oS

http://www.diva-portal.org

This is the published version of a paper published in Nordidactica: Journal of Humanities
and Social Science Education.

Citation for the original published paper (version of record):

Nystrom, D. (2019)
The Social Studies Subjects and Interdisciplinarity
Nordidactica: Journal of Humanities and Social Science Education, (3): 24-44

Access to the published version may require subscription.

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

Permanent link to this version:
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:umu:diva-165720



The Social Studies Subjects and Interdisciplinarity

Daniel Nystréom

3

NORCIDACTICA

NORDIDACTICA

Nordidactica

- Journal of Humanities and Social Science Education

2019:3

Nordidactica — Journal of Humanities and Social Science Education
Nordidactica 2019:3

ISSN 2000-9879
The online version of this paper can be found at: www.kau.se/nordidactica



http://www.kau.se/nordidactica

NORDIDACTICA — JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCE EDUCATION
ISSN 2000-9879
2019:3 24-44

The Social Studies Subjects and Interdisciplinarity

Daniel Nystrom

Department of Historical, Philosophical, and Religious Studies, Umea University

Abstract: This article examines the ways in which the term tvérvetenskaplig is
conceptualized within the social studies subjects (geography, religious
education, civics, and history) in Swedish upper secondary school. The term
tvarvetenskaplig is generally translated as interdisciplinary. Through a
comparative analysis of syllabi (dmnesplaner), subject didactic textbooks, and
schoolbooks, existing descriptions of the term are identified. These descriptions
are in turn analyzed using theoretical perspectives on interdisciplinarity. The
article agrees with the viewpoint that interdisciplinarity is a form of progressive
discourse. Moreover, the analysis employs Heinz Heckhausen’s typology of
interdisciplinarity, which differentiates between indiscriminate, pseudo,
auxiliary, composite, supplementary, and unifying interdisciplinarity. It is
concluded that different subjects ascribe different understandings of
interdisciplinarity to the concept of tvarvetenskaplighet.

KEYWORDS: TVARVETENSKAPLIGHET, INTERDISCIPLINARITY, COMPARATIVE SUBJECT
DIDACTICS, SOCIAL STUDIES, UPPER SECONDARY SCHOOL, CIVICS, GEOGRAPHY, RELIGIOUS
EDUCATION, HISTORY, HEINZ HECKHAUSEN

About the author: Daniel Nystrom works as a post-doctoral researcher at the
Department of Historical, Philosophical, and Religious Studies, Umea University. He
is part of Umea Research Centre for Social Studies Didactics (UmSOD). Previously, he
worked as a lecturer in the teacher training programs at Sédertérn University.

24



THE SOCIAL STUDIES SUBJECTS AND INTERDISCIPLINARITY
Daniel Nystrom

Introduction

In the Swedish national curriculum for the upper secondary school, three out of four
social studies subjects — geography (geografi), religious education (religionskunskap),
and civics (samhallskunskap) — are described using the Swedish term tvarvetenskaplig
(adjective, plural tvarvetenskapliga, noun tvarvetenskaplighet). The term literally
means “cross-scholarly”, but typically translates as “interdisciplinary”.r Geography is
described as a school subject based in both the social sciences and natural sciences;
religious education as having its foundation in the academic discipline of religious
studies (religionsvetenskap), which in turn is understood as an interdisciplinary
enterprise in the intersection between historical, philosophical, psychological, and
sociological traditions; and civics is seen as a combination of several social science
disciplines, including political science, sociology, and economics as well as various
disciplines within the humanities. History — which is not described as tvarvetenskaplig
— is said to be found in various disciplines within both the humanities and the social
sciences. By and large, these descriptions in the national curriculum text mirror those
in other sources, such as various schoolbooks and subject didactics textbooks used in
teacher training programs.

The use of the term tvarvetenskaplig is interesting because the supposed
interdisciplinarity of the social studies subjects is introduced as something fixed; the
school subjects are presented as tvarvetenskapliga as such. This is normally seen in
formulations similar to “geography/religious education/civics is an interdisciplinary
school subject”. At first glance, the description seems valid. Evidently, the social studies
subjects pull together content, theories, and methods from different disciplinary
traditions (Bronads & Selander, 2002; Eklund & Larsson, 2009; Berglund, 2010; Eikli,
2013; Einarsson & Orbring, 2016). Yet, the description of the subjects as being
tvarvetenskapliga as such differs from theoretical discussions of interdisciplinarity in
which doing rather than being is emphasized (Weingart & Stehr, 2000; Lattuca, 2001;
Sandstrém, 2003; Sunnemark & Aberg, 2004). From this perspective, interdisciplinarity
implies some form of ongoing exchange between different scholarly traditions or
academic disciplines. These theoretical discussions raise doubts as to how a school
subject or an academic discipline can be interdisciplinary in itself.

Against this background, this article discusses what kinds of interdisciplinary
practices circulate in each social studies subject. In this pursuit, 1 have found the
typology introduced by Heinz Heckhausen — which distinguishes between six forms of
interdisciplinarity: indiscriminate, pseudo, auxiliary, composite, supplementary, and
unifying — to be helpful (Heckhausen, 1972). Indiscriminate interdisciplinarity is
defined as a rudimentary form of interdisciplinarity in which someone possesses basic
knowledge about different contents, theories, and methods. Pseudo-interdisciplinarity
is the use of transdisciplinary computer applications or similar, in which no actual
interaction between disciplines is taking place. Auxiliary interdisciplinarity includes the

L Cf. “tvirvetenskaplig” in ne.se and translate.google.com.
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ways in which a specific discipline is implicitly influenced by the theories and methods
of other disciplines. Composite interdisciplinarity includes situations where expertise
from different academic backgrounds temporarily joins forces in order to complete a
specific task. Supplementary interdisciplinarity involves the active correspondence
between disciplines that share the same material field of study. Finally, unifying
interdisciplinarity is defined as the result of two or more disciplines forming a new
research area, i.e. the inauguration of a new academic discipline. Heckhausen’s
typology is useful because it shows that interdisciplinary practices take many forms and
that it can be of didactical value to differentiate between them.

