. their actions in concrete economic situ-
ations and roles shall be modelled.

Typically any competence model needs a concrete 
operationalisation in a measurement model to be tes-
table. In the ECOS project this operationalisation will 
be done – according to the competence octagon – by 
identifying eight relevant dimensions of measure-
ment. Specifically, the dimensions are:
A. content
B. requirement
C. aspects of actions
D. problem solving
E. situations
F. roles
G. task design
H. motivation/volition
The content dimension (A.) of the Siegen model of 
economic competency is focused on a few core ideas 
that can represent the entire area of economic under-
standing. Such a concept of “big ideas” was devel-
oped in the OECD PISA studies and means – roughly 
speaking – that some content areas represent the 
whole content of the domain. To derive these big 
ideas from the domain of economic competency, we 
conducted a small content analysis of contemporary 
German school books on economics. The most fre-
quently mentioned topics that we consider “big 

ideas” were by far money, market and labour. These 
topics were also seen as relevant and content-valid in 
expert interviews with economic teachers and can – 
following these experts – stand as representative for 
the domain of economics. While the second dimen-
sion (B.) requires three different levels of task difficul-
ty, the third dimension that we describe as aspects 
of actions (C.) has three different cognitive task 
types, which are “access information”, “organise, 
structure, model” and “assess, evaluate” (following 
Adamina et al. 2008). In the fourth dimension (D., 
problem solving) we refer to Weinert’s (2001) under-
standing of competence that leads to a certain kind 
of test questions in which new economic problems 
are solved with the help of prior economic knowl-
edge, instead of only asking for prior knowledge 
(e.g. “What was the GDP last year?”). Fifth, our test 
questions are differentiated into the following four 
“situations” (dimension E.), which 8th graders face or 
will soon be facing in reality: personal situations, 
vocational or professional situations, societal situ-
ations, scientific situations. In these situations stu-
dents assume different roles, (dimension F.) which 
are consumer, employee, employer and economic 
citizen. Furthermore (following Klieme 2006), test 
questions should have different formats (dimension 
G.), such as multiple choice, single choice, calculation 
and open answer format. Lastly, in a separate ques-
tionnaire, the dimension H of motivation and voli-
tion.is measured.H.

The statistical analysis of the results will be carried 
out by using methods of the psychometric test-theo-
ry or Item-Response-Theory (originally Georg Rasch, 
1960; Fischer and Molenaar, 1995; Davier and Carsten-
sen, 2006; Rost, 2006) with the help of the pro-
gramme Conquest 2.0 (Wu, Adams, Wilson, Haldane, 
2007).

5. Summary
Following the idea of measuring economic com-
petencies we have developed an eight-dimensional 
space for economic competency. In this space or ma-
trix the different parameter values of each dimension 
for each test person can be assessed separately. This 
approach found a graphical representation in the 
competence octagon. In our model economic literacy 
is developed in a domain-specific way using “big 
ideas”, assuming that there is both a mathematical 
and a verbal approach to economic competency. 
Therefore it is necessary to test within the compet-
ency model if the mathematical and the verbal econ-
omic competencies are domain-specific or 
domain-related. If and to which extent the role con-
cept, the differentiation in mathematical and verbal 
parts and the other dimensions of our competency 
model will be relevant will hopefully be shown soon 
by our ECOS study data.
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Concept-Cartoons as a Tool to Evoke and Analyze Pupils Judgments in 
Social Science Education
The following contribution makes an effort to place the concept-cartoon-method into the context of social 
science education. Concept-cartoons (CCs) enable teachers to use the everyday life experiences and individual 
thoughts of the pupils as a positive enrichment tool within the learning processes. In this context, CCs are 
very suitable to function as a method to gain information about both the existing mental conceptions and the 
individual political judgment strategies. Through this, it is possible to put everyday life concepts and scientific 
knowledge in a constructive relationship, which finally enhances new learning objectives.
First the article highlights the relevance of pupils’ and teachers` concepts for judgment processes. On this 
basis the method of CCs is introduced and evaluated.

Der folgende Artikel beschäftigt sich mit den Möglichkeiten des methodischen Einsatzes von Concept-Cartoons 
im Rahmen sozialwissenschaftlichen Unterrichts. Als Instrumentarium zur Diagnose von Schülervorstellungen 
und individuellen Urteilsstrategien, bieten Comic-Cartoons den Lehrkräften die Möglichkeit, den Unterricht ent-
lang dieser lernrelevanten Perspektiven zu gestalten. Durch die konstruktive Verknüpfung von Alltagskonzep-
ten und Fachkonzepten können auf diese Weise neue Chancen für nachhaltige Lehr- und Lernprozesse erschlos-
sen werden.
Innerhalb dieses Beitrags wird zunächst die Bedeutung von Schülervorstellungen und vorfachlichen Urteilsstra-
tegien für wirksamen sozialwissenschaftlichen Unterricht geklärt. Im Anschluss erfolgt eine Einführung in die 
Methode „Concept-Cartoons“. Abschließend werden exemplarisch drei von den Autoren gestaltete Cartoons 
vorgestellt.

Keywords
Concept-Cartoon, pupils’ concepts, teacher’s con-
cepts’, judgment processes, judgment strategies, so-
cial science education

1. Concepts in the Context of Judgments 
Learning Processes

1.1 Pupils’ Concepts in the Context of 
Judgments Learning Processes

The relevance of individual ideas and concepts for the 
process of scientific learning is almost indisputable. 
Everyone builds up ideas about certain parts of life 
and constructs their own individual reality (cf. Klee; 
Lutter 2010). These various ideas (also known as 
everyday life theories, subjective theories, lay the-
ories) are closely associated to the physical and social 
environments people are confronted with. Those indi-
vidual concepts are very stable and therefore hard to 
change. In the context of educational processes, the 
individual concepts are expressed through different 
judgments and judgment competencies. Usually 
those subjective judgment strategies are strongly 
linked to the following characteristics:
• Subjective concernment (How does the issue af-

fect me?)
• Individual interests and needs (Of what use to me 

is a political decision?)
• Abstract ethical standards (Do I agree or disagree 

with an outcome?)
• Ideological conception of the world (How does a 

particular decision correspond to my political 
orientation/opinion?)

• Affinity and trust in certain persons (How does a cer-
tain politician appeal to me?) (cf. Massing 1997, 116)

The above mentioned circumstances accentuate the 
problem of building up scientific judgment strategies 
and an adequate knowledge in the field of social 
sciences, among the students. Problems occur in par-
ticular when existing concepts and judgment com-
petencies are disqualified or even excluded from 
learning processes. Everyday life concepts then often 
remain as most important constructs of judgment and 
interpretation, even after social sciences instructions 
have taken place (cf. Schnotz 1998, 77). Permanent 
and one-sided urges on rational, reasonable decision-
making processes are therefore highly counter-
productive for substantial learning processes. Rather 
must be assumed that a competent judgment arises 
out of various preceding acquisition processes. In this 
regard, educational processes always have to provide 
sensuous, physical and emotional approaches for the 
students (cf. Meyer 1992, 511). Otherwise the feeling 
is spread, that the gained knowledge is only useful for 
school, but irrelevant for “real life”. A close connection 
between the everyday life concepts and the scientific 
concepts are therefore an essential necessity for sus-
tainable learning processes. “In the most general 
sense, the contemporary view of learning is that 
people construct new knowledge and understanding 
based on what they already know and believe” (Brans-
ford among others 2000, 10). Acknowledging this, it is 
necessary to figure out, in which learning sequences, 
forms and arrangements students are able to ar-
ticulate their ideas, pre-perspectives and question re-

http://www.jsse.org
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garding politics and society (cf. Schelle 2005, 87). In 
this way, the individual concepts become a significant 
structure-giving element of planning, teaching and re-
flecting socio-scientific lessons (cf. Lutter 2011, 98).

1.2 Teachers’ Concepts in the Context of 
Judgments Learning Processes

Latest research results (Klee 2008) illustrate, that the 
development of political judgment strategies is a key 
problem within the context of social science teach-
ing. Research results show that teachers have enor-
mous problems to integrate both student-centered 
and scientific-orientated ways of teaching. In regard 
to this dilemma, teachers often tend to make a very 
uncomfortable decision for only one side. When 
teachers avoid scientific-orientated educational pro-
cesses they are driven by the fear of promoting low 
quality political judgments among the pupils or even 
reproduce current opinions. Otherwise, when scien-
tific orientated teaching is dominating they are afraid 
to discourage pupils and at the end avoid learning 
processes.

The key issue in this context however, is the ques-
tion, which scientific or professional concepts are ap-
propriate to absorb and integrate pupils’ concepts in a 
positive and constructive manner, regarding the un-
derstanding of political processes? The primary role of 
didactics in this context is to reconstruct professional 
concepts in terms of their importance for learning pro-
cesses among pupils. Learning in this sense is meant as 
an extension, change or reconstruction of a mental 
conceptual system (cf. Sander 2005, 52). The main ob-
jective then, is not to replace the pupils’ concepts, but 
to create a learning environment in which different 
forms of knowledge are experienceable and understan-
dable (cf. Grammes 1998, 62 ff). Pupils concepts are 
therefore necessary “bridge pillars” for lasting learning 
achievements and of great importance for didactic 
conceptions. In order to ensure productive learning 
processes, it is important to mark everyday life con-
cepts as a starting point and to create dissonances, as 
the learning process progresses. The resulting imba-
lances then promote fundamental learning and thin-
king procedures. Overall it seems to be an important 
challenge to develop a practice tool which on the one 
hand enables teachers to identify the existing concepts 
of the pupils and on the other hand helps to overcome 
the barrier between student and scientific centered 
ways of teaching. In the following text CCs are sugges-
ted as well as verified as such a “both-sided tool”.

2. Concept-Cartoons as an Approach to 
Pupils’ Social Science Conceptions and 
Misconceptions

Concept cartoons (CCs) first developed by Keogh and 
Naylor (1997) are a highly visual and stimulating ap-
proach to teaching and learning. They are based on a 

constructivist view on learning, in which learner’s 
existing concepts influence their future learning (cf. 
Sewell 2002). Within CCs discussions between individ-
uals are presented in a cartoon-style format. Learners 
are invited to observe the expressed statements with-
in. Furthermore they are supposed to decide which 
view they support and why they do so (cf. ibid.). CCs 
represent specific scientific ideas related to personal 
experiences. As a consequence learners are able to es-
tablish connections between scientific ideas and their 
everyday life experiences. CCs like the „Snowman“ 
(see Fig. 1) are usefull to initiate discussions and to 
make learners ideas explicit.

Fig. 1

Several case studies are illustrating teacher per-
ceptions of the outcome of CC in science classes. Al-
though those teachers used CCs in different ways 
similarly results are reported (cf. Morris et al. 2007):
• CCs are providing a stimulus for discussion
Teachers have experienced CCs as an opportunity to 
explore pupils’ concepts and to provide a stimulus for 
discussions without necessarily restricting the stu-
dents’ ideas to only those illustrated in the cartoons. 
The discussions have provided a forum for the stu-
dents to change and develop their ideas. According to 
the teachers’ statements students posed additional 
questions which have provided a foundation for 
further investigation to develop pupils’ scientific ideas.
• CCs are providing a context and purpose for 

broader surveys
The teachers have pointed out that the use of com-
mon everyday experiences represented in the CCs 
allowed the students to readily link to their personal 
life. In this linkage has been found occasion for per-
forming a deeper scientific-based analyses. Hence, the 
cartoon has provided both a context and purpose for 
discussion, which established an actual need for in-
vestigation.
• CCs are providing a motivating environment for in-

vestigations
Teachers have put pupils’ active participation down to 
the clearly established purpose for performing the in-
vestigations. Furthermore pupils have considered the 
investigations as worthwhile and meaningful. In ad-

Figure 1 Snowman: (Source: http://www.conceptcartoons.com/science/
subway--1.htm)



48

Felix Fenske/Andreas Klee/Andreas Lutter Journal of Social Science Education 
Concept-Cartoons as a Tool to Evoke and Analyze Pupils Judgments in Social Science Education Volume 10, Number 3, 2011, pp. 46–52

dition the pupils have been able to emphasize with 
the characters in the CCs.

3. CCs in Social Science Education – 
Theoretical Assumptions

In natural science education CCs are an already well 
established teaching and learning strategy (cf. Barke 
et al. 2009). The findings of Morris et al. suggest that 
CCs can be a meaningful instrument for social 
science lessons as well. Without any doubt the ad-
vantages of CCs like initiating discussions, engaging 
in investigations and motivating pupils, are valuable 
for social science classrooms education, too. But so 
far, the potentials of CCs are more or less idle. In the 
following an effort is made to transfer CCs into so-
cial science learning. CCs within social science edu-
cation need to build a communicative frame that 
evokes political judgments. In order to realize this 
objective CCs should on the one hand always refer 
directly to an everyday life situation and on the 

other hand represent possible scientific views. The 
given statements and represented situation within 
the CC should furthermore fulfill the requirements of 
controversy. Through this, CCs inevitably lead to a 
reduction of content. The presented situation and 
the given statements therefore represent only one 
possible perspective on the specific issue. The inten-
tionally chosen thematic emphasis however should 
also point towards one of the two fundamental 
political “lines of conflict” concerning Freedom vs. 
Equality or Liberty vs. Security, which can be derived 
from the four normative dimensions of statehood 
(security, legal equality and legally guaranteed free-
dom, political self-determination, social welfare) 
presented by Zürn et al. (2004, 6). In an effort to ne-
gotiate and solve these fundamental conflicts, pol-
icy implements certain decisions, which can be 
concretized through certain exemplary cases. These 
cases are the basis for the construction of CCs (cf. 
Fig. 2 and Tab. 1).

It may be assumed that within teaching practice 
CCs can be used as a tool to provoke and analyze 
pupil’s judgements in three different phases of in-
struction. In every of those three phases it is poss-
ible to provoke different statements which have 
then different consequences for teacher’s actions 
(see table below).

Which statement in the CC is preferred by the pupils?
To identify the professional starting points:
Which argumentative starting points connected with 
concepts are indicated in pupils’ opinions?

Judgment strategies
To identify the integration of scientific content knowl-
edge:
Which scientific concepts do the pupils integrate in 
their interpretation of the CC?
To identify lesson-caused misunderstandings:
Which academic concepts mediated so far increase 
objective conclusion mistakes?
To identify learning potentials:
At which point can learning potentials be identified 
and how can they be used for the differentiation of 
pupils’ concepts?

Decision making
To determine concept changes:
What distinguished the decisions which were express-
ed at the beginning of the teaching and learning 
unit?
To make the progress of learning transparent:
Which competency development of the individual 
opinion finding is recognizable?
To point out transfer opportunities:
How can the new growth in opinion finding be used 
for another political controversy in general?

Fig. 2

Dimensions
of statehood

Fundamental
political conflict

lines

Implementation
of politics

Concretization Concept
Cartoon

Phase of 
 instruction

Introduction

Development

Consolidation in 
results/ Transfer

Forms of 
 statements 

Viewpoint 
 conditions

Judgment 
 strategies

Decision  
making

Teacher 
action

Planning

Feedback

Evaluation

Tab. 1

The different forms of statements can be analysed 
trough the following key questions:

Viewpoint conditions
To find out and relate different individual ideas:
Which individual ideas are shown through pupils’ 
comments on the CC? How can they be related with 
each other?
To identify unbalanced opinions and judgments:
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4. CCs in Social Science Education – 
Empirical Approximations

In order to evaluate the relevance of CC’s in the con-
text of social science education, the CC “party ban” (as 
listed below) was introduced and tested within three 
different groups of learners (political science classes, 
eleventh grade). Afterwards the anonymously given 
statements (55 in total) were systematically analyzed.

