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CHAPTER 13: 

Strengthening Connections Between Research, 
Policy, and Practice in Norwegian Civic and 
Citizenship Education
Heidi Biseth, Idunn Seland, and Lihong Huang

Abstract In this chapter, we introduce recent education reforms in civic and citizenship education 
in Norway. We conducted an extensive literature review of relevant Norwegian published 
studies since 2000, providing a broad overview of the variety of studies undertaken with the 
aim to strengthen the connections between research, policy, and practice in this field. This 
investigation of IEA’s International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) in the Norwegian 
policy documents, confirms the impression of civic and citizenship education studies having a 
substantial influence on the educational agenda in Norway. 

Introduction
The Norwegian education system is designed to promote democracy together with values 
such as equality, solidarity, and human rights. Students are expected to share responsibilities 
for decisions and have the right to participate according to the Norwegian Education Act 
(Kunnskapsdepartementet 1998). In this chapter, we discuss Norwegian civic and citizenship 
education including the most recent reforms. Then we describe how Norwegian teachers are 
prepared to teach civic and citizenship education. As we did not find any summary of Norwegian 
publications on civic and citizenship education, we conducted a review from 2000. The chapter 
also describes how International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 
(IEA) International Civic and Citizenship Education Studies (ICCS) are presented in education 
discourse and appear to be influencing Norwegian policy. 

Heidi Biseth was a member of the National Advisory Group for the ICCS 2016 in Norway, she 
also conducts research using IEA’s Civic Education Study (CIVED) and ICCS data. Lihong Huang 
was the national research coordinator for ICCS 2016, and senior researcher Idunn Seland was 
an NRC research team member.

Current Civic and Citizenship Education
The last reform in Norwegian education took place in 2006, so the ICCS 2009 partially 
captures some of these alterations. The aim of the reform was to increase the achievements 
among all students as described by the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research 
(Kunnskapsdepartementet 2020). Basic skills; orality, reading, writing, arithmetic, and digital 
skills, were introduced in all subjects and across all grades. Learning outcome-based education 
was introduced in addition to an increased local autonomy on how to organize the education. 
Two compulsory subjects are crucial in civic and citizenship education: 

•	 Social studies (634 hours in total in grade 1–10, 168 hours in senior high school)
•	 Christianity, religion, philosophies of life, and ethics (580 hours in total in grade 1–10).
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In addition, most other subjects have some role in fulfilling the overall aims of civic or citizenship 
education, exemplified here by the described purpose of mathematics:

“Active democracy requires citizens who are able to study, understand and critically assess 
quantitative information, statistical analyses and economic prognoses. Hence mathematical 
competence is required to understand and influence processes in society” (Norwegian Directorate 
for Education and Training 2006).

Mathematics is eloquently described as a subject contributing to developing core civic traits, and 
complementary to other subjects in civic and citizenship education. Furthermore, the school is 
required to facilitate students’ experience with examples of democratic participation and influence 
in everyday life, in the classroom, in the school, and in formal bodies like student councils. 

Mikkelsen and Fjeldstad (2013) provided a thorough overview of civic and citizenship education 
in the Norwegian school system in the ICCS 2009 encyclopedia. Up until 2016 when ICCS 
was conducted, not much changed. However, a new national curriculum (Kunnskapsløftet 
2020 - LK20) is implemented from August 2020 in which public health and life skills, democracy 
and citizenship, and sustainable development are the three crosscutting core themes considered 
important for addressing societal challenges. Each subject plan clearly addresses one, two, or 
all three of the crosscutting themes in specific ways. Democracy and citizenship move from a 
relatively peripheral position in the Education Act and the core curriculum to a central place 
difficult for headmasters and teachers to overlook. 

Teachers of Civic and Citizenship Education
In the contemporary Norwegian education system, certain subjects play a key role in civic and 
citizenship education. Teachers of social studies and Christianity, religion, philosophies of life and 
ethics, as well as all qualified teachers of junior high schools, are capable of teaching the content 
prescribed for civic and citizenship education. Two programs exist to become a qualified teacher:

(1)	 a four-year teacher education program in which the candidate specializes in three or four 
subjects

(2)	 a bachelor’s or master’s degree relevant for the subjects the candidate is to teach and a 
year of teacher education including pedagogical theory and practice.