This article contributes to the growing field of studies in comparative subject
didactics (Schullergvist & Osbeck, 2009; Nielsen, 2012; Ongstad, 2012; Schullergvist,
2012; Sandahl, 2014), and the main focus lies on the term tvarvetenskaplig and how it
is described in the Swedish national curriculum for the upper secondary school, in
schoolbooks, and in subject didactics textbooks used in teacher training programs.
These are all sources that fill an important function for teachers when it comes to
planning for and conducting teaching in the classroom (Goodson & March, 1996;
Englund, 2011). Moreover, the national curriculum texts, schoolbooks, and subject
didactics textbooks arguably affect the ways in which teachers understand specific
school subjects. | take issue with the tendency to understand tvarvetenskaplig as a self-
explanatory description of the social studies subjects. Thus, the aim of this article is to
study which understandings of the term tvarvetenskaplig are prominent in the social
studies subjects.

Research questions

Tvéarvetenskaplighet is a label that is put on the social studies subjects. However, it
is far from obvious what is meant by the term. Although the national curriculum lists a
number of disciplines within the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences, this
list reveals little about the character of actual interdisciplinary practices. Thus as a first
stop | want to consider what meanings are ascribed to the term tvarvetenskaplighet:

1. How is tvarvetenskaplighet described in the national curriculum, schoolbooks,
and subject didactics textbooks in each social studies subject?

The first question forwards us to more analytical tasks. If tvarvetenskaplighet is
presented in certain ways in the sources, it is relevant to analyze the data using
theoretical perspectives on interdisciplinarity. In addition to Heckhausen’s typology
introduced above, | distinguish between various discursive traits that tend to accompany
discussions of interdisciplinarity. Following the work of Peter Weingart and Stephen
Turner, | examine to what extent tvarvetenskaplighet is part of a progressive discourse
of education (Weingart, 2000; Turner, 2000).
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2. How can meanings that are ascribed to the term tvarvetenskaplighet be
understood from various theoretical perspectives on interdisciplinarity?

After analyzing passages in the sources where tvarvetenskaplighet is elaborated
upon, | turn to a discussion of the didactical implications these research findings have.
Here, | contrast my findings with previous research on social studies didactics.
Arguably, there are connections between characterizations of the social studies subjects
and conceptualizations of interdisciplinarity, and this section discusses the fact that
school subjects are at the same time eclectic constructions and narrow traditions.

3. What are the didactical implications of different understandings of
tvarvetenskaplighet within the social studies subjects?

Method and sources

Three sources appear in this article: 1) the Swedish national curriculum text for the
upper secondary school and attached commentaries, 2) schoolbooks in geography,
religious education, civics and history, and 3) textbooks on subject didactics used in
teacher training programs. The collection of data was centered around passages in the
sources where the understanding of the term tvarvetenskaplig is explicitly outlined
and/or the relationship between school subjects and academic disciplines is discussed.
| regard the three kinds of sources as essential didactical resources for teachers. Even
though they might not share the same didactical functions, the main focus has been to
locate subject-specific understandings of interdisciplinarity irrespective of which source
one looks at.

The current national curriculum for the upper secondary school includes separate
subject syllabi (dmnesplaner) (Skolverket, 2011). These syllabi contain broad
descriptions of each school subject, their characteristics and aims, as well as
presentations of existing courses. Writings on tvarvetenskaplighet are most typically
found in the first paragraph of the syllabus, where a general overview of the subject is
given. These passages elaborate on what kind of analytical skills and subject content is
being trained and the ways in which these connect to academic traditions. The Swedish
National Agency for Education (Skolverket) also publishes commentaries on each
syllabus, which are separate documents that comment on different aspects of the
syllabus text. These commentaries tend to follow the structure of the syllabus but are
more explorative in their approach.

When it comes to subject didactics textbooks, | focus on publications that are used
in teacher training programs and that were published or at least updated after 2011,
which is the year when the current national curriculum came into force (Skolverket,
2011). This has been possible for all subjects except geography, in which there are no
subject didactic textbooks besides Jens Peter Moller’s Geografididaktik: Perspektiv och
exempel (2003). In order for me to give an updated picture of how subject didactics in
geography is discussed, I also study Christina Odenstad’s Att forsta sin omvarld och sig
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sjalv (2013). This is a publication produced by The Swedish National Agency for
Education (Skolverket) that outlines the subject didactics traditions in the four social
studies subjects. In addition to these publications, | study the following textbooks in
subject didactics: Magnus Hermansson Adler’s Historieundervisningens byggstenar:
Grundlaggande pedagogik och amnesdidaktik (2014), Malin Lofstedt’s (ed.)
Religionsdidaktik — Mangfald, livsfragor och etik i skolan (2011), and Sture Langstrom
and Arja Virta’s Samhallskunskapsdidaktik: ~ Utbildning i demokrati och
samhallsvetenskapligt tdnkande (2016).