The intentionally selected localization had a profound 
impact on the given statements. Numerous state-
ments refer exclusively to the institutional oppor-
tunities that schools have regarding the problem of 
right-wing-parties.
Exemplary statements:
• “Tom should bring both the CD and the flyer to 

the school secretary. There is no entitlement for 
parties to advertise in front of schools. I believe 
the recruiting procedures of the parties should be 
observed and they should be stop if they start to 
advertise in front of schools. In that case, the re-
sponsible authority should be informed. [Tom 
sollte die CD und den Flyer im Sekretariat ab-
geben. Da es einer Partei nicht erlaubt ist, so Wer-
bung zu machen (also vor Schulen). Ich denke, 
man sollte darauf achten, wie die Partei Mitglieder 
wirbt und sie stoppen, wenn es um Schulen geht. 
Es sollte der Behörde gemeldet werden.]

• “Election advertising in front of schools should be 
banned (not only right-wing advertising)” [Wahl -
werbung vor Schulen verbieten (nicht nur Rechts -
radikale)].

• “That is pure electoral advertisement! Political 
party advertising should only be allowed on neu-
tral terrain, for example marked squares. This will 
assure that the advertising is not intentionally ad-
dressed at a particular group”. [“Wahlwerbung 
pur! Parteiwerbung sollte nur auf ‘neutralen’ Plät -
zen, wie z.B. auf einem Marktplatz stattfinden 
dürfen, damit nicht nur auf bestimmte Gruppen, 
wie z.B. Schüler abgezielt werden kann.”]

The above mentioned statements clearly illustrate the 
close connection between the given statements of 
the pupils and the situational content shown within 
the cartoon.

An even greater relevance however unfolded the 
thematically statements articulated by the con-
cept-cartoon-actors:

Fig. 3 Concept-Cartoon (Party ban)

The central objective of this small empirical study was 
to identify the different viewpoints of the pupils re-
garding the issue “party ban”. For this reason the CC 
was brought in at the beginning of the teaching unit 
(phase of introduction). The results clearly showed 
that the introduced cartoon had a structure building 
effect on the statements of the pupils. The situation, il-
lustrated within the cartoon, had been taken up and 
developed further by the pupils. In other words, the 
cartoon was the central frame of reference for the state-
ments the pupils made. This recognition clearly shows 
that it is of great importance, to comprehensively 
evaluate the cartoons, before they are introduced into 
the educational practice. It is therefore extremely im-
portant to examine the situational context as well as 
the thematic content which is represented through the 
illustrated persons. In this specific cartoon, an effort is 
made to transfer the controversial political discourse 
concerning party bans. The discussion on party bans is 
one exemplary case to concretize the laws freedom of 
expression and (Article 5, Basic Law FRG) and political 
parties (Article 21; Basic Law FRG) with reference to the 
everyday life of the students. (cf. Tab. 2):

Tab. 2

Fundamental poli -
tical conflict line

Liberty vs. 
 Security

Implementation 
of politics

Freedom of ex -
pres sion (Article 5, 
Basic Law FRG)
Political parties 
(Article 21; Basic 
Law FRG)

Concretization

Case “party bans”

Tab. 3

Tom 

A complete ban 
would end right-
wing propagan-
da.

Lena

Opinions cannot 
be forbidden.

A democracy 
needs to respect 
controversial 
positions.

Paul

A ban puts press-
ure on the simple 
followers.

A democracy 
needs to set clear 
limitations

The results of the tests clearly show that Concept 
cartoons must be understood as an impulse that 
guides students to content-specific reasoning. Up-
most in dealing with contextual statements of con-
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cept cartoons is therefore not only “what the pupils’ 
say” but also how they deal with the offered in-
formation’s (content and situation). These insights 
enable teachers to carry out pupil-centered didactic 
reductions regarding the educational content. In this 
way the topic “party ban” offers a plethora of edu-
cational approaches. The introduced and tested CC 
concentrates its focus on the pros and cons of party 
bans and, as already noted, on the underlying politi-
cal controversy regarding security versus liberty. 
This intentionally chosen orientation was also 
adopted by the broad majority of the pupils. The pu-
pils argued primarily within three different con-
ceptual figures:

4.1 Figure 1: Democratic Principles: Freedom 
of Speech as a Fundamental Cornerstone

Explication
The pupils argue that a ban of the NPD would violate 
basic standards and values of a democratic society 
and political system. Freedom of speech is identified 
as a right, which is characterized by its universal valid-
ity. A limitation of this essential right trough in-
stitutional arrangement is therefore not acceptable. 
The possibility to vote for right-wing-parties must be 
acknowledged as a legitimate component within the 
democratic framework, even if the particular party 
pursues anti-democratic aims.
Exemplary statements:
I don’t think a ban would be the right decision. There 
is freedom of speech and everyone should be free to 
decide, who he wants to vote for. [Ich denke, ein Par-
teiverbot wäre nicht die richtige Entscheidung. Es 
herrscht Meinungsfreiheit und jeder kann frei wählen, 
wenn er wählen möchte].

“A prohibition against right-wing parties is not 
the right decision and additionally not legitimate. It 
would violate the fundamental right of freedom of 
speech”.

[Ein Verbot gegen rechtsradikale Parteien wäre ein-
mal zu einfach und zweitens unmöglich. Es würde ge-
gen die Grundrechte verstoßen, seine Meinung und 
eigen formulierte Ansichten öffentlich Kund zu tun].

I think because of the existing freedom of speech 
and democratic political basis, a party ban should not 
be executed.

[Ich denke, dass aufgrund der vorhandenen Mei-
nungsfreiheit und demokratisch politischer Grundla-
ge, ein Parteiverbot nicht vollzogen werden sollte].

4.2 Figure 2: Institutional Intervention: 
Bans as a Legitimate Political 
Instrument of Strong Democracies

Explication
According to the pupil’s statements, parties should 
be banned, if they violate against fundamental demo-

cratic standards and regulations. For them it is there-
fore necessary that democratic political systems 
combat antidemocratic parties with everything that 
the rule of law offers. The pupils feel committed to 
the principles of a strong democracy. In this context 
antidemocratic aims and indoctrinating tendencies 
are legitimate reasons for party bans.
Exemplary statements:
“Parties should not be banned as long as they act 
democratically. Actions and opinions, however, which 
suppress people, should not be tolerated. If they act 
against the public wealth they should be banned”.

 [Parteien sollten nicht verboten werden, solange 
sie demokratisch handeln. Wenn es jedoch Meinungen 
und Sichtweisen gibt, die andere Menschen unter-
drücken oder gefährden, sollte man das nicht akzep-
tieren. Allein schon wegen des Allgemeinwohls 
dagegen vorgehen und sie notfalls verbieten].

“I think right-wing parties like the NPD should be 
banned, because their interests violate the essential 
rights within the constitution. Furthermore, it is quite 
obvious, that they would to reestablish Nazi Germa-
ny and deport all foreigners”.

[Ich finde, dass man rechtsradikale Parteien wie 
die NPD verbieten sollte, da sie verfassungswidrig 
sind und aus ihren internen Parteizielen klar hervor-
geht, dass sie bei einer Machtübernahme ein 4. Reich 
wollen und alle Ausländer abschieben wollen].

“Something has to happen! Nazi parties must be 
banned. Too many young people can be influenced in 
this political direction”

[Es muss wirklich etwas passieren! Nazi-Parteien 
müssen verboten werden. Zu viele Jugendliche lassen 
sich in diese Richtung beeinflussen].

4.3 Figure 3: Enlightenment through 
Education: The Strengthening of 
Democratic Subjects

Explication
The pupils underline the problem of political manipu-
lation trough right-wing advertising. Thus, the ad-
dresses are at the heart of their arguments. They 
emphasize the necessity of education as most import-
ant preventive measure against right-wing ideas and 
the recruiting procedures of ring-wing parties.
Exemplary statements:
“Even if those parties would be banned, that doesn’t 
mean that everything is fine! They should pay at-
tention to this problem, especially at schools. The stu-
dents should be informed so that they are not 
affected by such actions”. [Selbst wenn die Parteien 
verboten werden würden, heißt das nicht, dass dann 
alles super ist! Wichtig ist, dass gerade in Schulen auf-
gepasst wird, mit den Schüler/innen gesprochen wird 
und dass die Schüler/innen aufgeklärt werden, um 
aus eigener Kraft nicht von solchen Aktionen beein-
flusst zu werden].
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“I believe that it is not right to ban parties, becau-
se it would violate the right of free speech. In addi-
tion a ban is not appropriate to solve the problem of 
right-extremist-ideas. I think education would have a 
greater effect“.

[Ich glaube es nicht richtig ist, Parteien zu verbie-
ten, damit würde ja die Meinungsfreiheit verletzt wer-
den. […]. Außerdem würde ein Verbot nicht die 
rechtsradikalen Gedanken beseitigen! Ich denke, dass 
Aufklärung mehr bewirken kann].

“It is important to prevent children from being 
drawn into a right-wing political ideology. If the chil-
dren are informed, such CDs cannot harm or influence 
them. Then it will eventually stop.”

[Es ist wichtig zu verhindern, dass Schüler und 
Schülerinnen sich von so einer CD “nach rechts lenken 
lassen” anstatt die an sich so oder so verbotene Über-
gabe an Schulen. Schüler/innen aufklären! Wenn so 
niemand erreicht wird, dann hört es auf].

Assuming that the identified statements can also 
be found in other classes, teachers have several possi-
bilities to adapt to this. In the case that one-sided ar-
guments dominate, teachers can respond to the 
unbalanced positioning by bringing in material that 
emphasizes a completely opposite perspective. The 
intentionally created dissonance then can be used as 
a starting point for learning processes. If most of the 
given statements remain on a rather personal and less 
complex level, the teachers can bring in material or 
evoke discussions that point out the political and so-
cial dimension of the particular issue. In both cases 
an increase in complexity regarding the pupil’s con-
cepts can be achieved.

5. Summary and Future Prospects
It has been shown that CCs may take over several im-
portant roles in social sciences education. In general 
they prove to be a functional tool to support teachers 
in giving pupil- as well as subject-orientated in-
structions. This opportunity lies in a connection be-
tween a certain practical situation and its scientific 
context. Within the example elaborated above it can 
be substantiate what Morris et al. (2007) have shown 
in the case of natural sciences regarding learning-
processes in social sciences:

CCs represent a seminal starting point concerning 
the controversy of banning a party. Pupils are positi-
vely encouraged to form an opinion – not at least due 
to a drawn from life situation.

Essential subject-based debates can be looked at 
from the angle of a comic. Founded in this possibility 
every day life problems and scientific aspects get con-
nected.

To access a subject-based topic from an every-
day-life-base boosts pupils interest and motivation. 
They are experiencing that scientific contents are re-
levant not only for everyday life but for theire own 
everyday life. This act motivational in general lear-
ning contexts as well.

Beyond these benefits using CCs succeeds in re-
gard of the expected analytic function concerning les-
son’s beginning (see tab. 1). It was possible to 
identify various arguable dimensions of pupils by 
using a CC. Those may be used by teachers for further 
scheduling. Those are encompassing:
• the emphasis of a democratic and liberal belief in 

politics
• the substantion of the possibility of banning as an 

instrument of institutional defense
• an enlightened perspective of democratic capabil-

ity.
Pupil’s concepts illustrated here may be used in differ-
ent parts of a lesson- structure. Additionally knowing 
those concepts enables evaluation of position and at-
titudes of pupils towards a deeper engagement, for 
instance in the process of finding counter-arguments 
or a differentiated perspective. As well CCs give the 
opportunity to present and discuss individual state-
ments in the classroom.

At this point of time CCs are not fully developed 
diagnostic instruments. But the given example shows 
that they have potential to do so. In the future more 
CC must be proved and accompanied by scientific me-
thods. Upcoming challenges are:
• to develop an prove CCs within other social 

science topics
• to prove the CCs in different phases of instruction
• to encourage teaching experiments regarding pu-

pils concepts identified by CCs.
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Metaphors as a Tool for Diagnosing Beliefs about Teaching and Learning 
in Social Studies Teacher Education
Do domain specific teaching/learning beliefs and epistemological beliefs exist and do they explain a domain 
specific approach to teaching and learning the social sciences? This paper reports on the first stage of an ex-
ploratory qualitative study carried out at the University of Bielefeld in 2010/11 on pre-service social studies 
teachers (PSST, n=61). It has a threefold aim: First, providing a very short overview of relevant trends in recent 
research on epistemological beliefs and teaching/learning beliefs and presenting some plausible hypotheses 
on if and how these belief dimensions are related to each other in the field of social studies education; second, 
presenting and discussing metaphors as a suitable qualitative research method for diagnosing and analysing 
the teaching and learning beliefs in the field; third, presenting the general outline of the Bielefeld project and a 
comparison of two emblematic cases of the project to evaluate the potential advantages and shortcomings of 
the research design and methods, especially of metaphor analysis.

1. Introduction
2. Beliefs about Knowledge and about Teaching and 

Learning in Social Studies Education
3. Metaphors as a Theory and a Method for Analyz-

ing Beliefs and Deeply Rooted Conceptualizations 
about Teaching and Learning

4. “Teaching Social Studies Reminds Me of Collecting 
Stamps…”

5. Conclusions
6. References and Annexes

Keywords
Metaphors, epistemological beliefs, teaching and 
learning beliefs, teacher education

1. Introduction
Recent studies on the development and on the en-
hancement of teacher competencies attach special at-
tention to pre-service and in-service teachers’ beliefs. 
They mainly focus on two dimensions: First on the at-
titudes to teaching and learning (See Hofer 2001; 
Sing-Chai 2009), second on the beliefs about the na-
ture of their discipline and on domain knowledge (ep-
istemological or epistemic beliefs, see Mason, 
Bromme 2010). As these beliefs are major indepen-
dent variables explaining the success and failures of 
specific classroom practices, they may ultimately ac-
count for learning outcomes and students’ academic 
achievements in different knowledge domains (Hofer 
2001; Blömeke 2008; Brunner 2006). Finally teachers‘ 
beliefs are seen as critical for teachers’ openness to 
student centered classroom-management and to their 
learners’ alternative conceptions (Hashweh 1996).

Qualitative and quantitative inquiry on teaching 
and learning beliefs of teachers is abundant in the field 
of science and mathematics (see e.g. Köller 2000) and 
there are recent insights in the fields of history and 
geography. But still VanSledright underlines the limi-
tations of existing research with regard to epistemolo-
gical beliefs and states that a lot of research has to be 
done “to clarify the connections and their implications 

for teaching and learning.” (VanSledright, Limón 2006, 
551). Social studies teacher education and teacher be-
liefs research in the narrower social and civic educa-
tion domain (mainly associated with the academic 
disciplines sociology, economy and political science) 
stay even behind the existing analysis1 and keep on 
being terra incognita, even in the international social 
studies education research community (Adler 2008).