In the first program, candidates choose between qualifying for teaching at grade 1 through 7 
or grade 5 through 10. In the second program, the candidates qualify for teaching only grade 8 
through grade 13. As of 2017, the first program became a full master’s degree with first cohort 
graduating in 2022. The second program also changed in 2017, now requiring a master’s degree 
for admission. This implies that all teachers graduating from 2022 onward will have a master’s 
degree. The requirements also include more specialization in the subjects they expect to teach. 

Professional development of current teachers is an ongoing process financed by the Ministry of 
Education and Research. Some initiatives are in-service education offered by teacher education 
institutions to advance the formal qualifications of current teachers to align with those of new 
teachers. However, local professional development projects are also funded. Municipalities 
decide what is needed in terms of competence development among their teachers. Then they 
link with a university or university college that can provide support. Currently, democracy and 
citizenship education are in increasing demand through such professional development projects 
as preparations for the new national curriculum from 2020.

Norwegian Studies on Civic and Citizenship Education
Norway participated in the IEA CIVED 1999, and in both ICCS 2009 and ICCS 2016. The 
major results from the CIVED 1999 study were that Norwegian students achieved above the 
international mean score in civic knowledge, varied scores on the civic engagement, whereas 
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the country mean score was significantly higher than the international mean score on most 
dimensions of civic attitudes (Torney-Purta et al. 2001). The youth had some willingness to vote 
in future elections, but not to become active participants in representative democracy. Yet, they 
considered being active in other ways, engaging with issues of equal gender status, supportive 
of immigrants’ rights, and trusting in political authorities and institutions (Mikkelsen et al. 2001; 
Mikkelsen et al.  2002; Torney-Purta et al. 2001). In ICCS 2009, similar results were reported 
(Mikkelsen et al. 2011; Schulz et al. 2010). Of the 24 participating countries in ICCS 2016, 
Norwegian youth was ranked as number five on the knowledge test with an average score of 564, 
47 points above the international average (Huang et al. 2017, p. 45). Interestingly, the difference 
in performance on the knowledge test between socioeconomic classes decreased from 47 points 
on ICCS 2009 to 35 points on ICCS 2016 (Huang et al. 2017, p. 67). The knowledge test showed 
a 9 point increasing gender difference favoring girls from ICCS 2009 to ICCS 2016 (Huang et 
al. 2017, p. 57). At the same time, a high level of trust existed toward political institutions but 
traditional media is weakened as a channel of political information (Huang et al. 2017; Schulz 
et al. 2018). The CIVED study and ICCS studies are, in a Norwegian context, complemented by 
several other studies on civic and citizenship education. A diversity of research objectives and 
approaches have been used, providing a more in-depth picture of practice in Norwegian civic 
and citizenship education. 

Biseth has led a Norwegian team engaging in the independent Global Doing Democracy 
Research Project with the aim to develop a robust and critical democratic education curriculum 
and practice. The international project headed by Professor Paul Carr (Université du Québec en 
Outaouais, Canada) and Professor David Zyngier (Monash University, Australia) had an outreach 
to all continents. The questionnaire was adapted to each country and distributed in schools 
(e.g. Carr et al. 2012; Lund and Carr 2008). The Norwegian study was entitled Democracy in 
everyday life. The sample was recruited from teacher educators and student teachers as this is 
considered an under-investigated population with profound influence on practices of future 
teachers. The Norwegian team members, Wistrøm and Madsen (2018), published on a small 
portion of the sample of student teachers (n=18), all in the subject of science. They argued 
that skills and experiences in the school subjects of natural science and democratic skills share 
common characteristics including critical thinking, the role of inquiry and evidence, and the 
capability to engage with public discourse or debate. These are all characteristics expected to 
be developed through the Norwegian education system and needed by a democratic citizenry 
(Kunnskapsdepartementet 1998). The researchers explored whether student teachers could 
identify connections between the systematic and critical procedures in natural science and 
democratic practices, concluding that students did not make this connection, rather understanding 
democracy solely as a political system (Wistrøm and Madsen 2018, p. 18). Eriksen (2018), also 
part of the project Democracy in everyday life, investigated which teaching practices student 
teachers in social studies associate with democratic education (n=81). “Students’ participation” 
was the most prominent and appears a core concept in their views of democratic education. 
This includes students having their voice heard through voting in the classroom or through 
organized or more informal discussions (Eriksen 2018). In an unrelated study, student teachers 
were asked about promoting civic engagement through their own teaching. Biseth et al. (2018) 
corroborate that many had a superficial understanding of democracy as limited to a political 
system. Although many student teachers highlighted rights and freedoms, usually as human 
rights, as part of how we live together in a democracy, this was not visible in how they designed 
their teaching and learning activities. 

