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What is actually true? Approaches to teaching conspiracy
theories and alternative narratives in history lessons

Abstract
This article presents an empirical study that examines the teaching of conspiracy
theories as part of the lower secondary history curriculum in Denmark. We argue that
this topic is highly relevant, especially when taught in relation to the use of history.
Within this approach, answering questions about true and false is secondary to
understanding how and why alternative narratives co-exist and, at times, conflict. By
applying a qualitative action research approach involving two teachers who taught in
three different classes, our aim was to obtain in-depth knowledge of what happens in
the classroom when different teaching strategies are applied, as well as to determine
whether and, if so, how students show signs of critical thinking and historical reflection.
Our results show that, although they required extended contextual knowledge to
practise source evaluation and historical reflection, the students were highly motivated
and participated actively in discussions. Both teachers in the study used an open-ended
dialogic and enquiry-based approach to prompt their students to investigate the theories
for themselves and to draw their own conclusions. When teachers facilitate classroom
discussions in an open-ended way, the complex existential aspects of the use of history
are opened up and students are given the opportunity to explore the complexity of
historical narratives. During the observations, we noted some high-level examples of
historical reflection and contextualisation among the students. However, the teaching of
conspiracy theories is not an easy task, and teachers face many ethical dilemmas when
deciding which role to adopt.

Keywords: conspiracy theories, alternative narratives, use of history, controversial
issues, teaching strategies, historical reflection

Hvad er egentlig sandt? Tilgange til at undervise i
konspirationsteorier og alternative forklaringer i historiefaget

Sammendrag

Denne artikel praesenterer et empirisk studie af, hvordan der kan undervises i konspira-
tionsteorier i historie i udskolingen pa en made sa elevernes historiske refleksion op-
gves. Emnet er yderst historiefagligt relevant, serligt hvis det undersgges i forbindelse
med historiebrug. | denne optik er besvarelser af spgrgsmal om sandt og falsk sekundzert
i forhold til at forsta, hvordan og hvorfor alternative fortaellinger eksisterer og til tider
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kommer i konflikt. Ved at anvende en kvalitativ aktionsforskningsmetode, der invol-
verede et teet samarbejde med to leerere, som underviste i tre forskellige klasser, var
vores mal at opna dybdegaende viden om, hvad der sker i klasselokalet, nar forskellige
undervisningsstrategier tages i brug, samt at afgare, om og i givet fald hvordan eleverne
viste tegn pa kritisk teenkning og historisk refleksion.

Vores resultater viser, at selvom eleverne havde brug for omfattende kontekstuel
viden for at kunne praktisere kildekritik og historisk refleksion, sa var eleverne meget
motiverede og deltog aktivt i klassediskussioner. Begge lerere i undersggelsen brugte
en aben dialogisk og undersggelsesbaseret tilgang til at fa deres elever til at undersgge
teorierne for sig selv og til at drage deres egne konklusioner. Nar laerere benytter en
aben tilgang til diskussioner i klasseveerelset, sa abnes der op for forstaelsen af de mere
komplekse eksistentielle aspekter af brugen af historie, og eleverne far dermed mulighed
for at arbejde med kompleksiteten i historiske forteellinger. \Vores observationer viser
nogle eksempler pa historisk refleksion og kontekstforstaelse pa hgjt niveau. Imidlertid
er undervisningen i konspirationsteorier ikke en let opgave, og laerere star over for
mange etiske dilemmaer, nar de skal beslutte, hvilken rolle de skal indtage.

Ngkkelord: konspirationsteorier, alternative fortellinger, historiebrug, kontroversielle
emner, undervisningsstrategier, historisk refleksion

Introduction

In December 2012, the United States (US) was shocked by yet another tragic
school shooting when 20-year-old Adam Lanza shot and killed 20 children and 6
adults at Sandy Hook Elementary School. In the years that followed, Alex Jones,
a radio host and YouTube celebrity who is one of America’s most popular con-
spiracy theorists, claimed that the event never took place. Using the Internet and
radio as a platform, Jones broadcast “new evidence” to his millions of followers,
propagating the theory that the Sandy Hook school shooting was orchestrated by
the US government in order to justify the introduction of restrictions on the
constitutional right to bear arms (see Danish Broadcasting Corporation (DR),
2017).

In the aftermath of shocking events, the spread of conspiracy theories tends to
increase. False information, propaganda, hoaxes and fake news are all undeniably
on the rise, in part because of the proliferation of digital and social media (Hobbs,
2017; Brockhoff, Peters, & Thorup, 2018). Inevitably, some people end up
believing in fake news and conspiracy theories, and research shows that such
phenomena do have an effect on people’s political, social and medical choices, as
well as on their attitudes and trust in democracy (Sunstein & Vermeule, 2008;
Oliver & Wood, 2014; Hobbs, 2017; Douglas et al., 2019). In some cases, this can
lead to extremist behaviour and violence, especially when the false information
In question is propagated by extremist political or religious groups (Douglas et
al., 2019, p. 15; Mulhall, 2019, pp. 32-33, 77). Unfortunately, US school shoot-
ings represent good examples of dramatic events from the recent past that have
been twisted and assigned alternative explanations by different actors. In this
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regard, conspiracy theories provide an alternative to the official statements and
authoritative versions of events that are commonly accepted as being the “truth’.

Due to their digital culture and habits, children and young people are
confronted on a daily basis by various social media influencers, popular YouTube
figures and so-called experts who post all sorts of compelling photo and video
content (Lenos & Krasenberg, 2017; Nettets vildveje, 2018). Some of these
influencers and political figures have an extremist political or conspiratorial
agenda, which young people might not always be aware of (Boyd, 2014, pp. 176-
177). The far-right extremist and eccentric Rasmus Paludan, who ran for the
Danish parliament in the spring 2019 election, was well known among teenagers,
who had been following him on YouTube for months before he became headline
news in Denmark (Boffey, 2019; Schrgder, 2019; SELMA, 2019). Alex Jones,
the owner of Infowars, and Shane Dawson, a popular YouTuber, both of whom
have millions of subscribers, are another two examples of sources with contro-
versial conspiracy content that teenagers might encounter online. Further, a
significant number of teens watch popular television series such as The X-Files,
Decoded, Stranger Things and House of Cards, which all appear to popularise
conspiracy beliefs and narratives (Gilbert, 2019).