But how to overcome the methodological chal-
lenge of detecting and diagnosing deeply rooted be-
liefs and attitudes about domain knowledge and 
teaching, that may have decisive impact on what hap-
pens in classrooms and on what and how students 
learn when they tackle social studies topics in school 
contexts?

By tradition the research on personal epistemolo-
gies is commonly based on large-N-surveys, open 
questionnaires and on interviews (see below). Newer 
analyses question the suitability of certain data collec-
ting strategies i.e. when it comes to the study of 
pre-service teachers’ attitudes: Novice teachers often 
use the same wording as teacher educators and resear-
chers, but they don’t signify the same concepts (see 
Hammerness, Darling Hammond et al. 2005, 368). 
This is called the over-assimilation-problem in teacher 
education and teacher education research, which is ex-
tremely prone to produce biased research results: Ho-
fer and others call for more research addressing these 
notorious contradictions between expressed attitudes 
and the actual classroom practices (Hofer 2006, 90). 
Hence the uncertain relationship of epistemological 
beliefs (as thought processes) and observable beha-
vior (as teaching practices) generates increasing scien-
tific interest (Brownlee 2006; Fives, Buehl 2008; Chen, 
Chang 2009), but: “Assessment of epistemological be-

1 The existing insights on epistemological thinking in history (Van-
Seldright 2006; Wineburg 1991; Wineburg 1996; van Drie, van 
Boxtel 2008) cannot be generalized to the social studies domain, 
because they focus on quite subject-specific issues such as the use 
of historical sources, historical empathy and contextualization.

http://www.jsse.org
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liefs requires one to identify and uncover what lies 
well beneath the surface” (Buehl, Alexander 2001, 
388). Exploring new ways of gathering and interpre-
ting relevant insights seems therefore to be crucial for 
the detection of tacit beliefs. This would further en-
hance a deeper and qualitatively trustworthy unders-
tanding of teaching and learning in the social studies 
domain. In recent times the metaphor analysis is dis-
cussed being a pertinent instrument for revealing tho-
se beliefs in different contexts of the educational 
sciences, namely in teacher education research (See 
for a very recent overview of relevant results in the 
field: Patchen, Crawford 2011).

This paper reports on the first stage of an explora-
tory qualitative study carried out at the University of 
Bielefeld in 2010/11 on pre-service social studies tea-
chers (PSST, n=61).i It is a synchronic comparative case 
analysis comparing a moderate number of cases. The 
project asks if and how domain specific epistemologi-
cal beliefs may be connected to specific beliefs about 
teaching and learning the social studies. It aims to de-
scribe and to inductively designate different types of 
epistemological beliefs in the social studies domain 
and elaborates then on potential relations with certain 
teaching and learning beliefs using the metaphor ana-
lysis. This paper documents the theoretical back-
ground of the project and an initial stage of its 
evaluation: I discuss first relevant trends in recent re-
search on domain specific epistemological beliefs and 
on teaching and learning to frame the research ques-
tion. I aim then to present some plausible hypotheses 
on if and how these belief dimensions may be related 
to each other in the field of social studies education 
(2.); secondly, I present and discuss metaphors as a 
suitable qualitative research method for diagnosing 
and analysing the teaching and learning beliefs in the 
field (3.); finally, the paper reports on a comparison of 
two emblematic cases of the project in order to thic-
ken the description of possible belief configurations 
and to evaluate then the potential advantages and 
shortcomings of metaphor analysis (4.).

2. Beliefs about Knowledge and about 
Teaching and Learning in Social Studies 
Education

Teacher epistemology- and teaching-beliefs-research is 
a fast expanding field of scientific inquiry, where edu-
cational researchers reframe and extrapolate the exist-
ing research on teacher knowledge (Shulman 1988) 
and the teacher beliefs and attitudes research (see e.g. 
Calderhead 1996; see in Germany ‘personal the-

ories’-research, Mandl, Humber 1983; Koch-Priewe 
2000; Dann 1989; Groeben 1988). In a way it is a meta-
theory to teacher-knowledge-theories in the Shulman-
tradition: Personal epistemic variables such as the 
individual preconceptions about the nature of the dis-
cipline (cf. content knowledge), about knowledge for 
teaching the discipline (cf. pedagogical content knowl-
edge) (Bendixen et al. 2010) as well as the precon-
ceptions about teaching and learning in general 
(pedagogical knowledge) play a major part in teacher 
epistemology research. They are therefore critical el-
ements of some newer models of teachers’ pro-
fessional development (Blömeke 2008). In a teacher 
education perspective, researchers argue that the re-
flective work on individual beliefs, preconceptions 
and values of teachers should be a mandatory el-
ement of any teacher training (of pre-service and of 
experienced teachers), given the undisputed impact 
of epistemic beliefs on the choice of cognitively ac-
tivating instructional strategies (Brownlee 2004) – 
and thus on students’ performance (see the COACTIV-
project: Brunner 2006). The treatment of personal be-
liefs should play a major part as Leavy states: “While 
changes in beliefs have been found to occur, and often 
as a result of education programs, pre-service teachers 
are not seen to develop new perspectives during 
teacher education courses unless they are confronted 
with their held beliefs” (Leavy et al. 2007, 1219).2

This seems especially required for pre-service so-
cial studies teachers, whose prior experiences and 
deeply rooted attitudes towards the discipline and 
the school subject are fairly often surprisingly negati-
ve. They are frequently shaped by perceptions of citi-
zenship education as an educational venture that is 
too consensus prone and excessively ‘politically cor-
rect’ (See the so called ‘political correctness backlash’ 
in Britain: Wilkins 1999, 223, see also Besand 2006). 
Empirical research about how social studies teacher 
beliefs and students’ achievements are related to each 
other at the aggregate level is virtually nonexistent 
apart from a follow-up analysis of the IEA Civic Educa-
tion Study 1999 on US social studies teachers’ profes-
sionalization and the role of beliefs about standards 
and citizenship education as a school topic (this study 
was not yet inspired by epistemological research ap-
proaches, see Torney-Purta et al. 2005).

In educational research “epistemological beliefs” 
is a construct which is multi-faceted and calls for fur-
ther definition. In the following sections I introduce 
some pertinent definitions and typical research pers-
pectives developed over the past 20 years, which are 

i I gratefully acknowledge the extremely helpful comments of 
two anonymous reviewers and of Reinhold Hedtke (Bielefeld) 
and Birgit Weber (Köln), as well as the excellent research assis-
tance of Stephanie Matthias M.A. and a financial support provi-
ded by BISED/University of Bielefeld.

2 Recently teacher education programs in the United States focus 
carefully on the monitoring and enhancement of teacher be-
liefs namely in the social studies domain (VanSledright et al. 
2011).
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relevant for the investigation of teacher beliefs in the 
social studies domain. I then discuss the problem of 
domain specificity of epistemological beliefs and con-
nect the state of the art to the teacher beliefs discus-
sion aiming to present some hypothetical 
considerations that motivated the Bielefeld project 
analyzing the teaching and learning beliefs and the 
epistemological beliefs of future social studies tea-
chers.

2.1 Definitions
American educational psychologists discuss the role 
of epistemological metacognitions for cognition and 
learning since the early seventies. This strand of re-
search is rooted in pragmatism with Dewey being one 
of the first scientists asking how schooling may 
change knowledge beliefs and personal attitudes 
(Dewey 1933). Today most of the basic con-
ceptualizations of epistemological beliefs research 
have been replicated in numerous large N-studies and 
are generally acknowledged by the educational re-
search community (See for thorough recent over-
views, Bendixen et al. 2010; Muis 2006; see also the 
journal Metacognition Learning, spec. issue 5/2010). 
Epistemological beliefs3 in general are beliefs about the 
study of knowledge. At a micro-level the concept of 
personal epistemology has commonly been conceptual-
ized as an individual’s “set of beliefs organized into 
theories, operating at the metacognitive level” (Hofer 
2004, 46). Individuals reflect upon the epistemic 
qualities and the sources of their knowledge and may 
ask themselves: What do I know? How do I know 
what I know? Those beliefs are seen as functional for 
bridging the gap between knowledge and action: 
They are thus conceived as an “apprehension struc-
ture through which the knowledge to be learnt is an-
ticipated” (Bromme 2010, 12), stimulating learners to 
cognitively “calibrate” to characteristics of their 
learning tasks (Calibration hypothesis, Ibid.) or to 
serve as an opportunity structure for domain specific 
self-regulated learning because beliefs “translate into 

epistemological standards that serve as inputs to 
metacognition“ (Consistency Hypothesis, Ibid., see 
also Muis 2010, 28). Therefore epistemic beliefs the-
ories are in close relationship to theories of meta-
cognition and metacognitive processing (Veenman et 
al. 2006, 4). Metacognition itself has a twofold char-
acter: On the one hand metacognition is pure knowl-
edge because of its declarative knowledge 
components about e.g. the interactions between per-
son, task, and strategy characteristics (Veenman cit-
ing Flavell 1979, Ibid.). On the other hand 
metacognition is also a skill, because its procedural 
knowledge components refer to self-knowledge, self-
regulation and the planning of individual learning ac-
tivities, which are processes that have built-in 
feedback mechanisms. As Veenman puts it: “Either 
you are capable of planning your actions ahead and 
task performance progresses smoothly, or you don’t 
and your actions go astray” (Ibid. 5). Nonetheless it is 
still not evident where “beliefs” finish and where 
“knowledge” begins, the problem of conceptual 
borders is an old brainteaser of cognitive  psychology 
that contains key methodological complications 
(Limón 2006, 20, referring to Sinatra 2001).

Even so epistemological beliefs are generally assu-
med to fulfill quite a number of subsequent functions 
for learning and more general for the use of specific 
cognitive strategies. In very recent educational re-
search colleagues try to show how and when they 
may influence motivation, conceptual change 
(Stathopoulou, Vosniadou 2007) and the capacities 
for self-regulated learning (Muis 2009; Bromme et al. 
2010). The most basic assumption about the effects 
of epistemological beliefs is that “advanced (or more 
sophisticated) beliefs about knowledge and knowing 
are prerequisites for the development of essential 
thinking skills and for learning in general“(Greene 
2008, 124).

2.2 Two Research Positions in 
Epistemological Beliefs Research

Since the early years of research on epistemological 
beliefs researchers like Perry (1970) and others have 
posited different models on how people (mostly col-
lege students) interpret their educational experi-
ences. Since then two central positions on how and 
what learners think about the study of knowledge 
have emerged: the ontogenetic and the structural/
analytical position.

The former approach consists of works in a 
post-piagetian tradition that focus on the genealogy 
of epistemic thinking (“Genetic Epistemology”, Bax-
ter Magolda 2004; Belenky et al. 1986; King, Kitchener 
1994; Kuhn 1991). Epistemological development 
 refers to the progressing accommodation of the ob-
jective and subjective dimensions (object iv ism-sub -
jectivism) of knowing: The authors stress the 

3 Terminology in the field is controversial and there is a lot of 
mislabeling (Buehl, Alexander 2001, 415), since numerous col-
leagues use the terms „epistemic cognition“ and „epistemo-
logic(al) beliefs“ as quasi synonyms (Hofer 2002, 3) or use the 
term “epistemologic(al)” as a catch all category (Schommer, 
Baxter Magolda et al.). Some philosophers and educational re-
searchers – like Kitchener (2002) and Hofer (2004) – put an ac-
cent on the difference between the beliefs about knowledge 
(epistemic beliefs) and about the beliefs about the study of 
knowledge and knowing (epistemological beliefs). I basically 
subscribe to this distinction, but I shall nonetheless report the 
original terminology of individual researchers to avoid a distor-
tion of the scientific sources. A further thorough presentation 
of this terminological discussion would be far beyond the 
scope of this paper: A priori JSSE is interested in educational 
perspectives (epistemic cognitions and epistemological beliefs) 
and not so much in epistemology as a philosophical enterprise 
(“epistemic” beliefs about knowledge more generally).
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consistent change of epistemic cognition over time 
and associate respective developments with educatio-
nal experience and/or age differences. Hence these 
approaches follow the general line of reasoning that 
epistemological growth is sequential and moves e.g. 
from simplistic (e.g. “dualist”) to relativistic positions 
(Perry). Educational psychologists like Kitchener/King 
(proposing the seven stage reflective judgment mo-
del, RJM, 1994) and Kuhn (1991) mirror Perry’s early 
conceptualizations of intellectual development at dif-
ferent points in the life span or at different educatio-
nal levels. But even if this research typically was 
qualitative, mostly based on interviews (King, Kit-
chener 2004), the focus always was on static positions 
and not on how different belief dimensions develop 
over time: There is a lack regarding the portrayal of 
transitional stages and their driving forces (Hofer 
2001; Alexander 2006; Greene et al. 2008).

Basically all authors describe intellectual positions 
from “naïveté” to “sophistication”. Even though the 
different approaches use different labels and indica-
tors demarcating the stages, they may commonly be 
labeled along three general levels (for this handy 
broad classification see amongst others: Hofer, Pin-
trich 1997).

The typical stages are represented as follows.
1. Absolutism/objectivism 

e.g. simple/certain knowledge about what is false 
and true: authorities have the answer.

2. Multiplism/subjectivism 
everything could be true, knowledge is pure 
opinion.

3. Evaluativism/objectivism-subjectivism 
knowledge is generated by human minds and is 
uncertain, but critical thinking is a vehicle for 
sound assertions. Therefore people have the right 
to their ‘opinions’, but some views may be ‘more 
right’ than others.

In newer analysis the evaluativist stage is associated 
with only very high levels of formal education since 
the multiplists’ indifference – even to inconsistent 
positions – is seen as a kind of “mainstream” thinking 
style, an expression of postmodern intellectual toler-
ance (Kuhn, Weinstock 2002, 138f.).