These results on student teachers align with another publication in the Democracy in everyday 
life study focusing on about 150 teacher educators’ understandings and descriptions of their 
practices related to democracy and democratic education (Biseth and Lyden 2018). The 
overwhelming majority of respondents reported encouraging student teachers to take part 
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in formal participatory structures at the university level such as Students’ Council; this meant 
promoting democratic engagement through formal political structures. Additionally, discussion 
was the predominant classroom activity used by teacher educators to prepare future teachers 
for democratic actions. The authors argue that several teacher educators in this study displayed 
an understanding of democracy that was more advanced than the weak understanding found in 
previous studies. However, it seemed as if teachers’ understanding did not translate into their 
learning and teaching activities. For example, 95% of the respondents assess social justice as 
a core element of democracy, yet practices related to social justice was often considered to be 
beyond the mandate of a teacher educator. The few that addressed it limited this to create an 
inclusive community of learners across socioeconomic, racial, and gender lines. The absence of 
fighting for social justice issues such as gender equality, combating racism, or how to address 
sustainable development for all in the reported teaching practices, is interesting. If these self-
reported practices carry reliability, teacher educators in this study seem to limit the tools future 
teachers have at their disposal for conducting democratic civic and citizenship education.

Beyond participation in international studies, Norwegian scholars have conducted research on 
democracy and citizenship education from several perspectives as will be clear in the following 
review. Many of these studies, especially from the early 2000s, are published only in Norwegian. 
IEA civic studies are mentioned in the literature review of several of these studies. Other studies 
are focused on schools from a policy perspective, and from teachers’ and students’ viewpoints. 
Some scholars have a political science orientation, investigating political organization, political 
socialization, or political participation as core democratic elements (e.g., Solhaug 2003; Børhaug 
2007a, 2007b). Researchers with a background in teacher education have an approach focusing 
on civic and citizenship education within several school subjects. 

Stray (2010) conducted a discourse analysis of Norwegian education policy and the national 
curriculum and compared this within-country discourse with international discourses on 
democracy and citizenship education. Stray argues that because of the 2006 education reform, 
democracy and citizenship were given less priority replaced by a focus on basic skills and core 
subjects. The fact that Norwegian students scored high on knowledge in the CIVED study may 
have given the impression that Norwegian schools are performing so well that little new attention 
is needed. This has provided an excuse for politicians and educators to move their focus away 
from democracy and civic education. In other words, democracy and democratic values may be 
seen as intrinsic to Norwegian schools, and, by extension, to the Norwegian population. Stray’s 
conclusions are worrying, particularly when looking into data from other parts of CIVED showing, 
for example, that Norwegian students are considerably less likely than those in most of the other 
27 countries to believe that it is important for adult citizens to engage in conventional political 
behavior such as voting or following political issues in the media (Torney-Purta et al. 2001, p. 82).  

Using data from a national survey in 2002, which included more than 11,000 Norwegian youth 
aged 13–19, Lauglo and Øia (2008) reported on political socialization and political participation. 
This study was inspired by several factors, including an initiative of the OECD Centre for 
Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) entitled Outcomes of Learning and using results 
from the IEA civic education studies from 1971, 1999, and 2000. They concluded that the single 
most important education predictor of civic engagement of Norwegian high school students is 
whether young people hope and plan to progress to higher education. 

Some other researchers have found that the role of education has less pronounced effects on the 
promotion of civic competence and engagement. Solhaug (2003) investigated civic competence 
among students in six Norwegian senior high schools in two regions of the country. His quasi-
experimental study with 1,735 participants found that parents’ educational background, interest 
in politics, and social engagement had significant impact on the student’s civic competence. The 
schools’ efforts had varied impacts depending on teachers’ level of engagement and on students’ 
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enrollment in vocational or academic tracks. When the impact depends on individual teachers, 
development of civic competence can be vulnerable within the school system. 