Conspiracy theories and alternative explanations are interesting social and
historical phenomena, as they force us to confront the complicated dilemma of
there sometimes being multiple and conflicting interpretations of what actually
happened in the past. These challenging circumstances prompted us to question
whether history teaching could and, indeed, should take a topic such as conspiracy
theories into consideration or whether it should simply rely on a more un-
problematic understanding of the past by focusing strictly on determining what
happened by investigating primary sources. Does the complex nature of our
contemporary media society require history teachers to engage their students in
the discussion of alternative historical narratives? If we examine the new Danish
history curriculum (Emu, 2019), we may find indications that it is the role of
teachers to engage learners in recognising biases, practising source evaluation
skills and critically engaging with controversial content (see also Wansink et al.,
2019, p. 68). To investigate how this challenging topic could be taught in lower
secondary history classes, we designed a qualitative research study in collab-
oration with two teachers who were curious to explore which teaching strategies
to apply when dealing with controversial topics such as the Sandy Hook school
shooting or conspiracy theories associated with the 9/11 terror attacks as part of
the history curriculum.

Purpose of the study

This study contributes to the growing body of literature discussing controversial
issues in the field of history education (e.g., Barton & McCully, 2007; Wojdon,
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2014; Wansink et al., 2019). There is currently a lack of empirical research into
how best to introduce topics such as conspiracy theories and fake news into lower
secondary history education in the Scandinavian countries. In an international
context, Philpott et al. (2011) and Lockwood (1995) focus on the teacher’s crucial
role in introducing controversial issues into social studies classrooms, while Pace
(2003) focuses on college teaching, examining which teaching strategies serve to
maximise critical thinking and thoughtful debate among young people. Hobbs
(2017), specifically taking up the conspiracy topic, examines how German high-
school students have explored the constructed nature of authoritative narratives
and practised source evaluation, while Lenos and Krasenberg (2017) examine
practices and guidance for dealing with conspiracy theories, fake news and propa-
ganda in the classroom. However, we can find no analysis of teachers’ reflections
that builds on a corpus of theory and a systematic empirical approach.

The aim of this action research study is to explore the teaching of conspiracy
theories and alternative explanations within history lessons in lower secondary
schools (grades 7-9 within the Danish school system) as a means of introducing
aspects of alternative and conflicting historical narratives. The secondary aim of
the study is to explore whether and, if so, how the contentious and controversial
nature of such topics has the potential to motivate younger students (aged 13-15
years) to engage in dialogue in the history classroom that shows signs of critical
thinking and historical reflection. In addition, and based on both our findings and
the theoretical assumptions presented below, this study aims to describe those
teaching strategies that could be successfully used when dealing with conspiracy
theories.

In the first section of this study, we offer a brief definition of conspiracy
theories based on the prior literature and discuss some of the intriguing mechan-
isms associated with them. Then, we elaborate on our theoretical framework for
dealing with conspiracy theories in history lessons. These theoretical consider-
ations were conveyed to the participating teachers, as they represent the founda-
tion of the analytical discussions and mutual reflections that occurred throughout
the whole action research project. In the following section, we set out our
methodological research design and introduce the applied procedures, including
how we conducted the action research. In the final sections, we present the results
of the research project and our conclusions.

Conspiracy theories — definitions and mechanisms

Conspiracy theories can be described as alternative theories concerning who
really did it, how they did it and why. The term conspiracy theory refers to an
attempt to explain specific events or phenomena as being caused by secret plots
on the part of powerful actors who have managed to conceal both their role and
their motives (Douglas et al., 2019). For the conspiracy theorist, nothing happens
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by chance. Extraordinary powers are attributed to individuals or groups, be they
corrupt politicians, the ‘power elite’, economic or political institutions such as the
United Nations, scientists or religious organisations (Barkun, 2003; Sunstein &
Vermeule, 2008; Douglas et al., 2019). Conspiracy theories are extremely effec-
tive narratives that, for some, offer sensible explanations for complicated relations
and phenomena that may have had significant impacts on people’s lives
(Brockhoff et al., 2018).

Conspiracy theories can be small or large, local or global, harmful or enter-
taining, or all of the above (Uscinski & Parent, 2014). They often propagate us
versus them thinking. Examples include the widespread 9/11 conspiracy theories
claiming that the attacks on the Twin Towers in New York were an inside job
perpetrated by the US government, the various anti-Muslim and anti-Jewish
theories linked to the well-known racist propaganda that Muslims (or Jews) plan
to take over Europe and subjugate westerners, the idea that climate change is a
hoax orchestrated by scientists, and the belief that a connection between the MMR
vaccine and autism has been hidden by the authorities for years.

As Sunstein and Vermeule (2008) indicate, another distinct feature of con-
spiracy theories is their self-sealing quality, which makes them very difficult to
effectively debunk. They are so highly resistant to counter arguments or correc-
tions that anyone trying to argue against their claims risks being accused of taking
part in the plot (or conspiracy) themselves. Another interesting issue regarding
conspiracy theories is the fact that they are not all false. Some conspiracy theories
have turned out to be correct, for example, the Watergate scandal, the Thule Air
Base case in Denmark and the Tuskegee University syphilis study (Sunstein &
Vermeule, 2008, p. 4; Vollmond & Hansen, 2014, p. 23; Hobbs, 2017, pp. 21-
22).

Conspiracy theories illustrate the undeniable fact that there exist contradictory
interpretations of what happened in the past and, further, that such interpretations
ultimately have both societal and ethical consequences when people believe in
them and propagate them for different reasons. In light of this, conspiracy theories
can be seen as alternative narratives or explanations that conflict with the accounts
advanced by “the relevant epistemic authorities” (Robertson, 2016, p. 37), be they
historians, scientists, public service journalists or government officials.

Theoretical approaches

In this section, we present a theoretical framework for dealing with conspiracy
theories in history lessons. This theoretical framework formed the basis for our
study, and it acted as an overarching frame for our action research project. First,
we discuss whether conspiracy theories can be understood as being controversial.
Second, we explore the connection between conspiracy theories and the use of
history within a history didactics framework. Third, based on the work of Peters
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(2017) and Hobbs (2017), we discuss how conspiracy theories could be taught in
the classroom.