Besides the national curriculum and subject didactics textbooks, | also study
schoolbooks used in social studies teaching. The sources I look at are two schoolbooks
in each school subject, which makes eight publications in total. All of these schoolbooks
except one are published by the publishing companies Liber and Gleerups: Geografi 1
och 2: Manniskan, resurserna, miljén, héllbar utveckling (Ostman, 2011), Geografi 1
(Wiklund, 2012); Epos 1b (Sandberg, 2012), Alla tiders historia 1b (Almgren et al.,
2011), Religion och andra livsaskadningar (Ring, 2015), En ménniska, tusen varldar
(Tuveson, 2015), Libers samhaliskunskap 1b (West, 2017), and Kompass till
samhallskunskap 100 (Eliasson & Nolervik, 2011). In line with the national curriculum
and subject didactics textbooks, most of these textbooks make use of the term
tvarvetenskaplig to describe the character of the school subject at hand. The passages
where tvérvetenskaplighet is presented are fairly detailed, including considerations of
the academic traditions that the school subject draws on. However, because the
textbooks are to be read by pupils, they do not normally include discussion of didactical
issues or similar.

In this article, | assemble a selection of publications that is presently used in teacher
training programs (when it comes to subject didactics textbooks) and upper secondary
teaching (when it comes to schoolbooks). It does exist other textbooks and schoolbook
which could have been included in the study. My assessment is, however, that additional
publications do not significantly alter the empirical results put forward in this article. In
a comparative analysis such as this one, it is important that the sources that are being
compared are fairly symmetrical in quality and quantity. Therefore, | have rejected the
inclusion of all available textbooks and schoolbooks in the study because that would
have resulted in an asymmetrical collection of sources. For the purpose of this study, it
is of less importance which of the social studies subjects has the richest text production.
All translations of the sources are mine.

Methodologically speaking, what does it mean to study the subject didactics
traditions within the social studies subjects from comparative perspectives and what can
a comparative approach contribute with? | argue that a comparative analysis of national
curriculum texts, subject didactics textbooks, and schoolbooks discloses the ways in
which the understanding of different concepts varies depending on the educational
context. When different conceptualizations of a term such as tvarvetenskaplighet are
juxtaposed, it becomes clear that the didactical traditions within the social studies differ
from each other. Depending on the history of the school subject and its current status
and function within the educational system, a term such as tvarvetenskaplighet is likely
to be given a variety of meanings.
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Theoretical perspectives

In order to interpret the different meanings that are ascribed to the term
tvarvetenskaplighet, | have consulted theoretical discussions on interdisciplinarity. |
think it is important to emphasize at the outset that this article does not study the
relationship between school subjects and academic disciplines. Within the scope of this
article, I accept the eye-catching discrepancy between the terms tvarvetenskaplighet and
interdisciplinarity. However, it should be noted that the theories of interdisciplinarity
that I am referring to generally speak of academic conditions. Nonetheless, | argue that
the aspects of the theories of interdisciplinarity that I delineate below are applicable for
analyzing tvarvetenskaplighet in sources relating to the social studies subjects in upper
secondary teaching.

As Peter Weingart points out, interdisciplinarity is a positively charged word that is
often seen in policy documents and other political contexts where strategies for research
are being promoted (Weingart, 2000). From a policymaker’s viewpoint, it is deemed
that engaging in collaboration across disciplinary borders is a favorable approach to
research. The term interdisciplinarity is associated with values that external actors
cherish, such as scientific progress, originality, and societal relevance, and
interdisciplinarity is regarded as directed towards research questions that reach beyond
internal disciplinary hair-splitting. The term itself emerged during the post-war era as a
way of restraining what was thought of as the negative effects of scientific
specialization. In recent decades, interdisciplinarity has gradually lost momentum as a
catchphrase, which is arguably due to competition from new terms like collaboration
(samverkan) and transdisciplinarity (transdisciplinaritet), but also because
interdisciplinary projects have struggled to fulfill their promises (Weingart, 2000;
Thompson Klein, 2017).

Weingart disputes the ways in which interdisciplinarity tends to be framed in
opposition to disciplinarity, an opposition that seems to suggest that interdisciplinarity
is one thing and disciplinarity another (Weingart, 2000; See also Klausen 2011, 2014
for similar remarks). Contrary to that, he argues that interdisciplinarity does not relate
to disciplinarity dichotomously, but rather that the two share common difficulties
related to research. Regardless of whether one labels it interdisciplinarity or
disciplinarity, all research activities are forced to find a balance between originality and
moderation and between change and tradition. Also, as he convincingly shows, the term
interdisciplinarity has harbored quite contradictory meanings over the years, moving
between extremes such as extended scope and enhanced focus, synthesis and
specialization, and border-crossing and demarcation. This is explained by the prefix
“inter”, which alludes to a practice that moves between separate units but in so doing
constructs new dividing lines. Therefore, it is difficult to give a general definition of the
term interdisciplinarity, and instead one must ask what the term signifies in specific
contexts and what the term is positioned against.

The existence of different understandings of the term interdisciplinarity has
encouraged researchers to develop typologies. Julie Thompson Klein has contributed
with an ambitious overview in the article “Typologies of Interdisciplinarity: The
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boundary work of definition” (2017), in which she compiles the dominant
understandings of the terms multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity, and
transdisciplinarity. In all, she differentiates between nearly thirty variants of the terms
found in previous discussions. Following Weingart, Thompson Klein notes that
interdisciplinarity is often seen in political discourses where research is framed as
something progressive. Because the term itself is plastic, it is possible to mold it
according to the agenda of the day. Thompson Klein’s compilation of typologies is
important because it explicitly shows the wide variety of usages and understandings of
the term.