Like other ontogenetic stage-models (e.g. the le-
gendary Kohlberg-Model) these models have of course 
attracted serious criticism from several directions, na-
mely from a methodological point of view, from so-
ciology and from philosophy of science. Nonetheless 

measurement problems (Hofer, Pintrich 1997, 93), cul-
tural biases and causality dilemmas (Moore 1994) do 
not alter the fact that distinct qualitative levels of 
epistemic thinking and of reflective judgement are 
empirically detectable, even if they are not only very 
difficult to quantify, but also not generalizable or li-
near.4

A second approach to epistemological research, 
the so called analytical position, is essentially repre-
sented by Schommer’s, Buehl/Alexander’s, Muis’ and 
Hofer’s work (Schommer 1990; Schommer 1994; 
Schommer 2004; Hofer 2000). They formulate heavy 
criticisms on the genetic epistemology and on the 
theoretical stances of Kitchener Perry et al. for being 
too unidimensional and for not capturing the multifa-
ceted character of epistemological beliefs. They there-
fore reconceptualise beliefs as a system of more or 
less independent characteristics: Learners may be 
‘sophisticated’ in some beliefs but not necessarily in 
others. Doing so Marlene Schommer has not only po-
sited an influential basic model, but also renewed the 
methodological debate proposing a first standardized 
research inventory (SEQ5), which stimulated further 
methodological and conceptual debate. Today the 
Buehl’s DSBQ (Domain Specific Beliefs Questionnaire, 
Buehl et al. 2002) and the Hofer model (2000) using 
the Discipline Focused Epistemological Beliefs Ques-
tionnaire (DEBQ) are most influential instruments 
measuring epistemological beliefs for being domain 
specific and for not mixing up learning and intelli-
gence beliefs with epistemological beliefs as Marlene 
Schommer does (Schommer 1994; see Hofer’s re-
search report: Hofer 2009). Hofer suggests a system 
of four epistemic beliefs dimensions:
• Certain/Simple knowledge (beliefs about the com-

plexity/the structure of knowledge);
• justification of knowledge (e.g. opinion based or 

first hand-experience based knowledge);
• beliefs in the source of knowledge (e.g. omniscient 

authority vs. evaluative stances);
• attainability of “truth” (there is one “right answers” 

vs. no ultimate truth).
It is important to note, that these facets are relatively 
consistent at the individual level (Muis 2006, 10f.): 
The ‘systems of knowledge beliefs’-research thus pro-
vides snapshots of a person’s belief configurations – 
or sets of beliefs – without yet providing any devel-
opmental-stage analysis. Several replicable studies as-
sessed the validity of epistemological thinking as a 

4 See the methodological critique of Muis (2006); further prob-
lems with regard to the ‚stages‘ and trajectories are not part of 
the following descriptive presentation of ‘snapshots’ of teacher 
students’ beliefs since the presentation of case studies impli-
cates a synchronic comparison, see the final publication of the 
BISED-research report (2012).

5 Schommer Epistemological Questionnaire (1990) tested a five 
factor model (structure, source and certainty of knowledge, 
quick knowledge acquisition, and ability for knowledge acquisi-
tion). Hofer and Pintrich (1997) report that only two factors, 
“quick learning” and “certain knowledge”, loaded across differ-
ent populations. In response to criticisms of the SEQ, Hofer de-
veloped the DEBQ (see below); Schraw et al. (2002) developed 
the Epistemological Beliefs Inventory (EBI).
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multidimensional construct in general, but the inter-
pretation and substantiation of causality and multidi-
mensional contextualisation are still highly 
controversial (Hofer 2009; Muis et al. 2009).

It is essential to note, that not only newer appro-
aches seek to draw sharper boundaries between 
knowledge beliefs and knowledge acquisition/lear-
ning beliefs (which is important for the selective ana-
lysis of domain specific teaching and learning 
beliefs); but that also quantitative as well as qualita-
tive analysis seek to combine multidimensional and 
genetic approaches to get a more complex picture 
about how and when learning and intellectual deve-
lopment occur (see below, see Greene 2008; see for 
domain differences in stage transitions Kuhn, Weins-
tock 2002). Last but not least later conceptualisations 
such as the DEBQ and Schommer’s embedded syste-
mic model stress the entrenched forms and the mul-
ti-layered nature of beliefs: There are not only 
important differences between knowledge beliefs in 
general and schooled knowledge/academic knowled-
ge beliefs, but also the academic knowledge beliefs 
vary significantly according to different academic dis-
ciplines, they are thus domain-specific.

2.3 Domain Generality and Domain 
Specificity of Epistemological Beliefs

At the beginning of quantitative research on epis-
temic beliefs the assumption was that beliefs about 
knowledge and knowing were more or less unspecific 
across different knowledge domains and learning 
tasks. Schommer promoted the view, that the most 
complex and influential beliefs were “domain gen-
eral” as they shall not vary from one academic field or 
discipline to another (Schommer-Aikins 2003). This 
contradicted an older assumption of problem solving 
research (Chi et al 1981), that knowledge is pre-
dominantly context-specific and therefore domain de-
pendent. Today there are no more disputes that 
domain specificity exists; nonetheless there are still a 
number of methodological and conceptual limi-
tations (e.g. Muis et al. 2006).

The definition of what constitutes an academic 
‘domain’ is not unequivocal (Alexander 1992). 
Buehl/Alexander define a domain as “a field of study 
associated with academic realm”, that differ in terms 
of structure and content (Buehl, Alexander 2001, 
401). Without doubt there is no “academic realm” 
lacking institutionalized disciplines and school sub-
jects. Therefore domains are also conventions and 
man-made constructs: Jehng calls them social insti-

tutions for knowledge and knowledge acquisition 
(Jengh 1993, 24). As a result, if there are domain spe-
cific epistemic beliefs, they will undoubtedly be cul-
turally biased and somewhat display the 
characteristics of educational institutions and norms. 
Also teachers obviously teach differently when they 
act in different academic domains (see below, see 
Stodolosky 1988). Limon opts for side-stepping the 
resulting methodological difficulties simply making 
explicit and reflecting that in most existing studies 
the term ‘domain’ is considered synonymous to the 
actual academic discipline and/or to the school sub-
ject (Limon 2006, 22).6

Domain classifications recall Biglan’s classical ca-
tegorization of academic domains as hard-soft/pure-
ly-applied (Biglan 1971). Many classifications in 
epistemic research are based on this early approach, 
most use the well-structured/ill-structured classifica-
tion based on Spiro and Jengh (1990). Since research 
normally includes the easily accessible groups of 
students enrolled in high school and university 
courses, comparisons are often categorically based 
on differences between the actual school sub-
jects/academic disciplines (See Jengh 1993, see Sto-
dolsky 1991).

The social studies domain categorization habitual-
ly suffers from the many-sided character of the field. 
When research points to the ‘social studies’ it may in-
discriminately allude to disciplines like psychology (a 
soft, pure, ill-structured domain) and education (a 
soft, applied, ill-structured domain). Muis citing this 
example – recommends a narrow domain focus when 
collecting data, because: “Comparing students’ beliefs 
about broadly defined domains diminishes the power 
to detect similarities and differences along various di-
mensions” (Muis et al. 2006, 25). However most of the 
disciplines belonging to the social sciences are classi-
fied as loosely and/or ill-structured domains. This ge-
neral classification scheme implies that knowledge 
acquisition in the field always requires a greater flexi-
bility of thinking (Buehl, Alexander 2006, 700), becau-
se in these domains one has to deal with conflicting 
assumptions and evidence. Whether a solution is right 
or wrong remains time and again open to debate; the 
definition of problems is part of the answering pro-
cess. In contrast, well-defined problems share two es-
sential features (Schraw 1995, 523): “(1) There is only 
one correct solution that can be determined with total 
certainty; and (2) there is a guaranteed procedure avai-
lable to reach this solution.” That is why Schraw and 
others draw the conclusion that advanced epistemic 

6 Space constraints do not allow me to present the sociological 
debate on the notion ‘domain’. The differences between aca-
demic knowledge domains and schooled knowledge domains is 
not so much highlighted in epistemological beliefs research, 
which is mainly U.S.-based, where researchers seemingly don’t 

pay much attention on too sharp distinctions between high 
school and college-students, when debating theories of knowl-
edge beliefs, see for that perspective Hofer criticizing the lack 
of research including graduate students: Hofer 2006, 68.
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thinking skills are a necessary precondition to succes-
sful problem-solving in ill-structured domains, but are 
not vital for coping with highly structured problems 
(Ibid.). Jengh emphasizes this assumption claiming 
that one person’s epistemic cognitions vary across 
domains (Jengh 1993). Thus he states for the social 
studies: „Especially in complex and ill-structured si-
tuations, there is reason to believe that epistemologi-
cal beliefs influence how individuals understand the 
nature of intellectual tasks and decide what kinds of 
strategies are appropriate for dealing with them […] 
(Ibid. 24). […] The intellectual climate in the social 
sciences and arts/humanities is full of uncertainty and 
contradiction. After being involved in such learning 
environments for years, students become convinced 
that the nature of knowledge is uncertain, solutions to 
problems are sometimes impossible to reach within a 
certain time frame, learning a subject has no prescri-
bed sequence, and knowledge takes time to accumula-
te.“ (Ibid. 34)

Those domain specific beliefs about the social stu-
dies as a school subject are replicated in several stu-
dies, Stodolsky being one of the first researchers to 
talk about students’ views of the school subject and 
its archetypical classroom activities (”What is social 
studies?”, Stodolksy et al. 1991, 96ff.). Finally there is 
an obvious consistency of core facets of domain spe-
cific beliefs in the social science domain (Buehl, 
Alexander 2005): Presenting a cluster analysis 
Buehl/Alexander find that epistemic belief dimen-
sions such as the beliefs in the certainty of knowledge 
and in authorities providing right answers are highly 

consistent and specific within domains but also con-
sistent across domains: thus epistemological beliefs 
have a dual character, they are domain general and 
domain specific (Ibid. 721). In their ANOVA-analysis 
Buehl/Alexander bunch ‘profile groups’ of students 
showing qualitatively different belief contours in so-
cial studies and math, which are connected to robust 
variances in performance and in motivation patterns. 
As many other researchers they provide reliable 
(quantitative) descriptions of belief configurations, 
but they fail to explain the epistemological trajecto-
ries and thus ways to qualitatively enhance the episte-
mological understanding.

The conceptual approach of Greene et al. (2008) 
provides last but not least a very first – not yet fully 
satisfying – three-dimensional hypothetical sketch of 
how genetic, domain specific and structural analysis of 
students’ thinking about knowledge in an ill-structu-
red domain like the social studies may be theoretically 
modelled (compared to the hard sciences; see Fig. 1). 
The Greene-Torney Purta-Project thus attempts to fill 
an important gap in epistemic cognition research con-
necting both the dimensional and the positional/ge-
netic aspects of personal epistemology in a domain 
specific perspective. Since there isn’t yet any empirical 
evidence for this assumption, that may help us to clari-
fy levels and trajectories of domain beliefs, our own 
analysis takes this genetic-systematic-domain-analysis 
as a conceptual foundation for exploring inductively 
and comparatively the domain-specific character of 
epistemic configurations (and their association with 
certain teaching beliefs).

Fig. 1  Multidimensional Ontogenetic Model of Domain-Specific Epistemological Beliefs 
(Greene et al. 2008)

Note: SC = Simple and Certain Knowledge dimension; JA = Justification by Authority dimension; PJ = Personal Justification dimension.
aWe have used both age and educational level terms in this table given their predominance in the personal epistomology literature but acknowled-
ge that they are not ideal, particularly because the latter are not inclusive of individuals who do not attend college.
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2.4. Teacher Epistemological Beliefs in and 
Across Domains

Today in-service and pre-service teacher beliefs on 
teaching and learning a discipline are progressively 
investigated in an epistemological beliefs’ per-
spective, since teacher effectiveness research has 
shown the vital impact of beliefs on classroom ac-
tivities and learning outcomes (see introduction). The 
Bielefeld project on pre-service teachers’ beliefs in the 
social studies domain attempts to show if and how 
certain domain specific epistemological beliefs (be-
liefs about the content knowledge regarding the aca-
demic discipline and the school subject) may be 
connected to beliefs about teaching and learning the 
school subject. At the outset it aims to inductively 
designate different types of pre-service teachers’ epis-
temological beliefs typical for the social studies do-
main7 and explores then the potential connections to 
certain teaching and learning beliefs (using the meta-
phor analysis, see fig. 3). Several recent contributions 
in educational research point towards this line of rea-
soning clarifying the potential connections between 
epistemological beliefs and teaching beliefs in a do-
main specific perspective.

Basically Sinatra and Kardash (2004) state that 
pre-service teachers’ beliefs about knowledge (beliefs 
about the complexity of knowledge mixed up with 
learning beliefs such as beliefs about speed of know-
ledge acquisition) predict the openness of teacher 
candidates to complex and constructivist perspec-
tives on teaching and learning. Patrick and Pintrich 
(2001) as well as Brownlee (2001, 2006) in her newer 
research underline the necessity to destabilize the tra-
ditional notions of teaching and learning to make tea-
cher education programs more effective. Fives and 
Buehl (2010) present a new quantitative research de-
sign (n=351) to uncover the pre-service teachers’ con-
ceptions about the knowledge they need for teaching 
and their beliefs about the nature of that knowledge 
as well as their beliefs about the origins of the ability 
to teach. They summarize that beliefs about these dif-
ferent facets of teacher knowledge and about tea-
ching skills are “likely to be interrelated” (Ibid., 501). 
Yet they are unable to determine, if certain beliefs are 
most prevalent or influential on pre-service and practi-
cing teachers’ cognitions and behaviors (Ibid., 502).

However there is strong evidence that domain spe-
cific knowledge beliefs affect the teaching and lear-
ning beliefs, despite the somewhat contradictory 
relation between the manifest teaching practices, dis-
ciplinary content knowledge beliefs and the professed 

teaching beliefs. Amongst others Olafson/Schraw re-
port blended beliefs – defined as inconsistencies within 
the epistemological beliefs structure – since teachers 
“chose to blend beliefs from different world views in 
order to mix and match specific assumptions of these 
world views … we suspect that a blended epistemolo-
gical world view has more to do with naivety than re-
flective selection” (Olafson, Schraw 2006, 79). They 
endorse other researchers’ stances such as Levitt’s 
(2001) and White’s (2000) who present similar fin-
dings. Nonetheless teachers may have relatively clear 
cut epistemic cognitions about academic knowledge 
domains, they may show tendencies to blur and/or 
align them to a lower (e.g. realistic/behaviorist) ins-
tructional standard. They pay tribute to the imagined 
softer school subjects’ epistemological norm, see Olaf-
son/Schraw referring to a science teaching example: 
“Alignment between beliefs and practices ... also illus-
trates how a traditional model of science instruction is 
consistent with a more naïve belief about knowledge” 
(Olafson, Schraw 2006, 81). These findings paradoxi-
cally confirm the assumption that epistemic cogni-
tions about a domain and the domain specific 
teaching and learning beliefs are interrelated – be it in 
a joint “race to the bottom”-dynamic. This observa-
tion points to an important causality problem of be-
lief research, since especially in-service teachers’ 
disciplinary epistemic stances seem to be dependent 
on their pedagogical content knowledge beliefs and 
not vice versa. This confirms a newer analysis of Debo-
rah Loewenberg, who calls for a further differentiation 
of Shulman’s concept of pedagogical content know-
ledge as being pedagogical and disciplinary in a two-
fold way (Loewenberg et al. 2008).

Insights about the interconnectedness of teaching 
beliefs and domain specific curricular beliefs are only 
occasional (see for the sciences: Van Driel et al. 2007). 
Thus analyses of domain specific beliefs about tea-
ching and learning the social sciences in a narrower 
sense (not including history and geography) and their 
interconnections with domain beliefs about knowled-
ge are still exceptional. Research perspectives are res-
tricted to the analysis of disciplinary cultures and 
school (subject) cultures, that provoke that teachers 
sharing the same environment share the similar tea-
ching beliefs and metaphors for teaching (see below, 
see Alger 2009 in her meta-analyses of several studies 
in the field). Kreber/Castelden (2009) examined the 
“disciplinary teaching styles” and their connection to 
epistemological understanding in university teaching 
using the Mezirow classification of teaching styles 
(Mezirow 1991). They draw the conclusion that facul-
ty from soft fields show a greater variety of teaching 
methods, a greater variety in premise reflection and a 
greater involvement in communicative learning than 
faculty in hard disciplines (Kreber, Castelden 2009, 
526). These findings would enhance a basic premise 

7 In this context one should bear in mind that the term ‘Social 
studies’ labels an interdisciplinary school subject that is an-
chored in several German Länder school and teacher education 
systems with Sociology, Economy and Political Science as aca-
demic reference disciplines.
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that teachers who are used to deal with epistemic un-
certainty are more inclined to question themselves 
and their pedagogical practices being more stu-
dent-centered and adopting constructivist teaching 
and learning stances without difficulty.