Embedded in the Norwegian Education Act (§ 11-2) is the belief that student councils are both 
a democratic hallmark of Norwegian education and a way of engaging Norwegian students in 
democratic political activities. The Act explicitly commits schools to democratic ways of planning, 
teaching, and organizing their activities. Børhaug (2007a, 2007b) investigated political education 
and asked the provocative question, “Are Norwegian student councils democratic?” (2007a, p. 
27). In his empirical study of five junior high schools, he argues for two criteria to answer these 
questions: 1) student councils feeling free to engage in considering a broad range of issues they 
themselves see as important, and 2) student councils having an actual power base, not only the 
ability to simulate engagement in an imitation of democracy. Børhaug found that neither of these 
criteria were fulfilled, and what is labelled as democracy by the school does not really qualify 
as democratic activity. Biseth (2012) argues in the same vein, based on a study of democracy 
in multicultural school environments, claiming that students are socialized through what only 
appears to be a formal democracy. The students, rather, learn that their ability to act is strictly 
limited, their engagement unlikely to prove fruitful, and their achievements relate to minor 
issues allowed by the headmaster (usually related to social activities at school). One might ask 
whether the ambition of achieving democratic education through student councils accomplishes 
the intended aim in practice.

Furthermore, Solhaug and Osler (2018) argue that intercultural empathy constitutes a 
characteristic of an inclusively oriented citizen; they examined how 1,006 students across 
junior and senior high schools display this civic characteristic. There were substantial differences 
between boys’ and girls’ intercultural empathy (echoing a finding across the IEA civic education 
studies). Intercultural empathy was measured using expression of empathy, empathetic awareness, 
acceptance of cultural difference, and empathetic perspective taking. Students’ understanding 
of cultural diversity predicted intercultural empathy. The school variables explored in this study 
to identify ways to support students’ intercultural empathy showed limited associations with 
intercultural empathy outcomes. Yet, the authors suggest school practices supporting inclusive 
citizenship that promotes open dialogue and discussions. A comparative study conducted by 
Huang and Biseth (2016) concluded differently. Using Scandinavian student data from ICCS 
2009 on the measures of open classroom climate (seven items that ask students how often 
they experience each of these seven teaching practices during regular lessons), the authors 
investigated how each practice contributed to increased students’ civic knowledge achievement. 
Only students with high civic knowledge achievement were included in the analysis. The authors 
compared the strength of each of the classroom practices for its correlation with civic knowledge 
achievement by applying logistic regression (i.e., estimating the effect of each of these classroom 
practices on the probability of students becoming high achievers of civic knowledge). Practices 
such as “Teachers encourage students to make up their own minds” and “Students bring up 
current events” seem to increase the odds of high achievement of civic knowledge. The classroom 
practice where “Teachers encourage students to discuss the issue with people having different 
opinions,” however, is the one teaching practice that appears to decrease students’ odds of 
becoming high achievers in this Norwegian sample. 

Several national studies on civic and citizenship education make suggestions on integrating these 
topics into several school subjects. Mathé (2016) focusing on social studies, investigated 16-year-
old students’ understanding of the concept of democracy (N=23). Students primarily expressed 
a liberal understanding of democracy, focusing on voting in elections as the main characteristic. 
Mathé argues that teacher educators in social studies should engage actively in discussing 
and defining core concepts with their student teachers and develop further opportunities for 
understanding modes of democratic participation. 
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Madsen and Biseth (2014b) edited a volume on democracy and citizenship education in school, 
illustrating how research on civic and citizenship education can be made hands on for teacher 
educators, student teachers, and teachers. Osler (2014) contributed a chapter on national 
and international perspectives on identity, democracy, and diversity, discussing the place of 
human rights and the role of the Council of Europe’s Treaty on Human Rights Education and 
Citizenship Education. In the volume’s section on general themes, Dahl (2014) provides a historical 
perspective on school democracy in Norway. He entitles this “a slow revolution” in democracy. 
Formative assessments at school can be used to enhance democracy, according to Bueie and 
Burner (2014). Stenshorne and Ballangrud (2014) argue that school management can use local 
professional development to promote democratic engagement by the school staff. Madsen and 
Biseth (2014a) report using social media in civic education. In the subject-specific section of the 
volume, researchers analyze various aspects of civic and citizenship education conducted within 
the subjects of Norwegian (Gjerstad 2014; Rustand 2014), social studies (Jenssen 2014; Sletvold 
2014), mathematics (Madsen et al. 2014), religion (Valen-Sendstad 2014), science (Madsen and 
Strande 2014), and foreign language education (Heggernes 2014). There is a clear democratic 
mandate in the Norwegian Education Act intended to have ramifications for the teaching of every 
school subject. To be realistic, all the contributions above underline how civic education has 
the potential to be a significant component of practices in schools, but it depends on individual 
teachers and school leaders as to whether democracy and citizenship are included in curricula and 
school practices. To give one example of enhancing civic education school leaders have decided 
to work systematically for the prevention of racism, group-based hostility, and antidemocratic 
attitudes through the DEMBRA1 project (www.dembra.no/en). 