After reviewing Thompson Klein’s compilation of typologies, I decided to work
analytically with a typology presented by Heckhausen in the oft-cited OECD report
Interdisciplinarity: Problems of Teaching and Research in Universities (1972). As
mentioned at the outset, Heckhausen discusses six different forms of interdisciplinarity
in this report: indiscriminate, pseudo, auxiliary, composite, supplementary, and
unifying. What these types of interdisciplinarity contribute with in an analysis of
tvarvetenskaplighet is, I think, the focus on interdisciplinarity as a practice.

Heckhausen evaluates to what extent each type is a productive way of conducting
interdisciplinarity, for example, indiscriminate interdisciplinarity, which is described as
an encyclopedic approach that focuses on compiling knowledge and developing skills
without explicitly reflecting on which generic competences are developed in the
process. The lack of reflection makes Heckhausen question whether such a practice can
be regarded as interdisciplinary in the first place (Heckhausen, 1972: 87). Similar
criticism is directed towards pseudo and auxiliary interdisciplinarity, where the lack of
explicit formulations concerning interactions between disciplines is viewed as a
problem. Important to Heckhausen is the extent to which on-going exchanges and
interactions between contents, theories, and methods are taking place. Therefore, he
clearly favors composite and supplementary interdisciplinarity, which bring different
knowledge and skills together for either solving external problems or adding to existing
disciplinary practices.

In my opinion, the normative dimension of Heckhausen’s typology serves as a
reminder that neither the claim for tvarvetenskaplighet in the sources nor my analysis
of the usage of the term can be viewed as neutral enterprises. On the contrary, normative
assumptions permeate all discussions of tvarvetenskaplighet. Lately, discussions of so-
called subject-integrated teaching (dmnesintegrerad undervisning) have (re)emerged in
the Swedish educational discourse (Blanck, 2014; Samuelsson, 2014; Olovsson &
Nésstrom, 2018). Subject-integrated teaching seeks to formulate didactical approaches
in which teachers and pupils work thematically, focusing on problem-solving from
different theoretical and methodological perspectives (Burns 1995; Beane, 1997,
Alberts 2010) There are thus strong similarities between tvarvetenskaplighet as a
practice and subject-integrated teaching.
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Descriptions of tvarvetenskaplighet

In this section, | present the reading of the sources based on the first research
question: How is tvarvetenskaplighet described in the national curriculum, schoolbooks,
and subject didactics textbooks in each social studies subject? | discuss one school
subject at a time, starting with geography and moving on to religious education, civics,
and history. Even though tvarvetenskaplighet is not a concept that is employed to
describe history, there are plenty of descriptions of the subject’s interdisciplinary
character. This makes history relevant to include in the discussion.

Geography, which was not a subject in the upper secondary school between the late
1960s until its reintroduction in the national curriculum of 1994, is generally described
as a subject resting on two pillars — culture geography and natural geography. In
Moller’s subject didactics textbook Geografididaktik, it is stated that geography exists
“right in the middle of the traditional division between the humanities and the natural
sciences” (Meller 2003, p. 13). Standing with one foot in one tradition and the other in
another challenges the school subject to combine contents, theories, and methods.
According to several sources, this is accomplished through the development of a
“holistic view” (“helhetssyn”), “an integrated system vision” (“integrerad systemsyn”),
and “interweaving subject contents” (“innehallet vivs samman”) (Wiklund, 2012: &;
Skolverket 2011f; Skolverket, 2011b).

However, references to weaving and holistic views might be slightly misleading
because actual interdisciplinary practices are seldom as peaceful as such metaphors
imply. Odenstad acknowledges the recurrence of tensions between the two traditions
through processes of classification (Odenstad, 2013: 103-104). In Sweden, geography
belongs to the social studies subject group, whereas in Denmark and Finland it belongs
to the natural science subject group. Odenstad stresses that classifications of school
subjects are not merely symbolic undertakings. On the contrary, processes of
classification can be assumed to affect the content and perspectives in geography
teaching when it is expected to be in tune with either social studies subjects or natural
science subjects. Following this line of thinking, geography would be more of a
humanistic/social science subject in a Swedish educational context.

In schoolbooks, geography is presented either through the different academic
traditions that it relates to or through a thematic study connected to the goals that are
formulated in the subject syllabus. In the first schoolbook, the table of contents includes
sections called “Population geography”, “Climatology”, “Quaternary geology”, and
“Oceanography”, whereas the second schoolbook includes sections labeled “The Earth,
our planet”, “Sustainable development”, and “Humans, populations, humanity”.
However, this difference does not drastically affect the way in which geography is
characterized. In the first schoolbook, one can read: “It is difficult to explain the
relationship between the different parts of geography without first knowing them. This
means that the subject is best studied by first learning the different parts before bringing
them together into a whole” (Wiklund 2012: 8). In the quote, it is suggested that a
holistic understanding of the subject emerges more or less automatically when the
different parts are studied independently. The second schoolbook with a thematic
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outline does not discuss how geography methodologically brings different parts
together, but it similarly states that the ambition is to promote the idea of geography as
a cohesive school subject (Ostman, 2011: 2, 53-54).

Turning now to religious education, the school subject has over the past one hundred
years changed quite dramatically, transforming from a confessional to a secular subject.
The secular turn means that religions other than Christianity, tensions between faith and
science, and various humanistic and social science perspectives have gradually been
included in the subject syllabus. One of the schoolbooks discusses what
tvarvetenskaplighet refers to in the case of religious education. It is stated that the
interdisciplinary character of the subject appears through the discussion of religion and
religiosity from a great variety of disciplinary viewpoints — sociological, philosophical,
psychological, and historical (Tuveson, 2015: 10). Moreover, interdisciplinary
approaches are seen to open up for interesting comparisons, both between different
religious traditions and between different disciplinary understandings of religion and
religiosity. In the second schoolbook, no discussion of tvarvetenskaplighet is included;
however, there is a section that thoroughly presents the emergence of religious studies
at universities and its division into different subdisciplines such as history of religion,
psychology of religion, sociology of religion, and philosophy of religion (Ring, 2015:
312-318).