Even if this research report suggests that the episte-
mological analysis is still an emerging field of inquiry 
in teacher education research, the following tentative 
hypotheses on how teachers’ epistemological beliefs 
may be related to teaching and learning beliefs in the 
social studies domain frame the following analysis. 
Since the research methods of the Bielefeld-project are 
purely qualitative, these assumptions shall not be 
‘tested’, but they may provide a conceptual frame-
work for grounding a first descriptive sketch of quali-
tative domain beliefs and their potential impact on 
teacher education and professionalization processes:
1. Domain specific beliefs about social science knowl-

edge exist. At an advanced academic level they 
should have a tendency towards evaluativist 
stances. Therefore the facets of the epistemologi-
cal beliefs concept, that are related to the onto-
logical qualities of domain specific knowledge in a 
‘soft’ field (“justification of knowledge”, “certainty 
of knowledge” and “source of knowledge”), should 
show consistent selective belief configurations 
(this hypothetical position qualitatively condenses 
and thus replicates the domain-specific ‘levels of 
epistemic cognition’-assumption reported in 
studies from Buehl, Alexander, 2005 et al.);

2. Domain specific beliefs about schooled knowledge 
should vary according to the degrees of sophis-
tication of epistemological beliefs about (social) 
scientific knowledge (qualitative replication of the 
assumption that teachers with relativist positions 
with regard to the academic discipline tend to 
adopt relativist epistemological views about 
schooled knowledge, see Brownlee, Berthelsen, 
2006; Chan, Elliott, 2004).

3. Beliefs about teaching and learning should vary ac-
cording to epistemic levels: The more a personal do-
main epistemology is relativistic – the more 
constructivist the individual beliefs about teaching 
and learning; the more the epistemological beliefs 
are absolutistic – the more behavioristic the teach-
ing beliefs (this hypothetical position replicates 
newer research results in epistemological beliefs 
such as those presented by Benedixen et al. 2010).

3. Metaphors as a Theory and a Method for 
Analyzing Beliefs and Deeply Rooted 
Conceptualizations about Teaching and 
Learning

Given the methodological limitations of the above 
mentioned approaches the Bielefeld project suggests 
to use metaphor analysis as a way to balance the 
quantitative belief research on teaching and learning. 

The metaphor analysis thus complements our open 
ended questionnaire collecting data about the episte-
mological beliefs about knowledge for teaching (be-
liefs about the pedagogical content knowledge as 
specialized content knowledge for teaching) and about 
the disciplinary content knowledge (beliefs about con-
tent knowledge/domain knowledge)8

Qualitative educational researchers suggest that 
metaphor analysis is a unique heuristic tool for brin-
ging implicit beliefs and tacit knowledge to aware-
ness (Patchen, Crawford 2011). It is an instrument to 
circumvent the unlucky impact of ubiquitous 
“received ideas” discourses in the sphere of teacher 
education and pedagogy that are entirely disconnec-
ted from the reality of the teaching profession and 
from a faithful diagnosis of what future teachers ac-
tually really feel and think (Ibid.). This causes great 
harm because without a trustworthy knowledge base 
teacher educators cannot intervene effectively to pro-
mote a transformation of unproductive teaching be-
liefs and futile classroom practices. But there is a clear 
cut trade off: On the one hand our empirical findings 
will be of only explorative value and they are therefo-
re not replicable. On the other hand a first “thick de-
scription” may stimulate future quantitative and 
qualitative research about the effects of epistemic be-
liefs in teaching and learning the social studies – and 
about suitable methods for diagnosing and offsetting 
fruitless attitudes.

How to define the term ‘metaphor’? Generally 
speaking a metaphor is “any comparison that cannot 
be taken literally” (Bartel 1983, 3; Bowman 1998-1999, 
1). Bowman states that a metaphor is "to be unders-
tood as a global term meaning a comparison between 
two unlike things which serves to enhance our un-
derstanding" (Ibid.). Metaphors facilitate the unders-
tanding of “relatively abstract or inherently 
unstructured concepts in terms of more accessible, 
concrete subject matter” (Lakoff 1994, 251), but they 
do not substitute one term for another as the antique 
theories of metaphor suggested (Aristotle, Poetics 21, 
1457b9, 20-22).

Since the first wave of modern metaphor theory re-
searchers like Black (1962) highlighted the argument 
that there is not substitution but interaction between 
two metaphoric ideas (interaction theory): Describing 
the use of metaphors, Black distinguishes between 
metaphorical focus (metaphorically used term) and 
framework. ‘Source’ and ‘target’ of a metaphor are 
thus irreversible, as metaphors express “an asymme-
tric process of interaction between a structure and da-
ta” (Indurkhya 2006, 140). Finally a metaphor 
enhances the understanding of the cognitive roots of 

8 See for the project-documentation: Annex 1. Translation of the 
open ended questionnaire used in the BISED-project; Annex 2. 
Instruction Metaphor-Analysis.
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a semantic field: It is not just a ‘figure of speech’ but 
a ‘figure of thought’. But then again there are indeed 
exclusively linguistic metaphors that have lost their 
original conceptual resonance in peoples’ minds, the 
so called “dead” metaphors (Traugott 1985).

Basically the modern cognitivist understanding of 
metaphors is grounded on the assumption that meta-
phors are conceptual in nature and inherent to the 
human mind. Metaphor analysis methodologically re-
flects the “interpretative turn” in educational studies. 
Metaphors are seen as thick or rich summaries of inter-
pretative frameworks that project characteristics of 
one structured experience to another. “Conceptual 
metaphors” therefore motivate a system of associated 
metaphorical terms that appear on the ”surface” of 
language. They are symbolic frames (“schemes”) that 
provide an inferential base for understanding more 
discrete attitudes and behavior and thus capture an 
underlying world view or frame. They thus represent 
cognitive frames of concepts about social realities. 
Doing so they usually take a more abstract concept as 
target and a more concrete or physical concept as their 
source. Example: Teaching and learning is like walking 
or travelling. The “source” consists of an image sche-
me that is based on a representation of a real life expe-
rience: E.g. making a way from a starting point to a 
goal line. “Metaphors highlight … certain aspects of 
our experience […] metaphors may create realities for 
us, especially social realities “ (Lakoff Johnson 1980, 
156). Metaphors may thus as well hide certain aspects 
of our social reality and create coherence with regard 
to the representation of social facts: A representation 
of learning processes as journey excludes other repre-
sentations such as the container metaphors about 
learning (see below “stamp album”).

Since the early 1990s it has been evidenced that 
conceptual metaphors are not only based on bodily 
experience but that even our most fundamental ideas 
(time, causation, morality etc.) are almost completely 
composed of systems of conceptual metaphors 
(Johnson, Lakoff 2003, 249). Even the most basic un-
derstanding of morality seems to be grounded in con-
ceptual metaphors. Lakoff and Johnson point out that 
there are about “two dozen metaphors that arise 
spontaneously out of common, everyday experience 
in cultures around the world” (Lakoff, Johnson 1999, 
Chapter 15). Theorists therefore assume that indivi-
duals also use metaphors as filters to crystallize core 
ideas or to reduce information in smaller adaptable 
packages (Scott Mio 1996, 130). This may especially 
apply to the information and actuality driven domain 
of social sciences. In addition metaphors are capable 
of linking the rational and the non-rational, implying 
cognitive and emotive elements (Jamieson 1985, 73; 
Scott Mio 1996, 133), which are important characteris-
tics of the social, political and economic sphere and 
its conceptual frames.

During the past decades metaphor analysis was 
largely used for applied teacher education purposes. 
Afterwards existing metaphor collections about tea-
ching constituted an important starting point for edu-
cational researchers to study the beliefs that future 
teachers bring with them to teacher preparation pro-
grams. Teacher beliefs research has hugely benefitted 
from the progress made in this domain and meta-
phors about teaching and learning became one of the 
most prominent research fields of qualitative research 
with metaphors. The works of Martinez (Martinez et al 
2001), Leavy (Leavy et al 2007), Saban (2007), Mahlios 
(2010) and others highlight the methodical advanta-
ges of metaphor analysis of teaching and learning be-
liefs. As Mahlios states resuming existing research: 
“Preservice teacher candidates have definite beliefs 
about pupils and classrooms, as well as, distinct ima-
ges of themselves as teachers” (Mahlios 2010, 50). Cor-
tazzi and Jin (1999) find 236 metaphors of teaching 
distillate 10 comprehensive metaphorical leitmotifs 
that guide pedagogical imaginations of future tea-
chers. Sfard (1998) constructs metaphorical maps and 
clusters “acquisition metaphors” vs. “participation 
metaphors”. An influential German position suggests 
a classification of metaphors (Schubert 1986) differen-
tiating three important root metaphors for teaching 
and learning: the ‘production’,’ journey’ and ‘growth’.

A basic classification for organizing metaphors has 
been put forward by Martinez et al. (2001), which sin-
ce than channeled numerous metaphor analysis a an 
initial classification scheme:

Martinez et al. organize metaphors as falling into a 
three-dimensional categorical scheme- following a po-
sition from educational psychology (Greeno et al. 
1997) they do not embrace a “grounded theory”-ap-
proach but operationalize learning theory clustering 
behaviorist/empiricist, constructivist and situa-
ted/social-cognitivist perspectives. They base their as-
sumptions on pertinent research in educational 
pedagogy (Dubbercke et al. 2008) and on the subse-
quent metaphor analysis using very similar organi-
zing principles (see Alger 2009). The following 
paragraph paraphrases the pertinent categorical 
clusters (see overviews Alger 2009, 745, and Aguado 
et al. 2009; see categories Martinez et al. 2001, 967f.):

Metaphors that fall into the teacher centered cat-
egory view of social studies teaching. Teaching is 
knowledge transmission, (including extremely beha-
vioristic stances such as “teaching is like tuning an ins-
trument” Martinez et al. 2001 Ibid. 970); but also 
education (‘guiding’, ‘nurturing’ and ‘molding’, Alger 
2009, 745). Teacher has control over the classroom pro-
cesses; there is no actual teacher-student interaction.

Constructivist metaphors fall into a student centered cat-
egory: They conceive knowledge acquisition as a con-
structive process: Students actively build their own 
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perspectives by interpreting their experiences. The 
teacher is a facilitator promoting highly self-regulated 
learning processes, anchor: “Learning is like setting 
the bricks of a house. The student is the mason and 
the house at the same time. S/he is also the owner of 
the house. The teacher is the site foreman.” (Ibid. 
971) The teacher is seen as a person, who just pro-
vides a tool box, students have more or less full con-
trol over their learning process.
Situated/socio-cognitive metaphors see knowledge as a 
social, collective product of interaction between indi-
viduals who negotiate identities and understandings. 
Essentially, this assertion points to knowledge as so-
cially produced, but different form purely constructivist 
stances: “does not see this as compromising the possi-
bility of rational objectivity in knowledge.” (see Moore 
2007, 29) Anchor: “A teacher is like a tourist guide who 
negotiates a route with the tourists.” (Ibid. 972). Stu-
dents and teachers share control over the learning pro-
cess, teachers encourage the adoption of multiple 
viewpoints, negotiation of meanings amongst the 
members of a community of learners (Alger 2009, 745).

It is important to note that most of the works ba-
sed on the above cited analyses used metaphors as a 
tool for diagnosing concepts in a general pedagogy 
perspective; only few contributions identified subject 
specific perspectives (school subject “cultures” and 
specific disciplinary contexts) furthering specific be-
liefs towards teaching and learning. The present ana-
lysis aims to distillate domain specific teaching beliefs 
oriented towards social studies education programs.

4. “Teaching Social Studies Reminds Me of 
Collecting Stamps…”: Using Metaphor 
Analysis for Exploring Student Teachers’ 
Beliefs in Social Studies Education (the 
BiSEd Project at the University of 
Bielefeld)

The Bielefeld-Study on ”Epistemological Beliefs and 
teaching Beliefs in the social studies” took place at the 
department of sociology of the University of Bielefeld.

In advance a ‘large n’- analysis of students’ episte-
mological beliefs using Schraw’s Epistemological Be-
liefs Inventory had been done in the context of an 
empirical Master-thesis project investigating the epis-
temological beliefs of 168 social sciences students at 
the Bielefeld faculty (see for a thorough research re-
port: Matthias 2010). At the aggregate level this study 
had yielded significant effects with two epistemologi-
cal dimensions when comparing freshmen, sopho -
more and seniors in social studies teacher education: 
It was established that pre-service students tended to 
believe more in the simplicity of knowledge at the be-
ginning of their university career than advanced tea-
cher students (junior and senior students, Ibid.). But 
the general picture was quite consistent with the ab-
ove mentioned theories of domain beliefs: Most of the 

students hold “typical” domain specific views on hu-
manities’ knowledge being oriented towards a more 
relativistic epistemological position. Furthermore, fre-
shmen have been found to have a strong belief in in-
nate ability while senior students tended to believe 
that the ability to learn can be acquired. The compari-
son of students studying a science subsidiary with 
students exclusively enrolled in social sciences' sub-
jects revealed that “hard” science oriented students 
believed significantly more in innate ability than stu-
dents studying topics in the field of humanities 
(Ibid.). A methodological conclusion drawn from this 
analysis was that at this point it was very difficult to 
substantiate the specific character and content struc-
ture of the domain beliefs and attitudes when using 
domain general instruments like EBI. It seemed that 
for teacher education as well as for research purposes 
is was necessary to learn more about the consistency 
of the different levels of sophistication and the pos-
sible effects of epistemological beliefs on prospective 
teaching and learning attitudes.

As a result we decided to choose a more qualitative 
approach for the Bielefeld-Study, although data gathe-
ring and evaluation is challenging when research aims 
at comparing diversity in a not only small but modera-
te number of cases. We agreed then to create case sets 
to asses typical configurations, which will be adminis-
tered (using the qualitative data analysis software 
MAXQDA) for constructing a comparative case analysis 
following the Configuration Frequency Analysis CFA 
(the presentation of this part of the analysis is beyond 
the scope of the present paper). Due to organizational 
restrictions the project had to be organized using pro-
fessional accesses to a group of students the author 
worked with on a weekly base during the winter term 
2010/2011. The instruction consisted of two separate 
classes, 45 hours/15 weeks in total, 15 of which were 
framed as a classical lecture and 30 hours as teaching 
sessions featuring exercises, discussions, games/expe-
riments and student presentations. Answering the pa-
per and pencil questionnaires was part of the ECTS- 
teaching portfolio.9 Students’ majority was enrolled in 
a BA teaching cycle, most of them in sixth semester. 
Only very few students had first teaching experiences 
in the social studies domain, more than half of the stu-
dents intended to be a teacher at German Gymna-
sium/Gesamtschule. The socio-demographic structure 
of the group was quite representative for the clientele 
of the Bielefeld polyvalent study cycle in social studies 
education, so that at this level most of the students 
were novices with regard to social education didactics, 
had a good academic content knowledge base and fe-
wer teaching and school experience.