Teaching conspiracy theories as a controversial issue

In recent years, there has been an increase in calls for the teaching of subjects that
“arouse strong feelings and divide communities and society” (Council of Europe,
2015) as part of democratic and general education. According to proponents of
this approach, teaching controversial political, religious or emotional issues of a
sensitive nature plays an important role in preparing young people for community
participation and supporting their engagement in a democratic dialogue (Oulton,
Day, Dillon, & Grace, 2004a; Oulton, Dillon, & Grace, 2004b; Haynes & Murris,
2008; Hess, 2009; Council of Europe, 2015). Within educational theory, attempts
have been made to identify what it takes for an issue to be understood and taught
as being a controversial one. Yet, can conspiracy theories be considered to rep-
resent a controversial issue at all and, if so, how should we deal with them?
According to the so-called “epistemic criteria” (Dearden, 1981; Hand, 2008;
Tillson, 2017), which have gained significant influence in educational research in
recent years (Petrovic, 2016; Zigler, 2016; Yacek, 2018), a topic cannot be
considered controversial if the relevant argument conflicts with the overall
(epistemic-scientific) consensus and rationality.

To teach something as controversial is to teach it as unsettled. That is to present it as a
matter on which contrary views are or could be held; and we take it that teachers ought
only to teach something in this way when ‘contrary views can be held on it without
those views being contrary to reason.” (Hand & Levinson, 2012, p. 618)

A strictly scientific approach, as suggested by the epistemic criteria, would
probably exclude conspiracy theories from being taught as a controversial issue
(see also Hardee & McFaden, 2016; Zigler, 2016). However, critics of the
epistemic criteria have challenged the notion that objective standards exist by
which all arguments can be evaluated (Petrovic, 2013; Cooling, 2014; Bertucio,
2016; Shudak & Anders, 2016; Yacek, 2018). The criteria ignore the fact that a
controversial issue is not subject to static standards but rather to changing narra-
tives, different (historical) assumptions and varying interpretations, including
existential reasons and desires as “aspects of being” (Bertucio, 2016). As Bertucio
(2016) remarks, “The success or survival of moral positions is based not on
rational deliberation but on drumming up popular support and manoeuvering
ideological camps” (p. 15).

Following the approach of Bertucio (2016) and of Hartsell and Harden (2016),
we suggest the application of a more existential understanding as a basic condition
for discussing controversial issues in teaching based on “a type of reflection which
focused on the existential consequences of the choices we make—the ways in
which our choices affect our lives and by extension the lives of others and society
in general” (Hartsell & Harden, 2016, p. 33).
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Considering the case of the Sandy Hook school shooting and the conspiracy
theory linking the incident to a desire by the Obama administration to tighten gun
control laws, there can be little doubt that one side of the gun laws debate has deep
roots within US society. Divisive and emotional arguments associated with the
right to bear arms polarise the US. Still, the Sandy Hook conspiracy has heart-
breaking and ethical consequences for the survivors and for the victims’ families
and friends, which we can all relate to as human beings. This calls for a focus on
teaching controversial issues that relates to human existence individually, socially
and historically.

The conspiracy theory draws attention to the emotional consequences for those
people directly affected. It also offers an insight into society due to its prevalence,
scepticism regarding official explanations, and the creation of alternative, biased
narratives.

Conspiracy theories and the use of history

When teaching conspiracy theories, teachers are confronted with similar chal-
lenges to those related to the teaching of rival or alternative narratives. As Seixas
(2017) brilliantly demonstrates, it comes down to the question of whether or not
it is appropriate to “present one narrative that historians, curriculum boards, or
other experts had concluded was the best? Alternatively, [...] present students
with conflicting interpretations and teach them the disciplinary tools to be able to
judge for themselves the merits and shortcomings of each [...]?” (p. 253).

By 2014, the Danish government had introduced a revised national curriculum
for primary school and lower secondary school education (grades 1-9). In the case
of history, the concept of use of history was explicitly defined as an independent
skill that students had to master (Riise, 2014).

The use of history is concerned with selection, justification, highlighting and
oblivion. In contrast to knowledge concerning the past, the use of history can be
defined as narrative attempts to create meaning. In this case, history is used with
a certain goal or agenda in mind, be it political, moral, informative, entertaining
or identity shaping (Aronsson, 2005; Karlsson, 2014, pp. 73-78; Kayser-Nielsen,
2015).

According to this view, history education is centred on presenting and inter-
preting multiple perspectives as to how the past is remembered or used and why,
rather than on naively establishing what actually happened (Stradling, 2003;
Wojdon, 2014). Parkes (2009, 2013) argues that one need not be afraid of en-
gaging students on topics such as historical denial, as simply encountering this
phenomenon can help to sharpen the understanding behind the substance of
historical narratives and, thus, to determine what can be said with confidence and
thoroughness in relation to the past. This may even help to clarify public and
political uses of history (Parkes, 2009, 2013, pp. 31-32). Students need to engage
with different narratives and interpretations of the past rather than simply reading
primary sources as the sole means of acknowledging the past.
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However, multiple perceptions and interpretations do not mean that anything
goes, leaving us with the challenge of relativism in classroom discussion and
without any tools to make judgement between the narratives (Seixas, 2000; Parkes
2011, 2013). Indeed, a crucial aim for classroom discussion is to include the
implications and consequences of conspiracy theories and historical denial, for
example by discussing their biased reading of sources arguing for only one
possible meaning and denying that texts are open to various interpretations
(Parkes, 2013). There is a crucial difference in discussing how an event in the past
(described truthfully) can be viewed differently in different narratives or narrative
versions of truth, and conspiracy theories that are making unsubstantiated claims.

Although Peter Seixas and Robert Parkes take their point of departure from
different theoretical positions, they have both developed useful didactical guide-
lines for examining the “plausibility” of historical narratives. Parkes (2013), with
inspiration from Frank Ankersmit’s concepts of ‘referential statements’ and
‘narrative substance’ as means to analyse rival or multiple narratives, argues that
we can discern “factual reference from narrative proposals” (Parkes, 2013, p. 31).
Seixas (2017) builds on Jorn Rusen and his notion of different categories of
‘narrative plausibility’ as a framework for working with narratives and inter-
pretation in history didactics.