In addition to the national report from ICCS 2016 (Huang et al. 2017), several articles have been 
published using student data in a special issue in the Norwegian Journal of Youth Research. Hegna, 
Ødegård, and Seland (2018) discuss the significance of democratic knowledge and fundamental 
processes of socialization in developing an active citizenship among Norwegian youth. Ødegård 
and Svagård (2018) argue that democratic knowledge does not automatically lead to political 
participation and investigates which factors have the most significance for political mobilization 
of youth. Based on data from ICCS 2009 and ICCS 2016, Hegna (2018a) addresses the question 
as to whether students from higher socioeconomic classes are becoming substantially more 
politically engaged than students from other socioeconomic classes. Again, comparing data from 
2009 and 2016, Hegna (2018b) investigates changes in youths’ attitudes towards civic rights. 
Stray and Huang (2018) consider the relation between youths’ democratic knowledge and their 
acceptance of religious authorities in society, basing their study on ICCS 2009 and 2016 data. 
Seland and Huang (2018) take as a point of departure the fact that youth scoring high in the 
ICCS 2016 knowledge test also have high grades in subjects such as social studies, Norwegian, 
mathematics, and English and invokes the concept of literacy. The purpose of the analysis is to 
increase the understanding of connections between what students are expected to learn about 
democracy in school and their results on the knowledge test. Huang et al. (2018) compare data 
from Denmark, Norway, and Sweden to describe the trust Scandinavian youth have in institutions 
and interpersonal relationships, and their perspectives on future labor opportunities. 

Furthermore, a special issue of the Nordic Journal of Comparative and International Education 
on ICCS 2016 data from teachers was published. Sætra and Stray (2019a) examined how 
social studies teachers’ say they interpret and use different parts of the curriculum to teach for 
democracy. They also explored the kind of citizen that teachers hope to educate (Sætra and Stray 
2019b). Hu and Huang (2019) conducted a comparative study of results from Norway, Sweden, 
South Korea, and Taiwan, examining teachers’ professional development in terms of content 

1	 DEMBRA = Demokratisk beredskap mot rasisme og antisemittisme (Democratic preparedness against racism and anti-
semitism).
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knowledge and teaching methods, their sense of preparedness in teaching practice of civic and 
citizenship education. They investigated how these variables were associated with students’ 
experience of classroom climate. Eriksen and Huang (2019) did a comparative analysis of ICCS 
2016 data from Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden examining the association between 
the school administration’s awareness of bullying among their pupils, student reports of bullying, 
and the measures in place at schools in each country. Cheah and Huang (2019) investigate how 
practices undertaken to implement environmental citizenship education in Nordic schools are 
associated with the behaviors and attitudes of students and their future intensions to address 
environmental issues. 

These numerous academic publications provide evidence of substantial interest in the ICCS 
studies among Norwegian educational researchers. In addition, Norwegian researchers are 
preoccupied with a range of themes within civic and citizenship education, particularly on how 
this plays out in the education sector, ranging from policy level, through teacher education 
to implementation in schools and classrooms. The studies not based on the ICCS studies 
complement and nuance the picture by going into more details on other aspects than ICCS. 
However, despite the well-established democracy in Norway, an almost unison voice is raised 
among the researchers stressing the need of even further growth and development in civic and 
citizenship education throughout all education levels and across subjects.