9 Anonymity and student data integrity were observed since the 
administration of data was carried out by a third person not in-
volved in this teacher educator-student-relationship.
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After having split up the basic group in two sub-
groups a kind of ’intervention study’-research design 
could be established: The entire group participated at 
the lecture while only half of the students par-
ticipated at the author’s teaching sessions that high-
lighted metacognition and accompanying reflection 
tasks about own learning processes, about preconcep-
tions on social studies teachers and students and 
more. All activities intended to enhance self-
regulation and motivation in order to reflect on the 
social studies education program. The control group 
participated at a conventional teaching format on the 
same topic, the basics of the social studies education 
didactics.

In order to gain a multi-dimensional assessment 
about what an individual pre-service teacher in social 
studies education beliefs about teaching and learning 
as well as on his epistemological stances with regard 
to academic knowledge and schooled knowledge, a 
set of different paper and pencil methods were used 
combining different qualitative research tools.

1. A questionnaire with open ended questions aimed 
at assessing (see Annex 1):

• epistemological beliefs about social science in 
general (beliefs about social science content 
knowledge);

• epistemological beliefs about social science 
schooled knowledge (beliefs about specialized 
content knowledge for teaching);

• the perception of the qualities of a teacher, which 
are essential for being a “good” social studies 
teacher (pedagogical knowledge of content and 
teaching).

2. Metaphors to assess pre-service teachers’ beliefs 
about teaching and learning social studies (see 
Annex 2, domain specific teaching and learning 
beliefs);

3. A questionnaire with open-ended questions assess-
ing prior school experiences (as students) about 
striking school experiences during a social 
sciences class: Description and analysis of a “criti-
cal” situation in a social sciences class which the 
students have experienced during their school ca-
reer or - if they cannot remember - an artificially 
constructed “problematic” situation; for the as-
sessment of preconceptions and biographical ex-
periences in the domain of social sciences (see for 
a methodological discussion of this research tool: 
Fischler 2001);

4. we combined then these assessment tools with a 
diagnosis using a concept map (Ritchhart et al. 
2009), asking how the social sciences classroom 
knowledge materializes through learning pro-
cesses (beliefs about learning the social sciences);

5. finally we explored some socio-demographic basic 
data like age, gender and enrollment and tested 
the development of declarative pedagogical con-
tent knowledge of students enrolled in the aut-
hor’s study group.

The assessment took place twice, at the beginning 
and at the end of the winter-term.10

The first step of the analysis (uniquely presented 
in this paper) consisted of an exploration of epistemic 
beliefs and the characterization of descriptive anchors 
for confining different levels of dogmatism-multi-
plism-evaluativism of teacher students with regard to 
the social science scientific knowledge and schooled 
knowledge. We focused on the dimensions such as as-
serted by Hofer et al. certainty of knowledge, source 
of knowledge and justification of knowledge (see for 
the substantiation of beliefs’ facets 2.2).

Fig. 2 Overview of the Survey

10 This research design will last but not least allow assessing the 
learning dynamics of students exemplifying different types of 
epistemological and teaching beliefs structures at the individ-
ual level in different university teaching contexts (the final re-
sults of the entire project will be presented in 2012).

N =

Gender:

Male

Female

Average Age

Average number of semesters at  
university

Average number of semesters in  
social sciences

Section of Studies

BA GHR

BA GY/GE

MA GHR

MA GY/GE

Majors and Minors

BA Subsidiary Social Studies

BA Major Social Studies

New Subject MA

Third Subject

Teaching Practice Social Sciences

General Teaching experiences

61

37

24

24,3

6,9 (SD=3,30)

4,22 (SD=2,10)

18

35

3

4

24

27

4

5

4

42
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The second step consisted of analyzing the innate be-
liefs on teaching and learning in the social studies do-
main. At this point the first classification process was 
oriented on the Martinez et al. approach as a basis 
scheme for a first sorting of metaphors and on the 
knowledge beliefs dimensions following the scheme 
(as presented in Chap. 2.2, p. 55) for a first cat-
egorization of teaching and learning beliefs. After 
that, even though I wanted to explore the potential 
relations between epistemological beliefs and beliefs 
about teaching and learning I effected a case selec-
tion on the dependent variable: What are the eminent 
metaphors characterizing different groups of stu-
dents at different levels of their university career? It 
was quite surprising to see – at any educational level 
– a vast amount of metaphors showing a relatively 
pure orientation on behaviorist beliefs about teach-
ing and learning. This was completely contra-intuitive 
and challenged the first assumption, that our stu-
dents should be constructivists oriented, given the 
relativistic epistemological beliefs found when their 
epistemological beliefs – admittedly based on a dif-
ferent students’ population – were first analyzed in 
2010 by Stephanie Matthias (see above).

It seemed to be adequate then to continue theore-
tically sampling the 61 instances to find anchors for 

very typical and very atypical patterns of relations 
between epistemological beliefs and teaching and 
learning beliefs in social studies education. The classi-
fication efforts enhanced the ordering and clustering 
of cases presenting specific features and combina-
tions of categories relevant to a verification of the ini-
tial theoretical assumptions. Following Silverman 
(2006: 308) I focused on special features: 1) choosing 
cases in terms of our initial assumptions; 2) choosing 
“deviant” cases; 3) changing the scope of the present 
set, including all dimensions, I initially wanted to 
consider at the end of the research (preconceptions 
and crucial school experiences as well as concept 
maps on knowledge acquisition in social studies) pro-
cess. Presenting the entire procedure and results is de-
finitely beyond the scope of this article that focused 
on domain beliefs’ theory and on the pertinent me-
thods for diagnosing the teaching and learning be-
liefs. I will therefore just present two configurations 
as emblematic examples for a freshman (“Julia”) and 
a senior student (“Alexander”). Figure 4 displays se-
lected core features of the two emblematic cases: Due 
to space restrictions I focus on a few anchors and on 
the analysis of the teaching beliefs gathered round 
the metaphors “stamp album” (senior student”) and 
“gardener” (freshman).

Fig. 3 Model for Analysing the Association of Domain Specific Epistemological Beliefs and 
Teaching and Learning Beliefs

Knowledge Domain

epistemological belief levels domain specific teaching and learning beliefs 
D – dogmatism B – behaviorism
M – multiplism C – constructivism
E – evaluativism S – cognition as a social process

Epistemological 
belief dimension

levels Teaching and learning beliefs

Knowledge for teaching 
the social studies

Certainty of Knowledge

DJustification of knowledge

Source of knowledge

Social sciences as an 
academic discipline

Knowledge for teaching 
the social studies

Social sciences as an 
academic discipline

M

E

B

C

S
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Fig. 4 Alexander (Advanced Student): “Teaching Social Studies Reminds Me of Collecting 
Stamps…” (The Stamp Collection Metaphor)

I Epistemological beliefs

I.1 Academic knowledge 
 

Anchors
 
 
 

Source

Justification

Certainty/Structure

Categorization

I.2 Knowledge for  teaching 

Anchors

Source

Justification

Certainty/Structure

II Teaching beliefs

II.1 Teaching beliefs

Anchors

Categorization

Senior Student (Alexander)

“Social science knowledge comprises topical is-
sues and societal phenomena and echoes theses 
and models of classical sociologists like Max 
Weber or Niklas Luhmann, as their knowledge is 
of enduring and universal relevance.”

_ knowledge is canonical and uncontroversial; 
authorities have the right answers. 

_ there is a need to justify knowledge: using the-
ories is a decent way to get valuable answers

_social science knowledge is structured, stable and 
universal: social reality is subordinate to scientific 
perspectives

dogmatism: social science knowledge is fixed 
knowledge

“Social studies teacher knowledge originates from 
personal experience and from experiences related 
by others. Moreover, it originates from academic 
knowledge which is taught at the university.“

_ restricted autonomy: own experience plays a 
role, experiences of others and from books are 
more valuable

_ knowledge is experience and academic edu-
cation

_ experience and education remain unrelated, no 
specific content knowledge or pedagogical knowl-
edge for teaching 

“stamp album” – container metaphor

teacher – “philatelist”
student –“ stamp collector”

“Learning and teaching is like a stamp collection, 
it is never complete and must always be updated 
[…]. The teacher presents the “Michel” catalogue – 
this catalogue contains almost all the stamps 
which have ever been published – to the students 
so that they get an impression of their range of 
motives and diversity. […]The teacher tells the stu-
dents which are the fundamentals of philately by 
presenting the stamps which should be part of 
everybody’s collection. Based on this instruction, 
each student develops his or her own interest in 
specific stamps; in the course of their collector’s 
career.”

teacher centered metaphor: teaching is helping to 
accumulate, to value and to display knowledge; 
learners have to acknowledge the value of knowl-
edge

Freshman (Julia)

“Social science knowledge has a strong practical 
orientation (e.g. everybody has to deal with econ-
omics in one’s life course). It is marked by topical-
ity and constant change (e.g. media constantly 
update our knowledge, topics like politicians and 
elections can change when a poli ti cian resigns 
from office) […] Knowledge emerges from the daily 
confrontation with topics reflecting social sciences 
issues in the media, within the family, at school 
etc.”

_own experience echoed in the media: a scientific 
comprehension is not yet anchored

_knowledge is experience, not reasoning; there is 
no need to justify knowledge

_social science knowledge is malleable, changes 
constantly, definition from ones owns perspectives, 
media relate reality 

realism: knowledge is a photographic picture of 
reality, no epistemic awareness

“Studies in social sciences, internships, own learn-
ing by means of newspapers, news and specialist 
literature. A sound domain knowledge (e.g. theories 
etc.). Permanent teacher training to be able to dis-
cuss current issues. Essentials in didactics, so that a 
teacher is able to transmit knowledge. 

_ training and knowledge acquisition, valuable aca-
demic sources and media; own experience as second 
order experience/observation (internship) 

_ knowledge is above all skills, legitimized by a pro-
fessional function: transmission 

_content knowledge for teaching is based on ac-
tuality; teaching knowledge is based on learning 
‘theories’ and on training

“garden” – growth metaphor

teacher – “gardener”
student – “plant”

“Students in a class can be compared with a 
garden of flowers. The students represent the bulbs 
which need care and attention in order to become 
flowers. The teacher is the gardener who takes care 
of the flowers and gives them all they need for exist-
ing. But the environment influences the students, 
namely their family, their peers (for the flowers the 
sun, wind) […].”.

extremely teacher centered metaphor: getting con-
trol/influence and caring play major roles, knowl-
edge and learning are of minor importance 
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The first case represents a freshman, Julia. Julia is en-
rolled into the second year of the social studies teach-
er education program. She has thus made first steps 
into the academic world studying the “disciplines” 
(sociology, economy and political science) and is now 
entering the genuine teacher education program, 
namely the social studies didactics. Interestingly, she 
has not yet adopted any metacognitive position with 
regard to her most recent educational experiences. It 
is curious to note that there isn’t any cognitive anchor 
reflecting a prior initial propaedeutic science work 
either, which would be typical for the higher second-
ary education in Germany (‘Gymnasium’). Julia focuses 
entirely on her own “real world” first and second hand 
(’media-related’) experiences to delineate the field of 
social science and its related knowledge domains. In 
her view people ‘know’ economics because they have 
to take economic decisions through the course of their 
life. For her ‘economic learning’ matches ‘economic so-
cialization’ and has less to do with academic knowl-
edge acquisition. The academic as well as the 
educational dimension are strikingly absent in her first 
vision of knowledge related to the socio-economic and 
the political sphere. Therefore the metacognitive level 
of reasoning and cognitive processing are not fully ac-
tivated. There is no epistemic awareness vis-à-vis the 
university teaching and learning: Since her knowledge 
emerges from current day-to-day experiences and 
media evidence, she has a fairly unstable/multiplist vi-
sion of the sources and the structure/certainty of so-
cial science knowledge. Since these qualitatively 
different kinds of knowledge-sources remain strictly 
implicit, a core dimension for epistemic reflection 
(“justification of knowledge”) is thus deficient. The 
first academic experience is not at all part of her reflec-
tion about the different kinds of “knowledge” essential 
for being a social studies teacher. This is especially 
true for the epistemological beliefs’ dimensions with 
regard to the disciplines and to schooled knowledge. 
Concerning the pedagogical teacher knowledge dimen-
sions her perspective is uniquely focused on the practi-
cal implications of knowledge production (procedural 
knowledge for teaching, theories helping to develop 
teaching skills for transmitting knowledge). Hence, the 
pedagogical knowledge facets reverberate the aca-
demic context of knowledge acquisition, whether the 
disciplinary content knowledge acquired since school 
is absent or overlaps with day-to-day experience in the 
field. Do these not yet fully developed epistemological 
beliefs link to specific teaching and learning beliefs? 
For illustrating her perspective on teaching and learn-
ing the social studies Julia activates the “gar-
dener”-metaphor, which counts among the 
teacher-centered metaphors. The “gardener”-metaphor 
points to the nurturing and caring aspects of the 
teaching profession. It develops around the vision of a 
benign educator, who emotionally takes care of his stu-

dents and tends to develop the “whole person”. The 
learner perspectives as well as the teacher-learner-inter-
action are blurred since the metaphor implies a great 
deal of pedagogic control over the student and his de-
velopment: The metaphor entails the passivity of 
learners, who cannot move, but only grow. They are 
static and in a way have to surrender to the teacher-gar-
dener. It is no coincidence that the domain specific di-
mension is completely absent in the metaphorical 
vision of Julia. Leaving out the domain learning and 
teaching, the gardener metaphor mirrors the peda-
gogical impetus of new pre-service teachers with very 
few academic experiences. This typical vision emulates 
the lacking epistemic awareness of Julia, who is not yet 
able to reflect her academic educational experiences 
metacognitively. Basically she is not yet “arrived” at 
the university while she is quite sure of her pro-
fessional choices and orientations. The gardener meta-
phor generally contains no domain specific vision of 
teaching and learning – and therefore no epistemic 
stances –, because the instructional dimensions of the 
teaching profession aren’t dominant facets of this 
metaphor. Finally Julia’s vision of the teaching pro-
fession is a stance that is typical for a beginner at a 
teacher education program (female teacher students 
frequently choose the gardener metaphor, see further 
examples Alger 2009).