The teaching of history, therefore, implies the inherent potential of conflicts
and contradictions in different historical narratives as well as in the use of history.
What is contested in relation to historical events is pushed by new questions and
competing notions of the past in the present. In addition, historical sources merely
illustrate a narrow section or particular aspect of conditions in the past, which later
interpretations may consider controversial in light of present-day problems. This
requires teachers to be aware of the different layers of conflicts and controversies
in the presented history as well as in the relation between past and present
understandings. The teaching of history is, in this sense, not concerned with
creating consensus on historical phenomena but rather with being aware of contra-
dictions or conflicts, such as the existence of multiple perceptions and interpre-
tations (Seixas, 2017; Parkes, 2009, 2013).

Teaching conspiracies — problem-based approaches

A recent Danish study concludes that many students believe that there is a
definitive and true account of what happened in the past, that is, an absolute
narrative of the past (Poulsen & Knudsen, 2015). Furthermore, the teaching and
the understanding of the subject tend to focus on historical knowledge and
chronology rather than on interpretations and narratives. In addition, the historical
method of source criticism is considered to be important, although it is dealt with
separately and not necessarily with any connection to the content. An international
analysis of how violence is normalised in educational materials, indicates that
controversial and problematic issues in history are not given much consideration,
let alone dealt with as an interpretative and controversial topic (Bermudez, 2019).
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If students are to critically engage in discussions about different narratives and
to enhance their critical thinking, Peters (2017) suggests an enquiry- and problem-
based approach when dealing with conspiracy theories, whereby the history
teacher avoids judging whether a particular theory is true or false when dealing
with this topic:

Instead of finding arguments to prove or disprove a conspiracy theory, the teacher
should encourage the students to try to examine how a conspiracy theory creates a
certain narrative and, thus, becomes an effective story (its composition, narration), what
kinds of arguments are used (certain concepts, biases, references to facts and/or science)
and how it tries to convince its audience (with the use of various source material) in
order to discover underlying societal conflicts and to understand why and how con-
spiracy theories arise and spread. (Peters, 2017, our translation)

This argument is much in line with the work of Hobbs (2017), who suggests that
rather than simply disproving a conspiracy theory, students should be encouraged
to ask and discuss questions such as:

e Why do people believe in conspiracy theories and alternative narratives and
what attracts people to them?
e What do conspiracy theories tell us about society, culture, and ourselves and
how have they developed over time?
e What negative (and positive) impacts do conspiracy theories have on society?
e What types of arguments are used [in conspiracy theories]?
(Hobbs, 2017, pp. 19-20)

This does not necessarily mean that the question of true or false, harmful or
benign, should not be addressed. The strong German far-right Stab-in-the-back
Myth, according to which the army’s war effort in the First World War had been
ruined by internal forces, fuelled interwar antisemitism and destabilised the
Weimar democracy (Barth, 2014). Anders Behring Breivik’s belief in the Eurabia
myth resulted in the deaths of young Norwegians in 2011 (Uscinski & Parent,
2014, p. 7). These are extreme cases that call for an ethical discussion of the
harmful and morally undesirable consequences of certain conspiracy theories (see
also Wansink et al., 2019, p. 75). Again, it is important to help students to
distinguish between credible and incredible content, between plausible and
implausible narratives, as well as to discuss with them how to confront the us
versus them thinking captured within the more radical alternative theories. As
Seixas (2017) suggests, ‘plausibility’ could be introduced as “the central criterion
for assessing interpretative narratives in history” (p. 258).

When discussing possible approaches with the teachers involved in this study,
we suggested a problem-based focus that was not concerned with creating
consensus on historical phenomena or with searching for arguments or facts to
disprove a certain theory or narrative. Our analytical focus, as based on theoretical
assumptions regarding a use of history approach and the existential approach, was
on how to encourage students to ask open questions as well as how to explore the
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mechanisms associated with conspiracy theories, as alternative narratives, in
order to enhance students’ critical thinking and historical reflection.

Methodological design and procedures

In this section, we outline the procedures applied to conduct our study and collect
our data. First, we introduce the action research framework and discuss the
methodological strengths and limitations of the method. Second, we present the
research process itself, which includes both the organisation of the collaborative
activities and the teachers’ implementation of the course. Third, we discuss the
methods used for data collection and our analytic procedures.

Action research framework

The overall framework of this study involved investigating, in close collaboration
with practitioners, different ways of dealing with conspiracy theories, as contro-
versial issues, in lower secondary history teaching. More specifically, the study
sought to identify strategies that encourage critical thinking and increase students’
awareness of conflicting narratives and how they impact on both individuals and
society.

The study was conducted through collaborative classroom action research in
which a team of two researchers designed and enacted the research in close
collaboration with two teachers from two different schools. Action research was
chosen as the method of enquiry because we wanted to assign primacy to the
teachers’ reflections and planned actions as well as to explore what happens in the
classroom when teachers approach the topic with different methods and strategies.
Three classes were involved in the study, two grade 7 classes and one grade 8
class (13-15 years old). The participating teachers were selected from among
those teachers who responded to the advert for our project featured on the
HistorieLab homepage.! A total of six teachers responded to our call for partici-
pants; however, only two teachers were selected after the initial interviews. One
teacher taught in both grade 7 classes. Our selection criteria were based partly on
geographical considerations (the schools had to be relatively nearby in order for
us to follow the actions closely) and partly on didactical and practical consider-
ations (the teachers had to exhibit an open and explorative attitude towards
planning actions as well as involving and engaging students in accordance with
problem-based principles). Action research implies an ongoing reflection on the
findings, so the participating teachers had to collaborate in planning several
rounds of interventions and data collection.

