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Abstract: Terrorism is commonly considered to be a controversial issue in religious education (RE).
RE teachers find it a challenging topic to address, and many avoid it altogether. This article explores
the question of addressing terrorism in RE by analysing and discussing empirical observations of
RE lessons in an upper secondary school in Norway in the weeks following the terror attacks in
Paris in November 2015. Using framing theory, the article discusses aspects of the empirical case
study, contextualised by the discussion about controversial issues in education. The main claim of
the article is that, rather than seeing the terror attacks as a controversial issue in itself, the terror
attacks should be treated as an event that has the potential to tap into several different controversial
issues depending on the way it is framed. When addressed in the RE classroom, the teachers actively
transform the event into a pedagogical issue, framed in accordance with the nature and aims of the
subject. The students, however, often contest this pedagogical framing. This article discusses the
interplay between teachers’ plans, students’ reactions, and the role of media in classroom interaction
about the Paris attacks.
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1. Introduction

On 13 November 2015, a series of coordinated terror attacks hit Paris. The event1 was extensively
covered and mediated across the world. Based on empirical material from a case study of religious
education (RE) in an upper secondary school in Norway, this article discusses how the attacks were
thematised in lessons about Islam in the weeks following the attacks. The analysis is contextualised
using ongoing research on controversial issues in RE, and this article aims to further contribute to this
debate by providing an empirical case of how a particular controversial event was brought into the
RE classroom.

The Paris attacks are an example of an event that can be seen as a controversial issue in schools
generally and in RE specifically. Although, and this is an important distinction, the event is not an
issue in its own right, the occurrence of concrete terrorist attacks in Europe has been prominent across
policy documents and research articles addressing the place of controversial issues in education (see
e.g., Anker and Von der Lippe 2018; CoE 2015; DfE 2015, p. 8; Flensner 2019). Lately, there has been
an increase in focus on such issues at a policy level both internationally and in different national
settings. In 2015, the Council of Europe (CoE) published a “training pack” aimed at teachers and
“designed to support and promote the teaching of controversial issues in schools in Europe” (CoE
2015, p. 7). The authors point out that controversial issues, among which extremism and terrorism are

1 In this article, I will refer to the attacks as a single event. As the empirical data show, details about the attacks were not
addressed in the observations, and the attacks were treated as one incidence of terror.
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mentioned explicitly, are seen as too challenging to teach for many teachers. According to the Council
of Europe, the handling of controversial issues in schools is “a matter of educational urgency”, and
the background for this is that Europe has seen a number of “high-profile incidents of violence”, such
as “the 2011 London riots, the 2011 Norwegian hate crimes and the Charlie Hebdo attack in Paris in
2015” (CoE 2015, p. 7). The role of education is emphasised so that young people can develop the
means to deal with controversial issues constructively by engaging with “‘real-life’ issues” in schools
(CoE 2015, p. 7).

The lack of a common definition of controversial issues complicates the matter of how they should
be addressed in the classroom. From an educational point of view, it is important to acknowledge
that there is a distinction between characterising an issue as controversial in general and teaching
it as controversial. Teaching a matter as controversial commonly involves an openness to different
points of view on the issue, yet this will not always be an acceptable option with all issues on which
there is controversy (see Dearden 1981; Hand 2007, 2008). Michael Hand warns about the problems of
conflating the two. Using examples from select British publications and online resources in which
issues as bullying, prejudices, and racism are seen as controversial while at the same time it is insisted
that controversial issues should be taught openly without the teacher endorsing one view over another,
Hand urges educators to consider other criteria for deciding what to teach as controversial than
whether it is “ordinarily described as controversial” (Hand 2008, p. 214).

The scholarly discussion over such criteria for what should be taught as controversial (cf.
Cooling 2012; Hand and Levinson 2011; Hess and McAvoy 2015; Warnick and Smith 2014) is outside
the scope of this article. However, the important role of pedagogical considerations involved when
bringing in such issues is an important takeaway from the discussion. Choices made concerning
teaching strategy and the contextualisation of the issue matter (see e.g., Hess 2005; Ljunggren 2015;
Pollak et al. 2018; Stradling 1984). Marie Von der Lippe (2019) offers an interesting perspective when
analysing the case of ritual circumcision in the context of controversial issues in RE. She shows
that such an issue is influenced by both contextual factors and the ongoing negotiation between
various knowledge producers offering very different conceptualisations of the issue. These elements
are important to factor in when approaching such an issue in RE. Controversial issues can thus be
addressed in different ways, and the choices educators make will impact how students can then engage
with these issues. This is also the case when it comes to terrorism (see Flensner 2019; Hess 2009).