Presence of ICCS Studies in Education Discourse, and their Influences 
in Norway
In this section, we examine policy documents at the state level between 1999 and 2019 to 
determine whether, and how, the IEA’s civic and citizenship studies have impacted policy 
formation for primary schools, high schools, and teacher education in Norway during this period. 
The document search was conducted through the website of the Norwegian parliament, www.
stortinget.no, and complemented by a search for public reports in the series Norges offentlige 
utredninger (NOU) via the website of the Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research. NOUs 
are research, policy, and legal reviews prepared by public committees for subsequent government 
white papers or bills. We searched the websites for the abbreviations “CIVED”/”CIVIC”2 and 
“ICCS,” which resulted in a sample of 22 documents, including parliamentary committee reports 
and minutes from parliamentary debates. We then searched the parliament’s website for the 
keyword “demokrati” (democracy), specified to documents tagged with the keyword “undervisning” 
(education), resulting in a sample of seven documents not included in the first search.

The majority of these 29 documents were either written by or commissioned for the Norwegian 
Ministry of Education and Research (Kunnskapsdepartementet), or by the parliamentary 
committee responsible for education i.e., the committee for Church, Education and Research 
(kirke-, undervisnings- og forskingskomiteen). However, our search also yielded two government 
white papers referencing the CIVED/ICCS studies written by the Ministry of Finance 
(Finansdepartementet) and the Ministry of Trade and Fisheries (Nærings- og fiskeridepartementet), 
respectively, and one NOU written to the Ministry of Children and Equality. The first white 
paper points to the decreasing social gap in Norwegian students’ democratic knowledge as 
demonstrated in the ICCS 2016 (Finansdepartementet 2019). The second white paper briefly 
comments on how results from the ICCS 2009 were made relevant to the Nordic Council of 
Ministers during Norway’s presidency, resulting in a Nordic teacher educators’ conference 
on democratic values (Nærings- og fiskeridepartementet 2013). In NOU 2008: 6 (Barne- og 
familiedepartementet 2008), a public committee refers to Norwegian students’ attitudes towards 
gender equality measured in the CIVED study from 1999. In all, we found references to four 

2	 Our document search showed that IEA CIVED in 1999 has frequently been abbreviated “CIVIC” at Norwegian state 
level.
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academic publications in the total document sample. These are Fjeldstad et al. (2011), Fjeldstad 
et al. (2010), Mikkelsen et al. (2002), and Mikkelsen et al. (2001). 

In order to conduct a closer document analysis, we let the search engine highlight the actual 
keyword (CIVED; CIVICS; ICCS; demokrati; undervisning), then copied the entire paragraph 
containing the keyword(s) from the policy documents into a separate Word file. By reviewing 
these paragraphs in their chronological order, we first detected, then coded for different contexts 
when the documents mentioned the CIVED/ICCS studies. 

As demonstrated by Stray (2010), a considerable number of references to the CIVED/ICCS 
studies are in documents referring to the development of the Norwegian national quality 
assessment system in education, starting with NOU 2002: 10 (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2002). 
The national system of quality assessment represents our first main category of contexts for 
mentioning of the CIVED/ICCS studies. Particularly in the documents following the educational 
reform of 2006, the CIVED/ICCS are listed along with other international studies such as 
OECD’s PISA and IEA’s TIMSS, PIRLS, and TEDS-M3 that benchmark Norwegian students 
and engage Norwegian educational authorities in an ongoing debate on quality in education 
(Kunnskapsdepartementet 2003; Kunnskapsdepartementet 2004; Kunnskapsdepartementet 
2008; Kunnskapsdepartementet 2009b; Kunnskapsdepartementet 2013). However, none of the 
Norwegian results from the IEA studies on civic and citizenship education sparked much discussion 
in the public discourse. Instead, the curriculum reform in 2006 was heavily influenced by the 
relatively low achievements of Norwegian students in PISA 2003 (OECD 2004). Consequently, 
educational policy and research shifted focus towards teaching and learning quality in reading, 
mathematics, and science, based on competence aims in the entire basic education system in 
Norway, and few civic teachers have systematic education in didactics on civic subjects (Hu and 
Huang 2019; Mikkelsen and Fjeldstad 2013). Nevertheless, the overarching focus on democratic 
citizenship in the national core curriculum has remained the same since 1997. Hence, civic 
education is considered a key element of Norwegian school, at least in public pronouncements 
(Biseth 2009). However, democratic citizenship is only articulated in the specific subjects to a 
limited degree in the 1997 and 2006 reforms. 