According to Johnson and Christensen (2017), action research can be defined
as a method by which researchers and practitioners work together in solving

1 see https://historielab.dk/har-du-lyst-arbejde-kontroversielle-emner-historie-kommende-skoleaar/
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specific problems or challenges that practitioners, such as teachers, face. Action
research is “used to try out new strategies and practices” (Johnson & Christensen,
2017, p. 58), which the researchers observe closely in order to generate new and
specific knowledge regarding context-related challenges (see also Kemmis &
McTaggart, 2000; Brekke & Tiller, 2016). The knowledge that is generated is
usually local and works at the bottom level of the educational science knowledge
scale. However, as Johnson and Christensen note (2017, p. 63), local knowledge
can be relevant at the more general level too, while it can also be integrated into
more general theory. Our study faces a challenge in that it involves only three
classes and only two teachers, which makes the generalisation of the didactical
findings difficult. Yet, our empirical findings could provide some interesting
insights into teachers’ and students’ perceptions and roles, and they could also
suggest ways in which teachers could successfully address the issue of conspiracy
theories.

The primary concern of the two participating teachers was determining which
teaching strategies and teacher roles to apply, when dealing with conspiracy
theories and other divisive issues, and further how to integrate such theories into
the history curriculum in a way that would enhance students’ historical reflection
and critical thinking and, thus, have a positive effect on their knowledge of how
history is used by different actors. Their secondary concern was how the students
would respond to the topic, considering the amount of misinformation and
alternative explanations to which they are exposed on the Internet on a daily basis.
Both teachers were very keen to address conspiracy theories in history lessons,
although they felt that they lacked practical tools, strategies and teaching materials
as well as practical knowledge concerning how to engage learners in recognising
biases, practising source evaluation skills and critically engaging with contro-
versial content.

Organisation of the study

In terms of our contribution to the project, the researchers developed the research
questions on the basis of initial conversations with the participating teachers and
with reference to the prior literature. We were also responsible for collecting and
analysing the data. The five main themes concerning the teachers’ challenges,
which were mirrored in the main focus points of our interview and observation
guides, were:

1) Historical contextualisation (establishing narratives and source criticism)
2) Teacher roles in classroom discussions

3) Teaching strategies

4) Historical reflection and level of motivation

5) Controversy as a trigger for curiosity and critical thinking

In addition, we offered suggestions for teaching materials, discussed different
teaching strategies based on the relevant theoretical assumptions and assisted in
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planning and designing the lesson format. Apart from suggesting a problem-based
mindset, we did not specifically encourage the use of different approaches and
strategies, but the two teachers did themselves apply different ways of handling
the topic in the classroom according to their teaching methods and with respect to
differences among students. Although related topics such as fake news and propa-
ganda were discussed, conspiracy theories became the primary topic, since both
teachers expressed their insecurity as well as their eagerness to introduce con-
spiracy theories as part of the history teaching. The teachers designed the courses
and the teaching practices, selected which teaching materials to use and taught the
courses in collaboration with us.? Indeed, we were invited into the classrooms to
co-teach on several occasions. The courses consisted of 12-15 teaching blocks or
modules (each 1.5 hours in length).

A generic teaching and project design came into being due to our collaboration
with the teachers. The design of the action research project was based on an open
and curious attitude towards engaging in issues in history with internal com-
plexity. The basic foundation involved the creation of a space for self-reflection
by the teachers on their own strategies and roles when fostering a critical enquiry
approach. The reflections took place before and immediately after each lesson or
teaching block. During these discussion sessions, new actions were designed in
close collaboration with the teachers, which provided a unique opportunity to
create and evaluate new actions based on previous experiences in the classroom.
This process is illustrated in Figure 1 as an example from one of the cases.

The content, practices and activities in all three classes were to some extent
similar. To illustrate how the reflective teaching design was implemented, one of
the teachers introduced the students to the topic by presenting several conflicting
theories regarding the Moon landing and 9/11 (Figure 2). This involved the use of
both text and video, which illustrated different points of view and ‘truths’, that is,
the conspiracy theories as well as the falsification of the theories by official
authorities. The focus of this action was on introducing different and conflicting
narratives and encouraging the students to consider how truth is really a messy,
complicated subject. At this point, and as a twist, the other teacher introduced a
piece of fake news and, after the revelation that it was fake, the students were
encouraged to put together their own fact-checking list. As a means of increasing
the students’ awareness of the different ways of handling information sources and,
in particular, scientific source evaluation criteria, Karl Popper’s scientific falsi-
fication theory was introduced in the following action.

2 The materials and resources for each lesson were chosen from the following sources: Omtanke Online,
http://omtankeonline.dk/gymnasiale-uddannelser/kommunikation-og-kildekritik/; HistorieLab,
https://historielab.dk/til-undervisningen/undervisningsforloeb/konspirationsteorier-hvem-skyldige/; Vollmond &
Hansen, 2014; DR/Kultur: Den farste rejse til manen, 2016; DR/Kultur: Attentatet pa John F. Kennedy, 2012;
DR3: Conspiracy Road Trip, 11. September, 2014; Rigsarkivet,
https://www.sa.dk/da/undervisningstilbud/ungdomsuddannelserne/kildekritiske-vaerktoejer/kildekritiske-
begreber-forklaret-gennem-en-fodboldkamp/; and Historienet.dk,
https://historienet.dk/samfund/politik/politikere/konspirationsteori-hvem-draebte-john-f-kennedy.
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representation
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planned by the
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9/11 and post-Cold War political climate —

Film and presentation involving Sandy Hook
and Anders Behring Breivik. Aspect of being —
the dark and traumatic side of conspiracy
theory. When conspiracy theories become

Figure 1. Process between the actions ethical reflections

Figure 2. Overall framework and purpose — From source criticism to

The teaching block dedicated to the Moon landing consisted of several actions in
order to improve the enquiry- and problem-based set up by allowing several
classroom discussions and practices to take place. This was supposed to allow
room for the students’ curiosity and, further, for the teacher to follow up on the
students’ recognitions and make them transferable, for example, by drawing the
students’ attention to the various types of alternative narratives. Between these
two topics — Moon landing 1969 and a source evaluation of 9/11 beliefs — the
students created their own conspiracy theory by creatively building on their newly
acquired knowledge of conspiracy beliefs, motives, narratives and arguments.
They then presented their theory to their peers.