The place of “religiously motivated terrorism” in RE has been the object of some debate in Norway.
Bengt-Ove Andreassen has voiced the need for thematising conflict perspectives made relevant by “a
global situation where religiously motivated terror and fundamentalism is a continuous cause of worry”
(Andreassen 2008, p. 1, my translation). Andreassen claims that Norwegian RE is predominantly
harmonising and focusing on the positive sides of religion whilst ignoring or downplaying problematic
aspects and conflict perspectives. Trine Anker and Marie von der Lippe have done empirical research
in secondary schools, showing that the terror attack in Norway in 2011 is rarely thematised and
discussed in schools, and thus, their findings give some support to Andreassen’s claims (Anker and
Von der Lippe 2015). They point out that teachers find this theme challenging, and they are unsure how
to address it. My own classroom observations from an upper secondary school in Norway point in
another direction. When the subject is Islam, terrorism and extremism are frequently thematised and
discussed (Toft 2017, 2018). These findings do not necessarily contradict Anker and Von der Lippe’s
conclusions. The teachers in my case study also reported that this was a challenging and sensitive issue
to address. When they still chose to do it, the massive media coverage of terrorism in various ways
related to Islam, was given as the primary reason (Toft 2018). In other countries with similar models of
RE to Norway, terrorism is also considered to be a controversial issue that teachers tend to avoid or at
least find challenging to teach and discuss in the classroom (e.g., Flensner 2019; Quartermaine 2016).
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2. Research Question, Material, and Context

In this article, observational data collected from a large upper secondary school in the eastern
part of Norway in the days after the Paris attacks will be analysed and discussed. The main research
question is: how are the Paris attacks addressed in the observed RE classes? In order to answer this
question, this article will focus both on the (a) pedagogical considerations of the teachers about whether
and how the event should be included in RE lessons and (b) the lessons themselves, including how
students react to and engage with the event in the context of RE. This article shows that considerable
planning and thought go into how such an event can be framed in accordance with the aims of the
subject. In the lessons, though, the students bring in their own interpretations, which often oppose the
prepared pedagogical framing of the teacher.

The empirical material of this article was collected as part of a case study of RE in an upper
secondary school in Norway during the 2015/16 school year. The entire fieldwork consisted of direct
observation of six teachers in eight different classes as well as observations of teachers between classes
and in breaks, meetings, and preparation. The classes observed were all in the last year of upper
secondary school. The classes thus followed the same curriculum. All the teachers and nine of the
students were interviewed using semi-structured interviews. The data are in the form of handwritten
field notes and transcribed interviews from 50 observed lessons and 15 interviews, as well as “jottings”
from various informal observations and conversations2. In this article, data will be limited to select
observations in the two weeks immediately following the attacks. Three classes in which the Paris
attacks were thematised were chosen strategically for analysis and discussion on the basis of being
the lessons where the most complete set of data were available from both the planning phase and the
lessons themselves.

Norway has, similar to the models of the UK and Sweden, designed RE as a non-confessionary,
integrative subject mandatory to all students regardless of background. All Norwegian students have
RE through primary and secondary school. In upper secondary school, religion and ethics is mandatory
for programs qualifying for higher education3 and takes place during the third year. Students are then
about eighteen years of age. The subject focuses on religious and non-religious worldviews, as well
as philosophy and ethics. In addition to the given learning outcomes, the curriculum states that the
subject “aims to raise awareness and shape attitudes” and “contribute to knowledge on and respect
for various religious, views on life and ethical standpoints in local, national and global perspectives”
(Utdanningsdirektoratet 2006, p. 1).

3. Observation

3.1. The Teachers

On the evening of Friday, 13 November 2015, a series of terror attacks at different locations
occurred in Paris. The attacks left 130 people dead and 180 wounded. At least eight people were
involved in the attacks, although not all of them have been identified. On Saturday 14 November 2015,
the organisation IS claimed responsibility for the attacks, pointing out France’s involvement in the
conflict in Syria as the motive. The event was massively covered in the Norwegian news media, as well
as being thematised and discussed on social media.