The second case, the ‘Alexander’-case, is chosen for 
being emblematic for an advanced student (fourth year 
of teacher education program). As Alexander has alrea-
dy completed a great part of his academic education 
studying the ‘disciplines’, he may serve as an emblema-
tic case for being an advanced ‘academic’ on his way to 
being a professional teacher. Like other advanced stu-
dents participating at our analysis Alexander – answe-
ring the open questionnaire – seemed to have reached 
a higher level of epistemological beliefs. This seems to 
be true not only with regard to the academic discipline 
(domain specific content knowledge), but above all 
with regard to domain specific schooled knowledge 
and perceptions about what makes a “good social stu-
dies teacher” (not in fig. 4). Compared to most of the 
freshmen participating at our study Alexander displays 
a consistently higher level of epistemic awareness: He is 
able to stress a clear cut distinction between different 
knowledge types, namely between schooled knowled-
ge and scientific knowledge. He is as well able to diffe-
rentiate specific characteristics of schooled knowledge, 
because he puts an accent on the interdisciplinary and 
applied character of knowledge when it is constructed 
in a perspective of teaching and learning objectives ty-
pical for the social studies. With regard to the purely 
academic knowledge he is willing and able to consider 
the role of theory and of methods for the creation of 
quite diverse/multiple perspectives on social, political 
and economic realities. But finally it is not fully compre-
hensible, how much he would be able to adopt evaluati-



67

Andrea Szukala Journal of Social Science Education 
Metaphors as a Tool for Diagnosing Beliefs about Teaching and Learning in Social Studies Teacher Education Volume 10, Number 3, 2011, pp. 53–73

vist attitudes, when conflicting assessments typical for 
the unstructured social studies domain are at stake. He 
seems to be capable to replicate different theoretical 
positions, but in a way “authorities” (like the above ci-
ted Luhmann and Weber) have answers, which are diffi-
cult to assess. What about Alexander’s teaching and 
learning beliefs as mirrored by his metaphorical narrati-
ve? The chosen metaphor strikingly reflects the very 
last aspect of Alexander’s epistemological stances. 
Alexander chooses a container metaphor, “the stamp 
album”, which equally counts among the teacher-cente-
red metaphors. The metaphor describes teaching and 
learning as a process of knowledge accumulation and 
storage. The teacher enhances the accumulation pro-
cess, first being an instructor, and then being a supervi-
sor of students’ collecting activities. Basically the 
album-metaphor points to the fact, that knowledge 
may be ranked, categorized and displayed to third pers-
ons. In Alexander’s metaphor the teacher is central to 
this process as his evaluative stances are central to the 
decision about knowledge being valuable or not. The 
metaphor in a way reflects the authoritative vision of 
knowledge conveyed by authorities like Weber and 
Luhmann that Alexander describes in his epistemologi-
cal beliefs’ assessment. There is thus a latent contradic-
tion between his statement that schooled knowledge 
should be of “practical” value in a student’s perspec-
tive, and at the same time – see his metaphorical state-
ments – underlining the role of the teacher as a gate 
keeper who decides about what students learn. On the 
other hand the open questionnaire confirms a special 
feature of Alexander’s pattern of beliefs (not in fig. 4): 
Namely that social science knowledge is general know-
ledge that has a distinctive character with regard to the 
social value of education in general (knowledge as a 
precious stamp album that can be exhibited and reva-
lues the owner). The Alexander case sheds a fairly refi-
ned light on the difficulties to connect advanced 
epistemological beliefs about social scientific content 
knowledge with the pedagogical content knowledge 
perspective: At a declarative level Alexander would be 
able to formulate positions that a teacher educator may 
even categorize as being more or less satisfying in view 
of typical standards in social studies teacher education 
preparation classes. Consequently Alexander’s deeply 
rooted beliefs would remain unchallenged and therefo-
re unchanged. This complex picture, which has lots of 
aspects not displayed in Fig. 411, highlights that the re-
construction of a pattern of beliefs including meta-
phors’ analysis allows complex conceptualizations that 
illuminates aspects, which otherwise would have re-
mained undetected.

5. Conclusions
Especially the Alexander case (like several other case 
vignettes) appears to be a strikingly convincing 
example with regard to the methodological aspects of 
diagnosing beliefs and conceptual thinking using 
metaphor analysis. It displays a quite typical pattern 
which fully ratifies the methodological advantages of 
metaphor analysis. It would certainly be an exagger-
ation to proclaim a “linguistic turn” in qualitative edu-
cational research. But as the weaknesses of 
quantitative empirical research on beliefs and at-
titudes were obvious and difficult to circumvent, the 
metaphor analysis seems to be a promising step to 
complement existing approaches and to gather quali-
tatively deeper insights into the conceptual and/or do-
main specific pedagogical thinking of teachers (and 
learners?). There is certainly a tradeoff between the 
possibility to get a ‘thick’ description of configurations 
of a medium number of cases and the call for more 
quantitative analyses to assess the hard casualty as-
sumptions related to teacher beliefs research and epis-
temological beliefs research in general. Figure 5 
displays core methodological advantages and short-
comings with regard to the present approach to teach-
er education research in the social studies domain.

11 E.g. Alexander’s impressively negative school experiences and a 
concept map about learning the social studies, which confirms the 
distinction between academic and schooled knowledge that en-
hances social reputation and social/political real-world knowledge.

Fig. 5 Strengths and Weaknesses of 
Metaphor Analysis as a Tool for 
Diagnosing Beliefs on Teaching and  
Learning in Social Studies Education

Strengths

Research outcomes of metaphor 
analysis are ?thicker? and ?truer? 
than those resulting from ques-
tionnaires. It is easier to 'lie' when 
filling out a questionnaire, above 
all in contexts, where participants 
are themselves more or less ex-
perts in empirical social research.

Research results are open to debate 
and to didactical reconstruc tion; 
the participatory research per -
spective is contained within meta-
phors' research as it builds bridges 
between theory and practice.

Deeply rooted beliefs can be 
made visible, that constitute 
archetypical representations of 
professional thinking: The con-
tribution to professionalization 
research is useful even in view of 
future large n-analyses.

Metaphors can build bridges be-
tween implicit and explicit 
knowledge.

Weaknesses

Data handling is a problem. 
Further methodological research 
is useful and may be unavoid-
able: Good theoretical sampling 
is a premise.

Research is not replicable; results 
will always be exposed to severe 
methodological critiques seen 
the substantial impact of situ-
ational factors within different 
research settings.

Metaphors are a spotlight on 
conceptual frames and for that 
reason may filter other import-
ant elements that would be 
equally important.

There are too many existing 
metaphors, above all in the field 
of teaching and learning, which 
makes it difficult to discriminate 
diverse categories and to dis-
tinguish general beliefs about 
teaching and learning from do-
main specific beliefs.
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In a theoretical perspective it is striking to note and a 
major theoretical challenge, that in most cases the 
metaphor analysis (the teaching and learning beliefs 
assertions) and the epistemological assertions are con-
sistent: In both cases presented in this paper, the stu-
dents’ metaphorical assessments reflect very 
important aspects of their epistemological beliefs. In 
the second case the beliefs were clearly domain spe-
cific, in the first case, there was a distinctive pattern of 
puzzling teaching and learning beliefs being ex-
tremely domain general. The metaphor analysis 
helped in both cases to display special belief facets 
that point to a deeply rooted problematic that is mir-
rored in the epistemic cognitions and as well as at the 
level of metacognitive awareness of the students, the 
senior and the freshman. The framework for analysis 

presented in fig. 3 and the methodological oper-
ationalization using the metaphor analysis seem 
therefore to be a promising approach to illuminate the 
effects of epistemic cognitions on the beliefs about 
teaching and learning in the social studies domain. 
The most basic assertions about the domain beliefs 
and the interconnectedness of disciplinary epistemo-
logical beliefs and beliefs about schooled knowledge/
knowledge for teaching seem to be at least very 
plausibly interconnected. Epistemological beliefs and 
teaching and learning beliefs have distinctive features 
that vary according to other aspects as well: First in-
sights into the pre-service teachers’ preconceptions 
and prior school experiences give clues that this line 
of research will constitute an especially promising 
branch of future research in the social science domain.

6. Annexes and References

Annex 1
Beliefs About Content Knowledge (Domain 
Knowledge) and About Knowledge for Teaching 
(Pedagogigcal Content Knowledge)  
Instrument: Open Ended Questionnaire
1. What are the characteristics of knowledge in social 

sciences? Please give examples illustrating your view.
2. How do you think develops knowledge in social 

sciences?
3. What kind of knowledge do you need as a teacher for 

the school subject “social studies”?
4. How does this kind of teacher knowledge develop for 

teaching the “social studies”?
5. Which qualities do you think should a social studies 

teacher have?

Annex 2
Beliefs About Teaching and Learning the Social 
Studies
Instrument: Metaphor Analysis
Please create a short metaphor story which expresses 
your perspective on teaching and learning in the 
school subject „social studies“. Your description 
should be as detailed as possible. The following 
example is supposed to demonstrate how such a 
metaphor could look like:

“A teacher is like a candle. He burns himself out in 
order to show the way forward to his students…”
“Teaching and learning the social studies is like build-
ing sandcastles on the beach. The teacher represents 
the ocean and its waves, while the students decide 
themselves the distance of their sandcastles towards 
the ocean.”
You should take into account the following aspects 
when constructing your metaphor:
a. Which roles do you attribute to the figures/char-

acters of your metaphor representing the main ac-
tors at school in your metaphor (teachers, 
students, etc.)? Who is very active? What is the 
metaphorical relationship between the subject 
matter and the actors?

b. What kind of tasks do you associate with the at-
tribution of the roles (in a metaphorical sense)?

c. Which effects does the behavior of the actors 
have?

d. What is the possible impact arising from these ef-
fects?

e. Which role does the environment of the students 
play in your metaphor (parents, peers etc.)?

f. What kind of disturbances do you expect and how 
do the figures of your metaphor react?
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Some theoretical concepts of globalisation and citizenship are discussed in the article as well as changing role 
of citizenship education in transforming Lithuanian Society. The author points out that many problems in con-
temporary Lithuanian society arise from the fact that the relationship between individuals and the state is 
changing fundamentally. The state should broaden “positive” choices and support an individual by ensuring 
principles of equality in basic human rights and access to opportunities. On the other hand, an individual has 
to take the responsibility for his/her own life becoming a decisive factor in choosing personal life style and in 
building up civic community. In this respect, it is expected that Citizenship Education would lay an important 
role in educating competence and attitudes towards own responsibilities, in educating mental and practical 
skills for positive civic participation. Current status and new approaches of citizenship education in Lithuania 
are presented in the light of international developments. The article concludes that changing role of citizenship 
education has significant implications for professional development of teachers and for the national teacher 
training system as a whole.

Keywords
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Introduction
The phenomena of globalization is considered as the 
most widespread trend on the eve of twenty – first 
century and it has resulted from the worldwide inte-
gration of economic and financial sector (Hallak, Poi-
son, 2000, 10). Globalization could be understood “as 
a socio – economic phenomenon that has profound 
political and cultural implications (Jarvis, 2001, 10). 
Among the main implications of globalization, re-
searchers name such as: a) the emergence of learning 
societies due to multiplication of sources of in-
formation and communication; b) the transformation 
of the nature of work with the need for more flexibility 
and mobility, the importance of communication skills, 
the necessity of team work, the increasing use of tech-
nologies, etc; c) the progression of social exclusion – a 
large part of world’s population does not participate 
in this process. Globalization causes changing role of 
education; implementation of new trends in education 
(the need to keep up with changes taking place in so-
ciety). Some of the characteristics of this new trend 
may be identified (Daswani, 2003, 19):
• The increasing incorporation of global and inter-

disciplinary topics into curriculum;
• Vocational education and lifelong learning (to pre-

pare students for the world of work in adequate 
way);

• Citizenship education (to prepare students to as-
sume their responsibilities as citizens and to devel-
op competencies for active civic participation);

• Basic knowledge versus “up-to-date” contents (stu-
dents must be taught the skills of research, inquiry 
and interpretation so that they may continue 
learning beyond the school and find adequate 
place in society).

Researchers from different research fields in different 
countries look for responds to the important ques-

tions such as: what does these characteristics of the 
trend mentioned above mean for education as whole? 
How do they change the role of education and par-
ticularly role and content of civic education? Taking 
into account the assumption that civic education can 
help to solve some of the challenges of globalized 
world, we try to analyse some of the possible answers 
to these questions.

1. Role of Education and Main Goals for 
Civic Education

Education during the ages have been seen as a social 
institution having functions such as socialisation 
(Broom 1992); personal development (Rodgers 1995); 
political and social change (Leithwood 1992); trans-
feree of culture (Hodges 1974); social stability and order 
(Selfe, Burke, 1998); social integration (Fend 1980). The 
latest developments of philosophical and sociological 
mind show that integration of society is becoming 
one of the most important functions of education. 
That’s why education is seen as a main factor in ex-
tenuating social exclusion in the modern societies. 
Education fulfils the role of social integration through 
curriculum, through infrastructure of educational insti-
tutions and through creating equal start possibilities 
for everyone.

Reformation of educational system and inclusion 
of civic education into compulsory curriculum could 
be seen as an important way for strengthening social 
cohesion. Furthermore, we will pay some attention to 
the Lithuanian situation related to social cohesion 
and developments of civic education.

1.1 Some Remarks on Social Exclusion in 
Lithuania

In 1990, when Lithuanian citizens demonstrated their 
intention to build a free and open society based on 
the supremacy of law and democratic principles, they 
simultaneously undertook the responsibility for both 
their personal lives and strengthening the statehood. 

http://www.jsse.org
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People were ready to overcome the legal, political and 
social legacy of totalitarian society and face dif-
ficulties of transition. Nevertheless, it has now become 
clear that social process are developing at much more 
rapid pace than the human mentality is able to adjust 
itself to new values and lifestyles. Many problems in 
contemporary Lithuanian society arise from the fact 
that the relationship between individuals and the 
state is changing fundamentally. It’s important to rec-
ognize that the way in which people build their lives 
depends on many circumstances over which they may 
have no control. For example, children who are not at-
tending school and who are not taught any skills are 
deprived of many choices and opportunities for their 
future lives. And those people who have no access to 
information have no possibilities to make decisions. 
The state should broaden “positive” choices and sup-
port an individual by ensuring principles of equality 
in basic human rights and access to opportunities. 
The Lithuanian Constitution ensures equal right for 
everyone, but at the same time the state is not always 
capable of providing the necessary conditions for ex-
ercising these rights. For example, the rise in crime 
threatens individual right to personal security, the 
volatility of the economy and labor market causes un-
employment, a low standard of living often under-
mines the right to education, a quality health service, 
adequate housing, freedom to travel and the choice of 
place of residence. On the other hand, an individual 
has to take the responsibility for many aspects of his 
own life becoming a decisive factor in choosing life 
style. In this respect, it is expected that Civic Edu-
cation plays an important role in educating competence 
and attitudes toward own responsibilities, in educating 
mental and practical skills for positive civic participation.

1.2 Civic Education and Competencies
Researchers (Fulan 2001; Ozmon, Craver 1996; Jarvis 
2001) analysing changing global world point out fea-
tures of post modernity such as social (complexity 
and fragmentation of social structure), cultural (the 
fragmentation of cultural identity which changes be-
tween different social settings); economical (com-
petitive relations in the market are demanding 
multi-skilled workers); political (promotion of the vir-
tues of self-reliance, self-confident, self- decision-
making). Person leaving in such complex related 
society has to be enabled to manage his or her life. 
And civic education can play an important role in 
such circumstances especially when democracy is 
seen as a form of government and as a practice, in 
which participation and involvement are key points. 
Very often form of government is being understood 
in the light of the historical development. However, 
for most nations democracy is an ideal which is su-
perior to the democratic practice in real life. Thus, 
democracy is a concept in continuous development 

and a topic for discussion without definitive answers. 
Nonetheless, there is a broad recognition of the possi-
bilities for democracy to contribute to the learning to 
live together. It is obvious that democratic practice at 
local level can turn out in ways that resembles more 
those of old socio-cultural traditions than the modern 
– western oriented – conception of democracy. Active 
citizenship is more a democratic practice and to the 
large extent is culturally and politically based So, 
“education must lead to the acquisition of…the knowl-
edge, values and abilities that are needed for individual 
development, and for the exercise of participatory and re-
sponsible citizenship in a democracy” (The Dakar 
Framework for Action 2000).