The sources present a fairly unanimous understanding of religious education as
primarily relating to one academic discipline — religious studies — which in turn is seen
as having an interdisciplinary profile (Skolverket, 2011h). Similar to geography, it is
occasionally mentioned that viewing religion and religiosity from different disciplinary
perspectives might give rise to competing or conflicting takes on the phenomena at
hand. In the subject didactics textbook Religionsdidaktik, such tensions are exemplified
with reference to the historically dominant position of Christianity in the Swedish
educational context and its current didactical effects on multi-religious education
(Lofstedt, 2011). Because the national curriculum text explicitly states that Western
traditions and Christian ethics should guide which norms and values are transmitted in
Swedish schools, religious education is given the complicated assignment to both favor
Christianity and, at the same time, treat it as a (heterogeneous) religious tradition among
other traditions.

Next in line is civics, which is also described as an interdisciplinary school subject.
In the subject didactics textbook Samhallskunskapsdidaktik, this is formulated as
follows:

Civics is a teaching subject whose content is composed of components from
various social sciences such as political science, economics and sociology.
Therefore, it is often characterized as a block subject. It can also be
characterized as an interdisciplinary [tvarvetenskapligt] subject. (Langstrom
& Virta, 2016: 17)

Civics stands out in the sources for repeatedly being characterized as a block subject.
In didactical terms, the block metaphor points towards an understanding of the school
subject as consisting of more or less separate elements. However, it is not necessarily
different academic traditions that form the existing blocks. In the subject didactics
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textbook, civics is described as a school subject that has distanced itself from the
academic traditions that it draws on (Langstrom & Virta, 2016: 24). In order to
formulate a coherent profile, the school subject has downplayed the connection to
academic disciplines.

Similar to geography, the importance of providing an overview of different issues is
emphasized in civics schoolbooks: “Different sciences shed light on society from
different perspectives and help us see the whole picture” (Eliasson & Nolervik, 2011.:
10) In this schoolbook, the issue of unemployment is taken as an example of this. By
approaching unemployment from different perspectives, it is argued that a holistic
understanding of the issue is gained. The second schoolbook underlines “the scientific
approach” as a prominent feature of civics, for example, training in source criticism,
pinpointing of relevant research problems, and formulating research questions (West,
2017: 7). The scientific approach is placed at center stage, and the schoolbook begins
with a thorough discussion of epistemological and methodological aspects.

When it comes to history, the subject is described in the subject syllabus as drawing
on various disciplines within the humanities and social sciences. Similar to civics,
source criticism is held up as a key analytical skill that is being trained. As previously
stated, the term tvarvetenskaplig is not present in any account of history. Nonetheless,
the subject syllabus stresses that historical writing makes use of both qualitative and
quantitative research methods and that the subject can be divided into different “sub-
fields” (delomréaden), for example, economic history, social history, and environmental
history (Skolverket, 2011g). Similar to religious education, history is predominantly
understood as corresponding to the academic discipline with the same name. This is the
case in the subject didactics textbook Historieundervisningens byggstenar, which
exclusively focuses on the academic discipline of history when addressing the relation
between history in schools and at universities (Hermansson Adler, 2014). When reading
schoolbooks in history, additional academic disciplines and areas of expertise emerge.
Besides the economic history, social history, and environmental history mentioned in
the subject syllabus, archeology, technologies for dating objects, DNA technology, and
philology appear as crucial areas of expertise (Almgren et al., 2011; Sandberg, 2012).
These areas of expertise are mentioned but are somewhat marginalized in relation to
historical knowledge production in general. Contributions from research fields other
than history are hinted at through references to “excavations” and “archeological
findings” and similar.

The above is a compilation of the descriptions of tvarvetenskaplighet and the relation
between school subjects and academic disciplines found in different sources linked to
the social studies subjects. In addition to these formulations, |1 have found one
supplementary mode of using the term tvarvetenskaplig. In the subject didactics
textbook Samhallskunskapsdidaktik, the relation between subject content and pedagogy
is presented as a form of interdisciplinarity. This is in turn linked to theories of
pedagogical content knowledge (Langstrom & Virta, 2016: 19-20).
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Interdisciplinary perspectives on tvarvetenskaplighet

I will now move on to a discussion of how descriptions of tvarvetenskaplighet found
in the sources thus far can be interpreted. The discussion draws on previously outlined
theoretical perspectives on interdisciplinarity. What can be said at this point is that all
four social studies subjects seek to present themselves as providing broad and relevant
competences. This supports Weingart’s observation that discourses of interdisciplinary
practices often serve strategic purposes. Weingart also sees the construction of
progressive discourses on interdisciplinarity as somewhat paradoxical. Through
references to interdisciplinarity, school subjects arguably reify the boundaries of the
subject, and references to interdisciplinarity fill the function of making school subjects
competitive in relation to other school subjects.

Stephen Turner makes a similar argument by noticing that, externally, it often seems
more important to communicate an interesting profile than to present actual subject
content (Turner, 2000). This is why it can be difficult to find good examples of
interdisciplinarity, because it tends to appear as progressive narratives rather than as
reports of how it has been conducted. Turner differs between internal and external
disciplinary markets as a way of pinpointing the functions and uses of existing
interdisciplinary narratives. The internal market is characterized by the every-day
business of a discipline, namely teaching and research activities. Within the internal
market, teachers and researchers develop a way of speaking that can be described as the
professional language of the discipline. However, strategically, the professional
language of a discipline is not suitable for communicating with external actors because
it is not sufficiently communicative. Therefore, disciplines have to develop separate
stories about the discipline, including one that is used in teaching and research and one
that is used to compete for funding and public attention. It is a question of survival, and
disciplines that ignore the development of an external narrative will appear as
unmotivated and outdated.