Monday is the first day of school after the attacks. The teachers’ lounge is buzzing with talk about
it. A teacher tells me that he read a poem in his French class. Another says that his students brought
up the attacks in a geography lesson. The RE teachers are uncertain about how they should approach
the attacks in their classes. Most of them are currently covering the topic of Islam, and they agree that

2 For a more detailed discussion of the methodological aspects of the case study, see Toft (2019).
3 Vocational programs do not have RE.
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this is an event that they have to address in RE. Together, they decide to have an “extraordinary team
meeting” the next day where they can discuss what to do.

I get to observe the team meeting on Tuesday, 17 November. All six RE teachers are present,
and they discuss different ways to approach the event. A major concern is that it would have to be
done in a way that fits with the RE curriculum. “We must take care not to make it a social science
class”, Charlotte says. Guro replies: “But is it really religion, though?” Most of the meeting is spent
exchanging ideas for what sort of material they can bring into the lesson to contextualise the event.
“There is so much out there”, Kari exclaims. “But very little that will work in the classroom”. For the
rest of the meeting, they discuss what sort of materials they can use, all of it from the mass media.
A documentary about radicalisation by Deeyah Khan is viewed as especially promising, but different
op-eds, news pieces and articles, and clips from various news outlets also come up.

After the meeting, I have a long talk with Charlotte on our way to her RE class. She sums up the
meeting for me: “We have very individual approaches to how we should teach about this. Both on
what we consider to be central and on how much time we should spend on this. I think it is very
important”, she says. “First of all, it addresses what’s going on in society, it indicates how dynamic
religion is, not just things described in a textbook, but something that is happening around us and to
us”. She tells me that her aim is to address the question of who has the power to define Islam. “Is it
worse that IS get to define what Islam is, than Obama defining what it’s not”, she asks rhetorically.
“So you design this as a complete pedagogical package”, I ask her. “Yes, this is something we can use
in later lessons, with other religions”.

Charlotte thus chooses to make the lessons about the power of definition, with the explicit goal to
criticise how different interpretations of individuals and groups are often generalised to the religion as
a whole. She is a bit concerned about spending too much time on this, so she stresses the need to draw
on the broader elements of the subject and use it as a foundation for later lessons. Yet, it needs to be
addressed. “I can’t just dance around the elephant in the room”, she says.

3.2. Transforming the Event into a Pedagogical Issue

As the observation shows, all the teachers agree that (a) this is an event that must be addressed
in the RE lessons and (b) that this is a sensitive issue that will require careful preparation before it is
introduced in the classroom. This is significant, because it gives an example of how such an event
can be categorised by professional RE teachers. First, the event is categorised as relevant to RE. Even
though Guro questions whether the event can be said to be a religious issue when they discuss how to
make it a part of their lessons, everyone immediately recognise this as something that belonged in
RE. The same is not the case for the teacher teams of any other subject, including the social sciences.
Second, it is categorised as necessary to bring into the RE lessons. In the team meeting, the teachers
express a sense of urgency and importance related to the event. Even though the teachers openly
express uncertainty on how to approach what they see as a controversial and sensitive event in the
classroom, and even though most raise concerns about the time constraints of the subject, they agree
that it should be made a part of their lessons.

However, they are not in agreement on how this should be done. Noticeably, they have different
opinions on how such an event can be the object of an RE lesson. Although the event is seen as
relevant, the question of why it is relevant is harder to answer, and the teachers answer it in different
ways. None of the teachers suggests addressing the event without properly contextualising it for
RE. The perceived controversial nature of the event is also prominent in the discussion and planning
of the teachers. In particular, they express concern about how best to introduce the event, and they
are unsure about what sort of reactions they should anticipate from the students. All of them plan
for controversy in the classroom and have different strategies for how to deal with unexpected and
potentially problematic situations.

The different approaches of the teachers highlight an important aspect involved in pedagogical
planning. An event in itself does not exist in a form that is directly available for introducing in a lesson.
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Rather, unless the plan is just to have a completely open discussion4, such a thematisation involves
a series of choices about how the event can be made part of an RE lesson. In other word, the event
will need to be transformed into a pedagogical issue, meaning that the event is formatted to open
opportunities for learning according to the specific aims and standards of the subject. The process of
transforming the event into a pedagogical issue involves a planning stage that includes considerations
about, among other things, (a) how the event is framed, (b) what elements to include, (c) what learning
outcomes are intended, and (d) the anticipated reactions of the students.