It is pointed out by the researchers (Perrenoud 
2000) that active citizen could be described through 
developing “citizen” competencies which are needed 
to every individual in order to participate in the ma-
nagement of personal and social life in the harmo-
nious society. These competencies are:
• being able to vote and assume one’s responsibil-

ities in a democratic political system and in com-
munity life, trade unions, etc.

• in order to survive in a society of free competition, 
being able to find accommodation, start a family 
and conclude and abide by contracts (relating to 
marriage, work, rental, insurance, ect.);

• being able to invest and spend intelligently one’s 
resources in a free and transparent market, using 
in a rational manner information about products 
and services;

• being able to find one’s way about in the edu-
cational system, receiving training, and learn and 
use available information;

• being able to access culture and media by making 
an informed choices of recreational and cultural ac-
tivities;

• being able to look after one’s health by pre-
ventative and responsible use of the medical and 
hospital system;

• being able to defend one’s rights and interests by 
asking for police protection and making use of 
legal procedures and the courts.

In general, competencies are described as specialised 
system of abilities, proficiencies or skills that are 
necessary or sufficient to reach a specific goal (Wei-
nert 2001) having four dimensions:
• political and legal dimension covers rights and 

duties with respect to the political system and 
law. It requires knowledge concerning the law, 
democratic attitudes and capacity to participate, 
exercise responsibilities at all levels of public life;

• social dimension covers relations between individ-
uals and requires knowledge of what these re-
lations are based on and how they function in the 
society. Social competencies are paramount here. 
This dimension is connected to others (solidarity);
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• economical dimension concerns the world of pro-
duction and consumption of goods and servises;

• cultural dimension refers to collective represen-
tation and imagination and to shared values, it 
implies recognition of common goods and com-
mon heritage.

To understand better the changing role of civic edu-
cation we will pay some attention to the concept of 
„Citizenship“ and to the main competencies which 
have to be obtained during the civic education process.

1.3  Concepts of Citizenship and the 
Changing Role of Civic Education

There are a lot of ideas about what it means “citizen” 
or “citizenship”. We did searched and classified some 
of them:
1. Anderson, Avery, Pederson, Smith and Sulivan 

(1997) identified citizenship concepts among sample 
of teachers. Almost half of students have be taught 
to be questioning citizen, about one-quarter focused 
on teaching from culturally pluralistic perspective 
and only few stressed learning about government.

2. Davies, Gregory and Riley (1999) in England found 
that social concern and tolerance for diversity re-
ceived the greatest support between teachers; The-
iss-Morse (1993) model for four concepts of 
citizenship among adults in US: representative 
democracy (responsibility to be an informed 
voter); political enthusiast (advocacy through pro-
test and little trust in elected officials); pursued in-
terest (joining groups to pursue issues); and 
indifferent (trusting leaders and placing a law 
priority on trying to influence them);

3. Prior (2007) in Australia found that social concern, 
social justice and participation in school/
community affairs were important for teachers;

4. Vontz, Metcalf and Patric (2000) in a study of effec-
tiveness of a civic curriculum in Latvia, Lithuania 
and US found a positive impact on students’ 
knowledge and skills but not their sense of citizen 
responsibility.

5. In the IEA (International Association for Evalu-
ation of Educational Achievements) Civic Edu-
cation Study (Torney-Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, 
Schulz, 2001) was used mainly two concepts of 
citizenship: Conventional Citizenship (obeying the 
law, voting, participation in political parties, etc.) 
and Social-Movements related citizenship (par-
ticipates in activities to protect the environment, 
participates in activities to benefit people in the 
community, work hard, etc).

As far as we can observe differences in the concepts 
of citizenship, we can agree that there are some basic 
elements according which the role of civic education 
is changing. These are:
A. Cognitive competencies:
• competence of a legal and political nature

• knowledge of the present world
• competence of a procedural nature
• knowledge of the principal and value choices
B. Ethical competences and value choices: freedom 

equality and solidarity.
C. Capacities for action (as social competences):
• capacity to live together with others, to cooper-

ate, to construct and implement joint projects and 
so on;

• capacity to resolve conflicts in accordance with 
the principals of democratic law;

• capacity to take part in public debate, to argue 
and choose in real life situation.

The Concept of Democratic citizenship has different 
meanings and connotations because of huge changes 
in the cultural, political and social life. But a lot of dif-
ferent researchers (Carr 1999; Wringe 2000; Ma-
cLaughlin 1997 etc.), having very different views on it 
agree, that citizen in our days life has to have four 
main indications in order to have possibilities for 
positive socialisation into society. These indications 
are:
1. Political activity. This indication did change dur-

ing different periods of developments in the so-
cieties. The first one dominated for along time. At 
the beginning of XX century the Values com-
ponent did become important.

2. Values. After 1960 politicians and researchers were 
looking for reasons why political activity is not al-
ways transferred in the behaviours of citizens. And 
the identity was one of the aspects to be added to 
the concept of citizen.

3. Identity. Finally, the developments of the last dec-
ades in the directions of modernisation of so-
cieties (“networking” society, integration of 
different societies, stress on importance of social 
capital for human development, etc.) added the 
fourth component for the concept of “democratic 
citizenship” – social competencies.

4. Social competencies. They are essential in now-
adays civic life, so, they are key point in changing 
role of Civic Education.

Having in mind all the aspects mentioned above, the 
main role of civic education can be named as a edu-
cation of skills and competences related to execution 
of active citizenship in globalized world (“Citizenship 
education: Learning at School and in Society”, 2001).

2. Current Status of Civic Education in 
Lithuania

2.1 Short History of Implementing Civic 
Education into National Curriculum.

A. The mission of Civic Education in Lithuania was de-
scribed in the first Law on Education (1991) which 
was legislated after restoration of Lithuanian state-
hood: Civic Education is considered to be one of the 
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Irena Zaleskenė Journal of Social Science Education 
Significant Learning and Civic Education Volume 10, Number 3, 2011, pp. 74–80

essential goals of the educational system: to foster citi-
zenship, the understanding of a person’s duties to-
ward family, nation, society, and the State of 
Lithuania, as well as the need to participate in the 
cultural, social, economic and political life of the Re-
public (The Law on Education in the Republic of Li-
thuania, 1991; 2003).

B. Concrete goals and tasks for Citizenship Education 
in Schools are formulated in the “General Concept 
of Education in Lithuania” (1994), “Curriculum 
Framework for Primary and Basic (lower second-
ary) Education” (1996, 2004, 2008), and National 
Standards of Students achievements (1997, 2004. 
2008). The whole educational process is supposed to 
lead to an understanding of both the principles of life 
in a democratic society and also the problems in cre-
ating democracy (and ways to approach their sol-
ution). It was suggested that course entitled 
”Basics of Citizenship”) has to be introduced as a 
obligatory subject at the basic school level (it did 
start in 1998).

C. Starting from 1992 teaching and learning materi-
als are under developmental process, in-servis 
teacher training courses (regional, national as well 
as an international) are held in different regions in 
Lithuania.

D. The processes of developing individual syllabus, 
school based curriculum, teaching and learning 
materials, pre-service and in-service teacher train-
ing courses are going on in Lithuania. It is ex-
pected that different schools, teachers will select 
the content for their civic lessons, will choose the 
teaching styles.

F. Citizenship education courses are implemented 
into pre-service teacher training institutions since 
2000.

2.2 The Ways of Organising Citizenship 
Education in Lithuania.

A. Through formal curriculum:
a) Citizenship Education is taught as a cross-

curriculum. It means that civic ideas, concepts, 
topics are integrated in the new developed curricu-
lar, textbooks, teaching and learning materials for 
whole variety of subjects and are already taught in 
the different grades, starting from 1st ending with 
12th grades. For example, the course “Me and the 
World” is implemented in the primary school 
(grades 1-4); the History, Geography, Technology, 
Native Language and Literature, Political Science, 
Economics, Philosophy, Moral Education and etc. 
These courses are very interrelated when it con-
cerns educating the conscious and active citizens 
of Lithuanian State.

b) the separate obligatory subject “Basics of Citizen-
ship” is introduced to the 9 and 10 grades (one 
hour per week).

B. Through extra – curriculum activities, the ways on 
which the school community and school relations with 
the local communities are organized.

One of the most important factors helping students 
to understand democracy in everyday life, to exercise 
the decision making skills and the skills of par-
ticipation is the way on which school life is organized: 
does dialogue exist between students, between stu-
dents and teachers, between teachers and parents, be-
tween teachers; does the teachers use democratic 
methods of teaching; does the students are encour-
aged to be responsible for the whole school commu-
nity; does self-government of students exists, etc. In 
cooperation with local governmental and social in-
stitutions students have possibilities to learn about 
functions of social and political institution in real life; 
they can obtain nesessary knowledge and skill for ap-
plying to these institution; they can identify prob-
lems their families are facing with; they can study 
how problems are soluted, etc. Extra curriculum activ-
ities help students to improve their knowledge, skills 
and habits which are learned during formal edu-
cational process.
D. Through extending relations between students, school, 

local, Regional, National, European and World com-
munities.

Social environment play an important role in the 
Civic Education and creates a good possibilities for 
applying the democratic skills, which are learned dur-
ing the educational process. On the other hand, such 
kind of relations can help for further development 
Civic habits and responsibilities for the People future.

3. New Trends in the Development of 
Citizenship Education

Researchers, educators look for new approaches and 
new trends in teaching young people to take responsi-
bility not only for their personal lives, but for the 
local, nation and world communities.

3.1 Service Learning
In recent years it has been a movement towards 
strengthening schools based civic education that em-
phasizes instruction in the fundamental processes 
and instruments of democracy and government. Li-
thuanian developers of Citizenship Education look for 
new approaches reflecting needs of the contemporary 
global world. One of such approaches is Service-learn-
ing which could be described as an approach that 
combines a community service experience with class-
room instruction and reflection, has been suggested 
as an opportunity to bring to life important political 
and social issues and thereby encourage youth ac-
tivism and engagement (Gibson 2001, 8). Specifically, 
service-learning emphasizes the experimental com-
ponent of civic education by providing opportunities 
for young people to engage in community-based ac-



78
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tivities that integrate and put in context what they 
learn in the classroom.

It‘s important to understand the difference bet-
ween service-learning and community service or vo-
lunteer. Community service is the volunteer work 
which isn‘t connected with school course work 
(Hepburn 2001), but the service-learning is a particu-
lar form of community service that is curriculum ba-
sed. It means that service experience is related to 
objectives in the curriculum and is connected to clas-
sroom studies by written activities and discussions. 
There are identified four general components or crite-
ria for effective service oriented, school based pro-
grams:
1. They integrate service into the content and ac-

tivities of school courses because students gain 
more from the experience when it is carefully tied 
to courses in the school curriculum;

2. They provide periods of reflection (journal writing, 
group discussions, essays, etc.) on the service ex-
perience to allow students to contemplate their 
service experience and their implication;

3. They require service throughout the school years 
because very short periods of service have been 
shown to have little or no effects on students;

4. They involve students, teachers, administrators 
and community agencies in design of the curricu-
lum.
We adopted service leaning materials „Take a 

charge/ Youth Guide to Community Change“ develo-
ped by Constitutional Rights Foundation, LA (USA). 
And we try to implement it into school curricula and 
teacher training courses.

3.2 Education for Consumer Citizenship.
During last years it appears new approach on the 
European civic developments – education for Con-
sumer citizenship. It has been conducted some EU pro-
jects according this approach and Department of 
Social Pedagogy at Vilnius Pedagogical University is a 
part of it.

Activities dealing with issues related to consumer 
citizenship have been and are being carried out most 
notably in Canada and Australia. While citizenship 
education has gained ground in schools throughout 
Europe, consumer education in general, and con-
sumer citizenship education in particular, has progres-
sed slowly. As the research shows Citizenship 
education has, to a great extent, concentrated on re-
presentative, participatory and judicial civic training 
for many years. Consumer education has been regar-
ded as a minor aspect of daily life skills connected to 
home activities. Environmental education has gene-
rally focused on pollution and basic tenets of natural 
ecology. As far as a global citizenship refers to unders-
tanding one’s responsibilities to others, to society 
and to environment, education has to take a role for 

combining this three components of education. 
That’s how concept of consumer citizenship appears. 
Consumer citizenship can be described as a situation 
“when the individual, in his/her role as a consumer, ac-
tively participates in developing and improving society 
by considering ethical issues, diversity of perspectives, 
global processes and future conditions. It involves taking 
responsibility on a global scale when securing one’s own 
personal needs and well-being.”(McGregor 2002, 40).

Consumer citizenship education is a cross-curricu-
lar, interdisciplinary approach to promote attitudes, 
transfer knowledge and develop skills that combine 
consumer education, environmental education and ci-
vic training. It deals with empowering students to 
develop and evaluate alternative visions of a sustain-
able future and motivates them to turn these visions 
into reality.

4. Challenges for Civic Education and for 
Teacher Training

Rapid changes in the society and in the educational 
system influences the quality of citizenship edu-
cation.
A. The content of citizenship education is described 

only as a broad outline in the core-curriculum Cur-
riculum and syllabi as well as teaching and learn-
ing materials are under process of development. 
The new methodology of assessment and evalu-
ation of students achievements aren’t developed 
yet. Teachers has to develop progammes according 
their own understanding, obligated core-
curriculum, national standards and students 
needs, according the new challenges in the world 
community. This is very difficult task for teachers 
who were trained in older more traditional ways. 
The teacher training systems itself need be reform-
ed. The content of civic education is not the sub-
ject of enough public discussion. Teachers have 
consequently adapt their way of thinking and 
methods of teaching to a new educational objectives 
and to a new social and political circumstances in 
globalised sodiety.

B. Students present more diversity in terms of their 
social skills, social and cultural backgrounds, ambi-
tions and behaviour. A lot of students are from ex-
cluded families. Teachers have to look for how to 
include them. It has to take some time and efforts to 
prepare teachers for this changed situation.

C. The local communities are relatively under-
developed in Lithuanian society. They are not pre-
pared to take an active part in civic education or in 
developing the sense of belonging to a commu-
nity. In some places, the only important in-
stitutions are thought to be the family and the 
national state, with no intermediate organisations 
to which young people might develop a sense of 
loyalty. Teachers need some ideas and methodology 
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how to include local institutions, NGO (which are 
sometimes very strong) to educational process.

D. Living in global society we do need people, but at 
first, teachers trained in the certain way: a) becom-
ing citizens with strong social competencies by 
themselves; b) being able to help students to ac-
cumulate social capital and to develop “network-
ing society”; c) being able to fulfil new function 
(being one of the most important agents for social in-
clusion) in education.

E. From one side the need to have „citizens with so-
cial competencies” and from another side, the 
changing role of education, coming from the devel-
opments of societies, do help to move from tradi-
tional understanding of civic education to more 
contemporary direction, reflecting on the needs of 
the society. So, building up and renovating the sys-
tem of civic education in general and particularly in 
teacher training curriculum we do need to change 
our ideas about the role of civic education.
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