History is one of the disciplines that are recognized by Turner for not sufficiently
formulating external narratives. Perhaps the same can be said about the school subject
of history for not employing the discursive trait tvarvetenskaplighet? This impression is
softened by the fact that the subject syllabus for history is otherwise written in the same
progressive modus as the syllabi for the other social studies subjects. When stating that
historical perspectives are found in several academic disciplines, the syllabus for history
connects to widespread strategic narratives of education, and the acknowledgment of
historical research outside the history discipline can be regarded as a way of making the
school subject more relevant to external actors. The syllabus employs all components
of an interdisciplinary narrative without having to use the term tvarvetenskaplig.

How, then, can the presentation of tvarvetenskaplighet be understood from the
perspective of Heckhausen’s typology? Recurring in several sources is the idea that
basic competences within a wide range of subject matters ultimately leads to a holistic
view. For example, in geography the study of different disciplinary fields of cultural
and natural geography is supposed to form a whole. In civics, similar ideas are presented
through references to “blocks”. Through its encyclopedic character, | would label this
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type of interdisciplinarity as indiscriminate, which is the type that Heckhausen argues
is common in vocational training, such as teacher training programs. Writing in 1972,
Heckhausen’s description of teacher training programs is arguably a bit out of date. Still,
it is noteworthy that ideas of encyclopedic practices are prevalent in sources describing
geography and civics. Although indiscriminate interdisciplinarity gives some
rudimentary knowledge about different contents, theories, and methods, Heckhausen is
nevertheless skeptical as to what extent such an approach can mirror the content of
academic disciplines: “There is no research approach possible which represents the
corresponding counterpart of the naive superficiality of encyclopedic teaching”
(Heckhausen, 1972: 87).

Didactically speaking, | find it plausible that pupils will develop an understanding
of the whole by studying different parts of a subject. To study the different parts of
geography or civics is undoubtedly a transformative activity that improves both subject
knowledge and analytical skills. Still, and following the argument of Heckhausen, one
must ask what possibilities teachers have to remain in control of the holistic view that
is being trained when following an indiscriminate interdisciplinary practice.

The fact that pedagogical ideas of holistic views can be categorized as indiscriminate
interdisciplinarity does not mean that geography and civics are predominantly
encyclopedic in nature. On the contrary, these subjects frequently promote a problem-
solving approach as a key feature of the school subjects. In the previous section, this
was exemplified by the approach to unemployment from social, political, and economic
angles within civics, and a similar example can be found within geography where
natural resources are discussed from both cultural and natural science perspectives
(Ostman 2010: 3-5, 51-54). This practice is described as composite interdisciplinarity
by Heckhausen, meaning that a variety of disciplinary expertise is brought together in
order to shed light on a specific issue. Such temporary alliances are often essential for
understanding complex problems. A limitation Heckhausen sees in composite
interdisciplinarity is that temporary alliances rarely aim at bridging differences between
disciplines (Heckhausen 1972: 88). He uses a jigsaw puzzle metaphor to illustrate how
composite interdisciplinarity contributes to a particular issue by adding pieces of
knowledge and perspectives to the whole. The jigsaw puzzle symbolizes the specific
issue at hand. What he questions is the extent to which the solution of the puzzle leads
to generic analytical insights, i.e. mutual interdisciplinary exchange.

Indeed, ideas of indiscriminate and composite interdisciplinarity are also present in
writings on religious education and history. This is most visible in religious education,
where the emphasis on world religions in the syllabus is quite distinctly executed in
schoolbooks by placing Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism in separate
chapters. However, the study of different religious traditions is seldom discussed in
indiscriminate or composite terms, and it is rarely said to lead to a certain holistic view
of religion as such. | would suggest that the understanding of tvarvetenskaplighet in
sources relating to religious education is better conceptualized as supplementary
interdisciplinarity. With regard to supplementary interdisciplinarity, it is assumed that
there is a main academic discipline that needs to be continuously enriched through
collaboration and exchange with additional disciplinary traditions. This is a type of
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interdisciplinarity that fits well with how religious education is described in the sources.
The syllabus writes about the school subject as drawing on several academic disciplines
alongside the academic discipline of religious studies (religionsvetenskap).
Supplementary interdisciplinarity includes a meta-perspective in which theoretical
assumptions are regularly challenged. Contrary to composite interdisciplinarity, the
purpose is not to merge into temporary alliances, but rather to incorporate additional
theoretical traditions.

When it comes to history, it might be difficult to ascribe a certain type of
interdisciplinarity to a subject that rejects the term tvarvetenskaplighet. Although I
argue that history has allied itself with a progressive narrative on education, the actual
interdisciplinary practice is somewhat difficult to classify. The reluctance to not using
the term tvarvetenskaplig must be taken into account, making it possible to understand
the interdisciplinary practice as auxiliary. From Heckhausen’s point of view, auxiliary
interdisciplinarity often focuses on cross-disciplinary borrowing of methods. This
seems to fit in well with history, which quite tacitly gives credence to archeology, dating
techniques, philology, etc., for their roles as assistant disciplines.