Towards the end of the course, a six-lesson teaching block was delivered in
one of the cases. In the other case, the teacher introduced a similar exercise where
the students produced their own conspiracy theory. The aim of the former case
was to introduce the darker and more traumatic side of the conspiracy theory topic
through the cases of the Sandy Hook school shooting and the extremist Anders
Behring Breivik. The activities planned for this action focused more specifically
on extremist ideologies as well as on us versus them thinking and its ethical and
societal consequences. We participated in this teaching block by introducing the
topics and providing explanations and contexts. In addition, a documentary about
the Sandy Hook school shooting was shown to the students. The aim was to draw
the students’ attention to the various types of extreme and controversial theories
and to foster critical and ethical thinking through practices of identifying
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propaganda and manipulation. The students’ examples and analyses were dis-
cussed in the classroom at the end of this teaching block.

Data collection

The methods used for data collection consisted of a number of qualitative
approaches, primarily interviews and observations, but also teaching materials
provided by the teachers, teacher notes and reflections, notes from our con-
versations with the teachers, as well as lesson plans. This variety of data and the
use of qualitative approaches were intended to provide us with a better under-
standing of the meaning behind what takes place during history lessons and to
allow us to hear what the participating teachers and students think in their own
words. Through the use of this approach, we were provided with the teachers’
reflections on the introduction of these subjects, and we were able to observe in
detail what happened when the teachers applied different strategies and adopted
different roles and approaches during classroom discussions.

At least one of us two researchers was present during all the history lessons
delivered throughout the project. We followed a structured observation schedule
and took extensive classroom field notes during each lesson. We used a semi-
structured, open-ended interview schedule and conducted 30-minute interviews
with both teachers as well as group interviews with students from all three classes.
The student interview groups consisted of 2-5 students, and a total of six
interviews were conducted with students. All the interviews were digitally
recorded and then transcribed. The semi-structured interview format was chosen
so that the participants would feel free to construct their responses and reflections
and, further, so that we could ask follow-up questions. The semi-structured nature
of the interview questions allowed for comparisons to be made between the
answers related to the teachers’ views and reflections on their approaches to
teaching subjects such as conspiracy theories and fake news and those concerning
the students’ thoughts about the incorporation of such subjects into history
lessons.

The first step in our analytic procedure involved reading through the full
transcribed interviews, observation field notes and teacher reflections several
times. We examined the notes and transcripts individually as well as collectively,
as we shared our findings and interpretations with each other. When analysing the
gathered material, we followed a loose qualitative coding procedure by organising
the data into different categories and themes. This facilitated the identification of
the main concepts so that we could relate them to the identified themes, make
comparisons, contrast views and divide them into differences and similarities.

In the next section, we present and discuss the outcomes and elaborate on the
teaching strategies that served to initialise an open-ended and enquiry-based
approach which triggers curiosity and critical thinking.
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Results

Historical contextualisation (establishing narratives and source criticism)
One theme that emerged in several observations, concerned the fact that it proved
very difficult for the students to identify the meanings of the sources, including
recognising the author’s purpose, credibility and authority. In one case, the
students did not recognise the different levels of credibility of established public
service media such as the Danish Broadcasting Corporation, and random web
sources. The students did know how to find and check the author’s name,
credentials, affiliations etc., but to understand the motive and origin of the source
(i.e., one of the central aspects of source evaluation and criticism), they needed to
have more information concerning the background of the source and the historical
context (which was often provided by the teacher). In general, the students
required additional contextual knowledge in order to understand the societal
implications of alternative narratives. Ideally, as for all history topics, content
knowledge should not be separated from narratives. Yet, we found this to be
especially important when dealing with conspiracy theories, as the motive aspect
IS so important when establishing why some actors believe in and propagate
certain alternative explanations.

That being said, we also observed a lesson during which the students engaged
in source criticism at a very high level by, for example, comparing pseudo-science
theories to scientific methods and, thus, introducing several perspectives into the
teaching. The students were introduced to the principle of verification/falsifi-
cation in science, as developed by Karl Popper, and some of them appeared to
understand that principle to some extent, although they admitted in the interviews
that it had been the most difficult theory to deal with during the course. At this
point, many students became aware of how certain conspiracy theories are
difficult to falsify and, in many ways, linked to political ideologies.

A presentation given by an individual student provided an example of the
exemplary performance of the scientific argument. The student seemed to have
widespread knowledge of various conspiracy theories gained through the Internet
and social media. He presented a theory about Adolf Hitler surviving the Second
World War. First, he presented various theories about Hitler’s escape to South
America and discussed how eyewitnesses had apparently seen and taken pictures
of the Fihrer. He then rejected the theory based on the work of historians and
backed by a well-chosen quote from a leading expert in the field. All in all, an
exemplary academic procedure and critical review was performed by a student
aged just 14. When the teacher asked the student what he would consider to be a
true account, the student provided a very surprising answer: He believed that
Hitler did survive the war and managed to escape! One would hope that the critical
tools gained through teaching would with time enable this student and his peers
to adopt a more critical perspective on things they find online.
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The role of the teacher in classroom discussions

Teaching controversial issues and, in particular, conspiracy theories in history
lessons required that the teachers adopted a teaching role that differed from the
way they usually conducted themselves in the classroom. This became clear quite
early on in the research. When dealing with controversial issues, the students not
only gained content knowledge, they also needed to engage in thought processes
that involved higher-order thinking as well as methodological approaches that
amounted to source criticism. For both teachers involved in the study, it was very
important to reflect on their own approaches and roles in the classroom, particu-
larly during the classroom discussions that they wanted to facilitate in such a way
that the focus was on the students’ thought processes, questioning and argu-
mentation. Facilitation became a byword for the teachers when they reflected
upon their role. As one of the teachers reported prior to the course, she considered
her role to be “more than just a teacher” and rather a “nurturing facilitator” whose
most important skill was enhancing the students’ productive critical thinking and
helping to develop their empathy and commitment to societal issues.

Both teachers facilitated and engaged in an open-ended dialogue. It became
obvious during the observations that, by remaining open and merely acting as
facilitators, the teachers succeeded in fostering a classroom atmosphere in which
the students felt secure when participating and expressing views. In particular,
one of the teachers sometimes challenged the students’ viewpoints and beliefs by
either adopting an oppositional stance or introducing conflicting perspectives
from different actors and encouraging the students to use reasoned arguments.
This practice was well received by the students. Indeed, during the interviews,
they gave their teacher credit for openly handling disagreements and different
views on the matter without imposing judgements on their contributions.