3.3. Three Lessons about Paris

3.3.1. Charlotte’s Lessons—Tuesday, 17 November 2015

As seen above, Charlotte’s aim is to use the event to say something about who gets to define
a religion. She sees this as a core competence to understanding religion, and she hopes to lay a
foundation she can use when dealing with other religious traditions. The planned structure consists of
five parts: (1) First, there is an open classroom discussion; (2) next, everyone searches online for different
statements about Paris and Islam, and these statements are discussed in class; (3) then, a newspaper
article about the silent majority (Muslims who are opposed to the extremist interpretations of Islam) is
read aloud and discussed; (4) the class then perform an online search on the word “jihad” and discuss
the definitions found; (5) and finally, a documentary is shown and is the object of the final discussion.

Although the lesson is heavily structured and the teaching is directed towards discussing the
question of who gets to represent Islam and Muslims, the students bring in a range of different themes
for discussion: bombings in Lebanon, the hijab ban in France, and the role of France in the conflict in
Syria, as well as the claim that the passport of one of the terrorists was fake and planted to shift blame
to IS. Charlotte struggles to keep the discussion on what she has planned to be the main topic of the
lesson5: “Now we are moving off topic, so I need to moderate”, she interjects at one point. “What is
interesting here, and there is a lot of public debate over this, is whether this is about Islam. Is it about
power? Is it East against West? What is the core”? At this point, she moves the discussion over to the
question of who gets to define Islam, and the rest of the time is spent on various approaches to this
discussion. The students are active and participate in a lively manner in the discussions about the
power to define Islam once this is firmly established as the issue for discussion.

3.3.2. Kari’s Lessons—Wednesday, 18 November 2015

I observe Kari’s RE lessons on Wednesday, 18 November. The day before, Kari had the class
in another subject, and the Paris attacks came up. Some students asked if they could talk about it
in class. Knowing that they would have RE the next day, she told them that this would be the best
context for the discussion. On Wednesday, Kari has decided to use one forty-five-minute lesson to
discuss the event. Her main pedagogical aim is to have a discussion in which the students get to voice
their opinions and discuss them openly. The topic of the discussion, however, was already decided.
She addresses the class as follows:

“A lot is happening in the world now. We spoke about terror in Paris yesterday, and I thought
we should start there today before moving on to facts about Islam. Do you want to say what
you are thinking? Can we discuss whether Islam promotes terrorism”?

A boy raises his hand, saying: “I saw a news-guy saying that IS wants us to blame Muslims.
That’s why they do it”. This leads to a heated debate on three positions:

4 Which, of course, is an option. This, however, did not happen in this case.
5 In a break, she told me that she felt a strong need to moderate. She saw some of the discussions surfacing as problematic,

especially regarding the planted passport, and she found it challenging to make the transition from the discussion to the
next part naturally.
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(a) Religion (and Islam in particular) is dangerous, as religious people read violent texts in a literal way.
This position is voiced by three boys that openly identify as atheists, and they quote both the
Koran and hadith texts (from internet) and cites blogs, articles, and video clips to show that Islam
promotes violence.

(b) The Koran and hadith, when studied in their entirety by scholars, denounce terrorism. There are those that
use Islam to legitimise terrorism, but they are mostly not very well schooled in Islam. This opinion is
held by three students who self-identify as Muslims.

(c) All religions have texts that can be taken to promote violence. This does not mean that religion is to blame
for the actions of different individuals and groups committing acts of terror in the name of their religion.
This opinion is mainly voiced by two girls with no openly declared religious affiliation.

The different claims are backed up by quotes and references found online and includes different
online versions of the Koran, the Bible, hadith collections, and online encyclopaedias, as well as a
range of different articles. At several points during the lesson, Kari takes control of the conversation to
ensure that it is kept within the established scope of the discussion. When the time is up, she sums up
the discussion in the following way:

“We can ask whether Islam is dangerous. Is religion in general dangerous? Is it dangerous to
believe in a god, to believe in something beyond yourself, or are humans dangerous? Is man
evil? I think we will move on now”.