Descriptions of tvarvetenskaplighet in syllabi, schoolbooks, and subject didactics
textbooks in civics, geography, and religious education reveal distinctive approaches to
interdisciplinarity, and each school subject endorses its specific understanding of
interdisciplinarity. Indiscriminate interdisciplinarity is particularly visible in civics and
geography, emphasizing additive approaches to subject content by speaking of blocks
and parts. This type is encyclopedic in nature, and it does not explicitly theorize the
relation between the parts or the ways in which they bring about a whole. Still,
composite interdisciplinarity is equally visible in civics and geography, focusing on how
different disciplinary expertise might understand specific problems and issues.
Following the argument of Heckhausen, these types tend to reinforce ideas of
disciplinary boundaries rather than to deconstruct them (Heckhausen, 1972). From this
perspective, supplementary interdisciplinarity is interesting because it acknowledges an
ongoing theoretical correspondence between different disciplines. This correspondence
is more concretely formulated in sources relating to religious education. Finally, | would
hesitate to label any of the here-mentioned interdisciplinarity as unifying. Even though
civics and geography are acknowledged as synthesizing, and hence unifying, various
disciplinary contents, my analysis suggests that such an understanding misses the
theorizations that are needed in order for an interdisciplinary practice to be deemed to
be unifying.

Subject didactics implications

It is now time to discuss how different understandings of tvarvetenskaplighet affect
the characterizations of the four social studies subjects. As previously mentioned, my
point of departure is that the kind of sources studied in this article influence how teacher
candidates and teachers new to the profession perceive particular school subjects. This
approach is close to Ivor F. Goodson and Colin J. March’s notion of a “preactive” field
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of study, that is, the study of resources that precede the actual teaching situation
(Goodson & March, 1996). Although | do not claim to reveal how different
understandings of tvarvetenskaplighet play out in actual teaching situations, | want to
present some remarks on possible didactical effects of different epistemological stances.
Hence, in this section, | discuss the typology of interdisciplinarity in relation to previous
subject didactics research.

In a study on experienced teachers’ views on which key didactical insights they
gained over their careers, a recurring opinion was the importance of solid content
knowledge (Bernmark-Ottosson, 2009; Nygren, 2009). That is, a civics teacher benefits
from knowing as much as possible about civics, a geography teacher as much as possible
about geography, and so on. Solid content knowledge made the teachers feel secure
when teaching, and it gave them a sense of control over the teaching situation. More
specifically, to possess solid content knowledge made it easier to make a relevant
selection of content and to know what motivated the selection and how it corresponded
to the school subject as a whole. Thus, these teachers emphasized the value of
encyclopedic knowledge and that sufficient expertise is the foundation of successful
teaching. Students | met at teacher training programs were astonished by the
experienced teachers’ insights. Not that it is surprising that solid content knowledge is
useful, but that the students expected the didactical reflection of an experienced teacher
to be more eye-opening. Moreover, the students questioned to what extent they can
benefit from the experienced teachers’ insight before having had the possibility to build
up solid content knowledge of their own.

While waiting to develop solid content knowledge, prospective teachers are
dependent on other teaching methods. In this pursuit, national curriculum texts,
schoolbooks, and subject didactics textbooks play a vital role. As pointed out by Turner,
these kinds of texts are likely to form a generation of teachers (Turner, 2000). Teachers
of a specific generation are trained in the same ideas of teaching, teach using the same
set of educational materials, and are affected by the same official documents for
teaching and schooling. Other research confirms that teachers are strongly shaped by
the time period in which they were trained and when they were new to the profession
(Schiillergvist & Osbeck, 2009). Consequently, as time goes by and they become more
experienced, teachers tend to distance themselves from both schoolbooks and official
documents. Even though the interest for new approaches to teaching is supposedly high
among teachers, there are few opportunities for such further education due to a lack of
economic resources. It is not farfetched to suggest that this situation leads to some
variant of negative routinization. Possibly, there are connections between negative
routinization and indiscriminate interdisciplinarity approaches.

My discussion of which types of interdisciplinary practices are favored in
geography, religious education, civics, and history shows that the didactical traditions
are asymmetrical. As stated in previous research, teachers in geography often have their
training in some other social studies subject than geography (Nilsson, 2009). Moreover,
the amount of subject didactical research on geography in the Swedish context is
remarkably small, and the one subject didactics textbook that is available is an adaption
of a Danish textbook. All of this bears witness to the fact that geography for 25 years
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has been excluded as a mandatory school subject in upper secondary teaching. In
relation to interdisciplinarity, the subject seems torn between what the syllabus
stipulates as primary content and a traditional understanding of the disciplinary parts
that build up the subject as a whole. As was seen when comparing the table of contents
between the two schoolbooks studied, the first follows the syllabus and the second
follows the multi-disciplinary understanding of the subject.

There are similarities between geography and religious education in this regard. As
Osbeck states, a large proportion of research on religious education didactics is written
by scholars trained in disciplines other than religious education, pointing towards the
fact that research in this field is still in its early stages (Osbeck, 2017). Sources
concerning religious education often emphasize transformative aspects of the school
subject such as the turn from confessional to secular religious education and the shift
from exclusively focusing on Christianity to taking a multi-religion approach.
Occasionally the school subject speaks in defense of the subject in relation to natural
science. This is the case both in schoolbooks and subject didactics textbooks when
probing the question of faith and scientific knowledge. At the same time, religious
education has been given renewed relevance through its focus on existential and ethical
perspectives on human life (Skeie, 2018). Because most people think about the meaning
of life, religious education is promoted as a school subject that approaches this issue
from interdisciplinary perspectives. Yet another context that has increased the relevance
for religious education is contemporary migration and the emergence of new forms of
multicultural and multi-religious European societies (Sander & Danielsson, 2015).
These recent tendencies in religious education stimulate the use of supplementary
interdisciplinarity, i.e. the incorporation of a wide range of disciplinary perspectives.