In the prior literature, there is widespread consensus as to the crucial role
played by the teacher when approaching controversial issues (Oulton et al., 2004a,
2004b; Philpott et al., 2011; Yacek, 2018), but is there such a thing as an appro-
priate or ideal teacher role? By examining our classroom observations and the
transcripts of the teachers’ interviews, it became evident that it is important to
adopt an appreciative and inquisitive, yet not judgemental, role that allows for the
students’ views and arguments to be in focus. However, the teacher, as a facili-
tator, should not simply act as a silent listener. Indeed, being a “nurturant facili-
tator” (as Lockwood, 1995, p. 29 describes it) implies taking up students’ view-
points, discussing them in the classroom and raising new questions. The teachers
were aware that they played an important role in developing their students’ views
and critical reasoning skills. They admitted that they did not always feel adequate-
ly prepared to teach conspiracy theories, although they found the topic to be
highly relevant. One of the teachers described the process of becoming aware of
how he could guide the students and help them to establish a historical context
without imposing his own views, although he found maintaining the balance
between staying neutral and guiding the students to be very challenging. The
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teaching of conspiracy theories might not correspond particularly well with some
teachers’ need to maintain control and to stay in charge of planned classroom
activities.

One of the main dilemmas that almost all teachers face when teaching about
these issues, is how to deal with the controversial aspects of such issues: Should
the teacher avoid adopting a stance and disguise their own biases or is the teacher
obliged to point out problematic perspectives and openly reject potentially harm-
ful conspiracy theories (e.g., Philpott et al., 2011)? The teachers were very aware
of this dilemma, and they characterised the teaching of conspiracy theories as
involving constant self-reflection and the weighing of the pros and cons of
different roles. Teacher self-reflection, teacher self-evaluation and discussions
with colleagues were found to be particularly useful strategies for handling the
dilemma.

Teaching strategies

One class showed additional signs of intellectual curiosity. In this case, the teacher
had adapted a problem- and enquiry-based approach that encouraged the students
to explore their own ideas, gave them extra credit for engaging in the discussion,
and offered them opportunities to pose their own questions. This approach was
applied when the teacher wanted the students to ask questions about the inner
conflicts within narratives or conflicting explanations of events. The teacher even
revealed to the students that he was also going through the process of exploring
the complexity of conspiracies and reflecting on their societal consequences and,
further, that he found it fascinating to be on the same journey as his students as
the course developed. To teach conspiracy theories, both teachers had to follow a
different approach and plan lessons differently. One of the two participating
teachers, who had many years of teaching experience, remarked:

If you compare this topic to a more classical history topic, you typically have your
textbook, a teacher’s guide and a clear teaching strategy: You know how the lesson
should begin and how it ends. We did not have any of that in this course. It’s like moving
into open space with your students and trying to launch something that triggers their
engagement with the content.

This was not considered to be frustrating. On the contrary, this teacher quite
enjoyed reflecting on his approach to planning, although he admitted that teaching
conspiracy theories was challenging and time consuming because he had no text-
book and so had to find materials and activities himself: “If | teach a topic such
as the Great War, | know 90% of the time which questions and answers the
students will come up with. In this topic, | have no idea at all what is going to
happen.” To their credit, both teachers exhibited a very flexible approach to lesson
planning, which involved taking a step back every time the students were unable
to establish a historical context or failed to fully comprehend the impact or contro-
versy of a particular theory. Each lesson was unpredictable, as the teachers never
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quite knew which questions would arise or how the students would respond to the
material. The teaching of conspiracy theories, therefore, stresses the importance
of a high level of flexibility when didacting, planning and carrying out classroom
activities.

Historical reflection and level of motivation

All the students reported that they enjoyed learning about conspiracy theories and,
further, that it was the most interesting topic they had dealt with when studying
history. Early on in the course, the teachers realised that they could capitalise on
the students’ interest in conspiracy theories and their obsession with the truth.
This made it easier to introduce relatively complex historical topics and periods
such as the Kennedy era and the assassination of John F. Kennedy, the psycho-
logical interplay between the superpowers during the Cold War when competing
to be the first nation to set foot on the Moon, and the international conflicts that
evolved in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror attack. The high levels of student
motivation were confirmed in our classroom observations and in the teachers’
interviews. A clear majority of students were actively participating in the class-
room discussions as well as in the group work. Many stressed that they enjoyed
participating in the discussions. One student remarked, “There were no incorrect
answers, only different viewpoints and interpretations”. The student further ex-
plained that they [the students] were often reluctant to speak up in the classroom
due to a general fear that the teacher would criticise an answer, whereas when
dealing with controversy, they felt that they could freely construct answers that
would at least be taken into consideration by both the teacher and their classmates
as a reasonable contribution. The motivational impact was also evident in the
engagement that many students demonstrated with the content during group work.
Most students expressed a desire to learn more about the topic and to explore more
conspiratorial content. It was observed that the students sometimes even con-
tinued the discussion after the lesson.

In addition to the very positive response from the students in terms of their
motivation and curiosity, it also became clear that the material proved intellect-
tually challenging for them. This was especially true when dealing with the “inner
logic’ of conspiracy theories, including their narrative and rhetorical strategies,
the underlying societal and social conflicts, and even the power aspects of many
alternative theories (see Robertson, 2016). Both teachers included a task where
the students were asked to create their own conspiracy theories. This was intended
to encourage reflection on aspects such as motives, to appeal to the emotions and
to question how they could convince their classmates of the alternative ‘truth’.
The students came up with different kinds of theories. Some of them were banal,
merely touching upon the entertaining aspects of the famous person disappearing
type of conspiracy, while others were quite elaborate and inspired by recent events
in the local community involving individuals with high reputation and power.
Neither of the teachers fully rejected the more banal theories, although they
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encouraged the students to dig a bit deeper into the narrative aspect and inner logic
of their theories. Some students did realise that their theories were a bit “thin” and,
further, that for theories to resonate, there must be some political, social or cultural
conflict involved.