3.3.3. Anne Lise’s Lesson—Tuesday, 24 November 2015

Anne Lise waits one week to address the Paris attacks in her RE classes. She tells me that
she did not want to teach about this until she was properly prepared, and even now, she feels that
her lessons could be more thoroughly planned. However, she needs to do it before too much time
passes. She tells me that she plans to let the lessons revolve around the documentary Jihad. A story
of the others6. The aim of the lessons is to show how Islamist terror in the West is connected to the
radicalisation of marginalised youth, and she plans to engage the students in a discussion about the
causes of radicalisation. In order to give proper background, she also plans to give a short lecture
about Islamism.

Anne Lise: We shall talk about Islamism. What is Islamism? We will view it in light of what
happened last Friday. You know what happened?

Boy: Paris.

Boy: And Japan, and Mexico, and Mali, Lebanon.

Girl: Iraq. There’s a lot happening. There are bombings everywhere.

Boy: Nature-terror7.

Girl: But we only get to hear about what happens in Europe. They are biased.

Anne Lise: What do you think about that? I mostly think about Paris, because that was
covered extensively. And several terror threats in and around schools in Norway.

Girl: Facebook is really unfair. They only give the French flag.

6 A documentary about former British jihadists and their way into extremism. The documentary was directed by Deeyah Khan.
7 Referring to an earthquake in Japan.
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This leads to a classroom discussion that touches upon several themes: the unfairness of Western media,
the situation in Beirut, the 2011 attacks in Norway, and even the origin of IS. Anne Lise moderates
the debate, gently trying to shift focus back to the theme of the lesson: “Do you relate IS to Muslims,
to religion”? “If you have read the news, there has been several articles about the motivation of these
terrorists. Why do they bomb”? After about 15 min of discussion, she moves on to the next part of
the lessons where she lectures about Islamism: “Afterwards we shall discuss the reasons why young
people get radicalised and what we can do about it”. After the lecture, she shows the documentary
and then invites discussion.

Anne Lise: The terror in Paris, what sort of persons did that?

Girl: Young impressionable boys.

Anne Lise: Yes. We can read in the news that they were French citizens and struggled to
be integrated.

Girl: There is this convert I read about, Yousef Assidiq. He’s a former extremist who works
against extremism. He says it’s mostly youth who aren’t doing too well and they find security
and comfort in these groups. That goes for other extremist groups as well, not only the
Muslim ones.

They spend the remaining 90 min discussing and grappling with radicalisation. Anne Lise has
prepared several newspaper articles about radicalisation, which are used actively.

4. The Framing of the Event

There are three things that stand out across observations. Even though the lessons are very
different, (1) the actual event in Paris is not addressed directly even once in any of the classes, (2) the
teachers and students do not agree on how to interpret the event, and (3) media materials are actively
used to provide and support different understandings and interpretations. These findings illustrate
the complexity of addressing such an event in the context of a specific subject, such as religion and
ethics. It can also shed some light on terrorism as a controversial issue in RE, and it is worthwhile to
further examine these elements.

4.1. It Is Not about Paris—Framing the Event

The fact that any description of what actually happened in Paris on the evening of 13 November
2015 is absent in the observed lessons is interesting. Other than references to IS’s involvement and the
mentioning of an alleged fake passport, the lessons are not really about Paris at all. Rather, the focus
of the lessons is on larger issues of which the event could be seen to be an instance. In this context,
the Paris attacks can be characterised as a case. The pressing question is how the event should be
interpreted: what it is a case of. In order to shed light on how this relates to the question of terrorism
and controversial issues in RE, I propose to use framing theory as an analytic framework. Framing
theory is multifaceted and has taken a wide range of different forms across disciplines for decades
(see Entman 1993; Scheufele 1999). In this article, I will lean on the usage of frames and framing
developed within social movement theory by Robert Benford and David Snow (Benford and Snow 2000;
Snow and Benford 1988). This use builds on Ervin Goffman’s understanding of frames as “schemata
of interpretation” that enable us to “locate, perceive, identify, and label ( . . . ) concrete occurrences”
(Goffman 1974, p. 21). Frames help us “render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby function
to organize experience and guide action” (Benford and Snow 2000, p. 614). Thus, to “frame” something
is to provide context to an event or occurrence in such a way that it becomes meaningful. In social
movement theory, the focus lies on framing as “an active, processual phenomenon that implies agency
and contention at the level of reality construction” (Benford and Snow 2000, p. 614). If we use this
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kind of understanding when analysing the observed lesson, we see that the event itself is secondary to
the way it is framed.