We also find government documents from this period that underline the importance of democracy 
and what Mikkelsen and Fjeldstad (2013, p. 317) refer to as “a fundamental value of society and 
consequently the common ground of education.” This constitutes our second context category in 
the document analysis, although documents mentioning these features of democratic education 
do so without referring to the CIVED/ICCS studies. In these documents, “democracy” more or 
less equals “human rights” and civic participation based on democratic citizenship, which is in line 
with the traditional rendering of the concept in Norwegian education (Kunnskapsdepartementet 
2009c; Kunnskapsdepartementet 2017). Government white papers mentioning democracy and 
teacher education are found in this category (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2009b). The revision 
of the preamble to the Education Act in 2008 (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2007) also contains 
several occurrences of the word “democracy,” but it places this concept within the framework 
of the pedagogical and philosophical tradition of Bildung.4 This particular contextualization of 
“democracy” represents a sharp contrast to the way that “democracy” is used as a benchmark 
in documents referring to the IEA studies. This contrast further illustrates an ongoing debate in 

3	 PISA = Programme for International Student Assessment, TIMSS = Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study, PIRLS = Progress in International Reading Literacy Study, TEDS-M = Teacher Education and Development 
Study in Mathematics. 

4	 Bildung (German) is a concept deriving from continental and particularly German philosophy, meaning a creative 
process where a person shapes her own actions and cultural surroundings in order to attain a morally, ethically 
and aesthetically more advanced form of life (Siljander and Sutinen 2012, pp. 3–4). Bildung has no direct English 
equivalent, but the term “liberal education” is sometimes used to translate the same concept. However, the Swedish 
translation bildning and the Danish/Norwegian dannelse remain strong in Nordic pedagogy and educational discourse 
to this day.
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Norway about how learning outcomes and competences should be measured by standardized 
tests (Mikkelsen and Fjeldstad 2013). 

We see in the documents how a combination of “democracy” understood as Bildung and 
references to the impact of the CIVED/ICCS studies on Norwegian policy formation become 
more evident after ICCS 2009. The first example is a white paper on junior high school 
(Kunnskapsdepartementet 2011) concerning a minor curriculum revision of 2013 affecting 
student councils (also see Kunnskapsdepartementet 2013). In the latter document, committee 
members use benchmarks from ICCS to back their more normative Bildung-based deliberations 
on the general value of school as the main site for democratic learning. These two different 
conceptual strands of “democracy” in Norwegian policy documents for education seem to merge in 
the national curriculum reform, to be implemented from August 2020 (Kunnskapsdepartementet 
2015). This curriculum reform prescribes democracy and citizenship as one of three crosscutting 
themes in education, jointly with public health and life skills and sustainable development. First, 
this implies that democracy and citizenship are considered core values of Norwegian education. 
Second, the new curriculum mentions developing democratic competence as an aim for students. 
The education system is expected also to ensure a school environment in which students have 
experiences with what active participation in a democratic community entail. Additionally, 
educators are expected to foster citizens who can contribute to further developing democracy, 
making it more robust and sustainable. In other words, it is no longer sufficient to socialize students 
into the current democratic system; they have to become agents for improving democracy (cf. 
Biesta 2011; Westheimer 2015). 

What we see in policy documents from the 20 years that have passed since Norway joined the 
CIVED study in 1999 is that the idea of democracy and civic and citizenship education fall into 
two distinctive categories, which could be said to evolve as two strands. The first strand utilizes 
the IEA studies as benchmarks for educational quality, whereas the other strand continues the 
understanding of democracy as a core educational value that cannot be fully measured through 
standardized tests. After ICCS 2009, we detect in the documents an alignment of these two 
conceptualizations: new educational efforts for civic and citizenship education refer to both the 
IEA studies and to democratic Bildung, combining these as competence aims for democratic 
learning. 

Conclusion
It is evident that the ICCS studies have begun to have an impact at the education policy level in 
Norway, although they have sparked little public debate and yet have had little direct influence 
on teacher education and school practices. We observe connections between nationally based 
research on democratic citizenship and international studies such as the ICCS, specifically 
those targeting the fields of teacher education and school practices. We regard these trends as 
welcome parts of a national effort to strengthen the connections between policy, research, and 
practices in the education system to encourage the development of active democratic citizens.  
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