A rather surprising finding concerned an apparent bias related to the students’
gender. Many of the boys in the three classes were clearly attracted to the
entertaining and more controversial aspects of the conspiracy theories that they
were already familiar with (e.g., the Illuminati or 9/11 theories). The girls, how-
ever, were clearly more sceptical towards any explanation that challenged official
narratives. We did not design our study to examine gender differences, so any
conclusions based on this finding can only be rather vague. It may be that teenage
boys are more drawn towards alternative stories and to views that question
authority and, further, that they may be more exposed to controversial conspiracy-
related media content that captures their attention (see e.g. Mogensen & Rand,
2019). These assumptions are worth mentioning, as they correspond to a major
concern reported by one of the teachers. The teacher was increasingly worried
about his students’ existential involvement in the theories, which prompted him
to remark, “What if my students find the guy who dares to question the authorities
really cool and start believing in conspiracy theories?”” This ethical concern was
justified, as the boys’ attitude towards certain theories demonstrated. When asked
during the interviews about the most important thing they had learned from
dealing with the topic of conspiracy theories, one of the male students answered,
“To be critical and not believe in everything. It is so easy to get people to believe
in all sorts of things and to create false evidence.” Even though this male student
admitted the importance of critical source evaluation, he and a classmate later
both stated that the 9/11 terror attack was a ‘false flag operation’ carried out by
the US administration, and that it is necessary to be critical of any official expla-
nations. We did not identify this openness to alternative theories among the female
students, who maintained a critical perspective favouring the authoritative expla-
nation of events.

Controversy as a trigger for curiosity and critical thinking

Within some prior studies concerning controversial issues in teaching, there
seems to be a widespread idea that introducing controversial issues as part of the
curriculum helps students to achieve greater critical awareness. Accordingly,
teaching issues of a politically, religious or emotionally sensitive nature plays an
important role in preparing young people for participation in society, not least
because it strengthens their ability to engage in democratic dialogue with people
whose views differ from their own (Oulton et al., 2004a; Hess, 2009; Philpott et
al., 2011). Critical thinking is highlighted as both a useful tool and an important
skill that is promoted by teaching controversial topics (Oulton et al., 2004a;
Cowan & Maitles, 2012). Yet, dealing with controversial issues does not auto-
matically lead to more rational, unanimous or fair explanations of historical
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phenomena. In fact, it is important to emphasise students’ reflection on the exis-
tential consequences for society of individual human choices (see also Bertucio,
2016; Hartsell & Harden, 2016; Zigler, 2016). This creates space for contradic-
tions, complexities and alternative narratives to be central to reflections in the
classroom rather than simply allowing for a discussion that is aimed at uncovering
the truth.

When the students considered how it was possible to communicate with people
on the Moon in 1969 or why many Americans just do not believe the official
explanations behind the Moon landing, they touched upon the aspect of a will to
believe: “Why not just choose to believe it?”, as one female student remarked.

Sometimes, the students were sceptical of both the conspiracy theories and the
official explanations:

Boy: Why would they spend so much money if it was fake?
Girl: Maybe it was worth spending so much money.
(Comments from a discussion about the Moon landing in 1969)

Boy: Why are there no conspiracy theories about other terrorist activities, for example,
in France, etc.?
(Comment from a discussion on 9/11)

One boy remarked that it would be interesting to know whether Hitler succeeded
in fleeing to Argentina: “It makes sense because Josef Mengele succeeded, he
escaped after all.” Moreover, the students simply expressed their doubts when
they felt seduced by arguments:

Boy 1: You say it may well be true, that you would easily believe him,
Girl: [continues] Yes, you will also have your doubts.
(Comments from a discussion about the Moon landing in 1969)

Boy 1: Well, for example, those scientists who offer their conspiracy theory, backed up
by some absolutely incomprehensible facts, by some really difficult words, which you
might feel seduced by, thinking he probably knows...

Boy 2 [interrupts]: Yes, exactly, and then you fall into a trap when there is a really wise
scientist, who presents all sorts of facts and such. In that case, you could easily think
that it could well be true.

(Comment from a discussion on 9/11)

These examples demonstrate a classroom discussion in which there was room for
critical thinking and search for complexities. Yet, they also confirm an existential
Bildung aspect in which the students reflected on fundamental complexities and
contradictions within their understanding, thereby forming part of a larger
historical cultural framework.
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Concluding remarks

The teaching of topics such as conspiracy theories undoubtedly has curricular
relevance for history teaching at the lower secondary level. Introducing contro-
versial topics involving alternative narratives concerning historic as well as
present-day events and phenomena not only provides students with content
knowledge but also engages them in classroom discussions about how historical
narratives are established. Further, it encourages critical thinking about why
different actors believe in alternative narratives and the extent to which they
succeed in convincing the public of their ideas. Our data confirm that when
applying an open discussion- and enquiry-based teaching approach in which
students’ curiosity is acknowledged, the students are highly motivated and
participate actively. Within this approach, the question of What is actually true?,
however intriguing it may be, becomes secondary to the understanding of how
alternative narratives co-exist and, at times, collide or even conflict and, above
all, how they influence our worldviews. Our data also show how lower secondary
students respond to conspiracy theories as well as how they deal with the
intriguing aspects of alternative narratives.

Some students showed clear signs of critical reasoning and thinking, particu-
larly when investigating who is most prone to believing in conspiracy theories
and reflecting on why that is the case. However, other students, in particular the
male ones, became fascinated with the anti-authoritative aspects of some con-
spiracy theories. This raises an ethical concern when dealing with conspiracy
theories in the classroom, which is reflected in the teachers’ concern about their
own role as adult role models.

We conclude that, if students are to engage in critical thinking, teachers must
help them to establish a historical context and support them when applying
historical methods, that is, source criticism. Introducing alternative narratives in
lower secondary history teaching is not an easy task, as it both challenges
traditional teacher roles and demands flexible lesson planning.

Both teachers chose to pursue an open-ended and appreciative dialogue so that
their students could investigate the arguments behind the theories, discuss them
and draw their own conclusions. We consider that this strategy is vital for the
existential Bildung aspects of dealing with this topic, as it opens up the complex
aspects of the use of history. The teaching of conspiracy theories represents an
ideal opportunity for history teachers to let their students explore how alternative
narratives touch upon important aspects of the existential conditions of society,
science and everyday life in a morally and ethically fragmented landscape.
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