The observations show examples of what I will call pedagogical framing. This is a specific form of
framing in which the professional (RE) teacher provides a certain interpretation that conforms to, and
opens up, a subject-specific understanding and enables a particular engagement with the content in
order to reach a set of planned learning outcomes. We see that when the event is introduced by the
teachers, it is introduced as part of a larger interpretive frame that gives the students cues to what
it means and how they should engage with it. It is also relevant that this particular event is seen as
sensitive by the teachers, and they are unsure of how the students will react. As they find it difficult to
avoid addressing the Paris attacks, they take care to introduce the event as a proper part of RE. Thus,
it is only to be expected that the event in itself fades into the background in the observed lessons. It is
the frame that matters. Especially so in this case, where it becomes important for the teachers to have a
certain amount of control over how the lessons progress.

4.2. What Is It about?—Frame Contestation

An event can be framed in different ways (Entman 2003). In the examples above, the teachers
chose different frames to address the Paris attacks. Charlotte presented it as a case of extremists
claiming to represent Islam. Kari presented it as a possible case of Islam promoting violence. Anne Lise
chose to represent it as a case of radicalisation of marginalised youth. Despite being quite dissimilar,
all three frames promote an interpretation of the event that encourages subject-specific learning within
RE and is the result of professional considerations of what is well-suited for an RE lesson.

In Kari’s case, the class quickly accepts the frame and proceeds to have a discussion about whether
or not Islam (and religion in general) can be said to promote violence. Charlotte’s and Anne Lise’s
lessons, on the other hand, are good examples of how a particular framing is not immediately accepted.
Here, several students contest the initial framings. Alternate interpretations of the event are prevalent:
it is a case of Western bias in the media, it is a case of a legitimate response to France’s participation
in the Syria conflict, it is a case of reactions to France’s hijab ban, it is possibly a case of a false flag
operation, and more. It is obvious that the students are interested in the Paris attacks and have formed
a range of opinions about the event.

What we see in the above observations are not differing opinions on a specific issue. Rather,
the teachers and students present conflicting interpretations of what the event means and how it
should be discussed. In these examples, contestation is on the frame level and can thus be seen as what
is commonly referred to as a ‘framing contest’ (Ryan 1991). In all the lessons, we find an extended
period of time where the frame is negotiated, and it is not until one frame is agreed upon that the lesson
can proceed along the planned lines. The parts of the framing contest are not on equal footing, as there
is an asymmetric power dynamic in the classroom. The teachers have the power to force a specific
frame. However, they normally prefer not to. When Charlotte evaluates her lessons, she tells me that
she needed to moderate more than she likes. She says: “I needed to moderate. It started to slide in all
directions. I wish to avoid that. We are going to address content relevant to the subject”. Later, she
recounts the lessons to the other teachers: “They were very eager to talk. There were, however, many
‘derailings’ such as talk about the CIA and on whether IS has the right to bomb France back”. These
sentiments echo what Anne Lise and Kari tell me. Alternative framings in the classroom are primarily
seen as disturbances that derail the topic of the lessons. They are not seen as relevant to the lesson,
and thus, the aims and plans of the RE lessons also become the measure for how to speak about the
event. Alternative framings are excluded as irrelevant based on the professional considerations of the
RE teachers.

4.3. Media Use—Frame Resonance

The pedagogical framing of the event thus becomes a primary concern for the teachers so that the
event can fill a legitimate space in the lessons, furthering the aims of the subject. The students, on the
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other hand, have their own views and contest the pedagogical framing when they bring in different
interpretations of the event. It is striking, though, to see how large a role various media representations
play in this frame contestation. This goes for both the teachers and students. Any claim furthering a
specific interpretation is backed up by reference to, or use of, media.