Among the social studies subjects, civics and history have the most developed
traditions of subject didactics. In subject didactics research, civics is often presented as
a school subject that carries the burden of competing expectations (Bronas & Selander,
2002), and these expectations often center around the relationship between qualification
and socialization (kunskap och fostran). From a comparative viewpoint, it might be
guestioned to what extent these expectations are unique to the school subject of civics.
Arguably, all social studies subjects deal with competing expectations, and the idea of
qualification and socialization as specifically visible in civics might just as well be a
result of the fact that civics through a well-developed subject didactics tradition enjoys
the privilege of defining the subject in relation to other subjects.

Similar to Johan Sandahl, 1 would like to raise the question of to what extent subject
didactics traditions in civics uphold a dated understanding of the school subject
(Sandahl, 2018). Sandahl argues that civics must focus more on “dynamic concepts”
rather than on the study of disciplinary blocks as a way to avoid content overload, but
also, and more importantly, to allow for teachers and pupils to be more active in the
formulation of what makes the school subject relevant in present-day society (Sandahl,
2014). Civics and history share some of these dynamic concepts, most prominently
source criticism, which is said to function as a safeguard to the anti-democratic use of
history and propaganda. The way in which tvarvetenskaplighet is conceptualized within
civics shows that the subject in part rests on an indiscriminate understanding of the term

38



THE SOCIAL STUDIES SUBJECTS AND INTERDISCIPLINARITY
Daniel Nystrom

by promoting the study of subject blocks. | argue that such a conceptualization of
interdisciplinarity runs the risk of obstructing attempts at practicing supplementary
approaches. Therefore, it is important to promote more open-ended understandings of
the term tvarvetenskaplighet, which facilitate the practice of additional forms of
interdisciplinarity.

Concluding remarks

Three out of four social studies subjects are referred to as tvarvetenskapliga in the
Swedish national curriculum for upper secondary school. The term tvarvetenskaplig is
normally translated as “interdisciplinary”. Through theoretical perspectives on
interdisciplinarity, this article has studied how the term tvarvetenskaplig is
conceptualized in the different social studies subjects. The point of departure was that
interdisciplinarity is a practice rather than a fixed state, that it is a doing rather than a
being. To interpret the characteristics of the practice, | made use of a typology
developed by Heinz Heckhausen that distinguishes between six forms of
interdisciplinarity, namely indiscriminate, pseudo, auxiliary, composite,
supplementary, and unifying. In addition, and following the work of scholars such as
Peter Weingart and Stephen Turner, | have discussed interdisciplinarity as a progressive
narrative of education.

This article has argued that comparative approaches make it possible to observe
subject-specific understandings of a concept such as tvarvetenskaplighet, and by
juxtaposing geography, religious education, civics, and history similarities and
differences emerge. What the article has shown is that different takes on
tvarvetenskaplighet affect how a particular school subject is presented. Depending on
which form of interdisciplinarity that is being practiced, the narrative that describe the
functions and uses of a particular school subject differs. This means that the
understanding of tvarvetenskaplighet to a certain degree determines how contents,
theories, and methods are framed. Interdisciplinary practices arguably partake in the
construction and upholding of broader discourses of the traditions and character of the
different social studies subjects.

Three kinds of sources were examined — syllabi (&mnesplaner), subject didactics
textbooks, and schoolbooks. The study of the sources indicated that conceptualizations
of tvarvetenskaplighet are relatively consistent in sources relating to the same school
subject. However, when comparing sources across school subjects the understanding of
tvarvetenskaplighet differs quite significantly. This finding underlines the importance
of comparative subject didactics. In a situation where the different social studies
subjects have established rather autonomous subject didactics traditions, comparative
subject didactics appears as a way to start a dialogue between them. As | see it,
contrasting different subject didactics traditions holds the potential to soften the
disciplinary boundaries between such research traditions. In an extension of this
argument, it is likely that softened boundaries in the field of social studies didactics
would help teacher candidates and teachers new to the profession draw insights from
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different subject didactics traditions and, as a consequence, open up for more reflexive
and productive interdisciplinary approaches.

Interpreted through the typology of Heckhausen, this article found several
interdisciplinary practices in the sources. Within geography and civics, the term
tvarvetenskaplig was often connected to the activity of dividing up the subject into
manageable chunks. This was interpreted as a form of indiscriminate interdisciplinarity,
that is, an encyclopedic approach to content, theories, and methods associated with a
particular ~ school subject. Alternatively, within geography and civics
tvarvetenskaplighet was also framed as a way of promoting subject-integrated teaching,
which | discussed as a form of composite interdisciplinarity. This was seen in the
examples regarding different disciplinary views on unemployment and cultural and
natural science perspectives to natural resources. Following the normative aspects of
Heckhausen’s typology, none of these types of interdisciplinary practices sufficiently
deconstruct disciplinary boundaries. In religious education, | considered the wide
variety of disciplinary viewpoints on religion and religiosity to be a form of
supplementary interdisciplinary practice. The difference between religious education on
the one hand and geography and civics on the other was that religious education has
historically been contested through secular norms and scientific knowledge. This
situation has rendered religious education open to theoretical and methodological
influences from a wide variety of academic disciplines. Finally, history did not employ
the concept of tvarvetenskaplighet at all. However, the ways in which other areas of
expertise, such as archeology, technologies for dating objects, DNA technology, and
philology, were said to assist the main discipline of history was analyzed as a form of
auxiliary interdisciplinary practice.
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