In the case of the teachers, the observations show that media representations are used actively
in order to promote the pedagogical frame. When Charlotte frames the Paris attacks as a case of
different actors trying to hijack the definition of Islam, media representations become crucial. First,
she engages the students in searching the online news media for what “different people have claimed
about Paris and the role of Islam8”. She then introduces a newspaper article in which three Muslim
women argue that extremists do not represent ordinary Muslims. The results of the search and the
article thus support the pedagogical frame—that this is a question about who gets to define Islam.
Even more pervasive is Anne Lise’s use of the documentary Jihad. A story of the others. The film focuses
on British jihadists and how they were radicalised. The common thread in the stories presented is how
marginalised youth are vulnerable to radicalisation. After spending 50 min on the documentary, Anne
Lise introduces an article about radicalisation in Molenbeek9. In this way, she links the documentary
to Paris, and the rest of the lessons is spent discussing the radicalisation of marginalised youth.

The students also make use of media when they frame the event. Facebook is one of the most
important sources for information. Blogs, online newspapers, and talk shows are also presented as
sources of various claims. The students do not have these sources ready at hand. However, many
google as they speak and then read aloud from the sources when they find them. For instance, the boy
in Kari’s class who referenced “a news guy” proceeded to find the clip in his Facebook feed. In this
way, claims are frequently backed up by media sources.

In framing contests, different frames will have varying degrees of effectivity. The more the frame
resonates with the audience, the more likely it is to be accepted. Central to the degree of resonance is
the credibility of the frame and its relative salience (Benford and Snow 2000, p. 621). Media sources
play an important role in relation to both these factors. When it comes to credibility, both the empirical
credibility and the credibility of the source of the frame are affected (Benford and Snow 2000, p. 621).
When a media source links the frame to an event “out there”, the frame gains credibility. Likewise,
when an established media outlet can be sited as a source, the frame is more credible; it is not dependent
on the credibility of the student alone. The relative salience of the frame is also important, especially if
the frame can be said to have “narrative fidelity” (Fisher 1984). This means that a frame will be more
effective if it resonates with established cultural narratives. As I will argue below, this is a common
characteristic of media frames employed in unfolding media events.

The prominent role of media frames, representations, and references in establishing what the
event is about is striking in the material. They play a key part in both the pedagogical framing of the
teachers and in the students’ counterframing of the event.

4.4. The Role of Media

The Paris attacks can be characterised as a hybrid media event (Sumiala and Valaskivi 2018),
meaning an event that, through extensive media coverage, can be said to be created and performed
in the media and “in which professional media actors, news media and ordinary social media actors
alike contribute to the ‘live making and sharing’ of the event” (Sumiala et al. 2019, p. 203). In their
analysis of the mediation of the Charlie Hebdo attack in January 2015, Sumiala et al. point out that
during such a disruptive event “the media is keen to try and find explanations and meanings for
what has happened”. Given the speed of modern media technology, interpretations will have to be

8 She emphasises that the task was related to Islam. They were to search for claims directly involving Islam. “Not the horrors
in themselves, but Islam”, she instructed the class.

9 This part of Brussels was covered in the news media as a place where many Muslim youth were radicalised.
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given immediately, even before the events have run their course. This, the authors argue, leads to
“accelerated circulation of certain emotions and the reliance on mnemonic schemes that date back to
9/11 and even earlier”. In such events, various media (including social media) become part of the
event itself and add certain dynamics, such as amplification and framing and performative agency to
the conflict covered (Hjarvard et al. 2015, pp. 8–10). The processes of framing involved in the hybrid
media event tend to involve established schemes of interpretations that put the event into a larger
context that resonates with the audience’s understanding of the world. Sumiala and Räisä show how
“terrorist news events” are ritualised, following a set of key phases, leading to a naturalisation of “us”
and “them” (also “friends” and “foes”) and contributing to “a collective mythologisation of terrorism
in news media and society at large” (Sumiala and Räisä 2020, p. 422).

The classroom observations show that the media frames are essential when the event is thematised
in the lessons. Both teachers and students rely heavily on them for making sense of the event and to
back up their own claims. As media are the only available sources of information, the framing of the
event in the media becomes important for how it is addressed in the classroom. As we have seen, this
does not mean that there is a uniform understanding of what the event means. It does mean, however,
that the stock of available frames primarily comes from media representations10—something that is
highlighted in the way the teachers actively searched through media representations in order to find
something they could use in the lessons.

Even though the media are an integral part of the observed lessons, the pedagogical framing does
not conform to the ritualisation observed in hybrid media events. When the event is transformed
into a pedagogical issue, it is contextualised according to a different set of standards and practices
than those that we find in the media. In this way, we can see that both Charlotte and Anne Lise are
counterframing what they see as problematic media representations of the event, even though they use
alternative media frames to achieve this. Via careful planning, they seek to avoid the naturalisation of
“us” and “them” and the potential generalisations of the relationship between Islam and terrorism,
thereby using the event to further subject-specific aims of RE. This does, however, come at the cost of
shifting the focus away from the event itself and excluding many of the interpretations of the students.

5. Conclusions

In the context of RE, terrorism is a controversial issue (Anker and Von der Lippe 2018;
Flensner 2019), at least in the sense that teachers are uncertain about how to address it, that it
evokes strong feelings, and that it has the potential to divide a class. This article gives an example
of how a particular terror event was brought into RE lessons. The current case study is not a typical
case of how terrorism is approached in the RE classroom, however. In this case, the thematisation was
prompted by an extraordinary event instead of being a topic that the teachers could plan and execute
as part of a larger schedule for the subject. However, such a disruptive event can highlight important
aspects involved in addressing terrorism in RE.

The teachers find the Paris attacks to be very challenging to approach. However, their professional
opinion is that such an event is both relevant and necessary to thematise in the classroom and that this
supersedes their reluctance and insecurity about how to address it. This was most likely influenced
by the particular context at the time. In 2015, terrorism was massively covered in the news media.
The conflict in Syria, the radicalisation and recruitment of foreign warriors, and several terror attacks
in Europe were in various ways put in connection with radical Islamism, making the question of the
relationship between Islam and terrorism feel urgent. The observations of this article show how this

10 Media in this context involve more than the established news outlets and mass media. It is interesting to see the role of
Facebook as a source of information and interpretation. In Chalotte’s lessons, Facebook was presented as the source from
which most students first learned about the event, and throughout all the observations, Facebook was frequently cited as a
source of both information and specific claims about the Paris attacks.



Religions 2020, 11, 208 11 of 13

tension between the need to address the event and the particular possibilities and constraints of the
subject play together.

First, they show that terrorism is not easily defined as a single controversial issue. Rather, it can
be framed in many ways, resulting in many different kinds of controversies. Not only do the teachers
choose very different approaches, the students also actively contest and negotiate the frame. Second,
the multitude of available ways the event can be framed is also what makes such an event legitimate to
include in the lessons in the first place. The schedule of a small subject such as religion and ethics is
tight, and any content must fit into the overall aims of the subject. Thus, a core task for the teacher is to
transform the event into a pedagogical issue, and this process is mainly dependent on the pedagogical
framing of the event. I see this as a key task in most educational activity; content and topics for lessons
are chosen and framed according to the standards of the particular subject. In the present case, this
process of transformation becomes highly visible as a concrete event becomes a case of something else
in order to be a legitimate part of RE. Finally, the observations show that media representations and
frames play a prominent part when dealing with an event such as this. The mediatised classroom (see
Lied and Toft 2018) is not a secluded arena. Rather, media of various kinds are constantly in play,
providing resources, facts, opinions, interpretations, and alternative frames, which are continuously
present in classroom interactions. The ongoing, public contestation over controversial events such
as the Paris attacks extends into the classroom, yet it is engaged with in new ways specific to the
particular conditions of RE (cf. Toft 2019).

The present case also suggests that pedagogical framing is affected by how comfortable the teacher
is with the topic. With respect to controversial issues for which teachers are uncertain about potential
student reactions, the frame can be reinforced by heavy moderation of the classroom discussion.
In these cases, the frame provides criteria for what is “relevant” to the discussion and serves as
legitimation for efforts to control student responses.

I will end this article by emphasising that educators need to be conscious of the way their
pedagogical framing both enables and restrains different approaches. While opening up constructive
ways that students can engage with a topic in a way that potentially furthers an overall understanding
of religion, the process of pedagogical framing also constrains and limits a range of alternative
interpretations of an event in which students are interested. There is a real danger of invalidating such
interpretations and thus denying students the opportunity to engage with such issues in a way that
they find relevant. On the other hand, the opportunities for using such an event to invite students into
different perspectives and discussions that unlock new understandings of the subject clearly show the
great potential in including controversial issues in RE, even though it is challenging.
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