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Abstract: Multiperspectivity in the classroom is both applauded and problematized, yet its learning
potential remains, to some extent, inexplicit. Drawing on boundary crossing theory, this study aims
to explicate the learning potential of discussing controversial topics (e.g., discrimination, organ
donation) in the classroom from multiple perspectives. Cross-case analyses of interviews and
classroom observations of eleven experienced teachers lead to distinguishing academic and personal
approaches to multiperspectivity. When a teacher’s approach was not aligned with their students’
approach to multiperspectivity the learning potential of multiperspectivity became limited. We
postulate that both approaches have strengths and weaknesses and that navigating between an
academic and a personal approach is most conducive to fostering learning through multiperspectivity.
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1. Introduction

Concerns about polarization in society are increasing [1,2]. As is typical, solutions
to the problem are being sought in education. It is recommended that teachers discuss
controversial topics with students to teach them to cope with conflicting perspectives.
Employing different perspectives (i.e., multiperspectivity) in classroom discussions about
controversial, potentially polarizing, topics can enhance students’ self-awareness of their
own perspectives, stimulate coping with divergent perspectives, and encourage acknowl-
edgment rather than judgement of other perspectives [3–6]. However, teachers struggle
with discussing controversial topics (e.g., COVID-19, the Holocaust, and climate change) be-
cause of the value-laden and seemingly incommensurable differences between perspectives
characterizing current debates around controversial topics [7,8].

Previous studies have focused on different aspects—general guidelines, argumenta-
tion, and specific historical content (e.g., [9–12])—of teaching controversial topics with
multiperspectivity, or on the friction produced by conflicting perspectives [13,14]. The
question of how teachers can educationalize the friction between different perspectives to
stimulate and create potential for learning is what we wish to explore further.

In this study, we draw on boundary crossing theory as a uniquely suited theoretical
lens to explicate different ways in which differences can be (made) productive. Building on
previous literature [15,16], we developed a conceptual framework detailing the mechanisms
whereby multiperspectivity can be made educational. We performed a cross-case analysis
of classroom observations and interviews (cf. [17]) with eleven experienced secondary
education teachers in the Netherlands. Knowledge of how teachers approach multiper-
spectivity in their lesson designs and enactments when discussing controversial topics can
help develop professional learning trajectories for teachers and enhance the benefits of em-
ploying different perspectives [18], as mentioned above. Before describing our conceptual
approach, we first define multiperspectivity in relation to controversial topics.
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2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. Multiperspectivity

The Latin root of the word perspective is ‘perspectus’, which means ‘to look through’.
In this paper, the word perspective refers to the way in which a subject perceives an object;
for instance, a (controversial) topic. Because a subject is always positioned in a specific
temporal and sociocultural context, an object is always perceived relative to the vantage
point of the viewer. Multiperspectivity, then, refers to how different subjects give meaning
to an object.

In any given classroom discussion, different types of perspectives can be distinguished.
First, there are the individual perspectives of students or of the teacher, although the
latter may not always share their personal stance on the discussed topic [7,11]. Second,
there are societal perspectives (e.g., associated with politicians, interest groups, and the
media), which can be represented in the classroom via artifacts (e.g., sources) or via
individual actors (students, teachers) revoicing a particular societal perspective. Individual
perspectives of students and teachers (in the classroom) are construed and influenced by
societal perspectives (outside the classroom).

A topic (object) becomes controversial when different value-laden perspectives are
difficult to reconcile. For instance, a student’s own perspective may be unaligned with the
societal perspective of a politician (outside the classroom) or another student’s perspective
(inside the classroom), causing friction. Controversial issues can be defined as the types
of topics that divide society and plausibly classrooms, with conflicting explanations and
solutions based on different values [19].

It is well documented that discussing controversial topics in the classroom can be
challenging for teachers due to factors such as the fear of the emotional reactions of
students and (social) pressure to teach certain values [20,21]. Moreover, tension caused by
controversial topics can result in students becoming passive in a discussion or decreasingly
willing to listen to other students [22]. In extreme cases, it can trigger aggressive reactions
toward other students and teachers [23].

Despite these challenges, many scholars propose that education should involve teach-
ing controversial topics because students need to practice skills such as argumentation
and critically evaluating their own and others’ opinions [4,6]. Moreover, students can
learn to interact respectfully with other perspectives because school is an environment
where students can be nudged to come into contact with conflicting perspectives [24,25].
Although little is known about why teachers struggle with conflicting perspectives, much
less is known about how teachers can educationalize the friction between different perspec-
tives [15]. As a conceptual lens with which to study the learning potential of engaging with
conflicting perspectives, we will use boundary crossing theory.

2.2. Learning from Differences

Boundary crossing theory seems uniquely suited to explicate the learning potential of
discussing different perspectives, as it explicitly conceptualizes learning as follows:

a process that involves multiple perspectives and multiple parties. Such an
understanding is different from most theories on learning that, first, often focus
on a vertical process of progression in knowledge or capabilities (of an individual,
group, or organization) within a specific domain and, second, often do not address
aspects of heterogeneity or multiplicity within this learning process. [15] (p. 137)

More specifically, boundary crossing theory recognizes that differences can be dis-
ruptive in ongoing (inter)actions in and outside the classroom but that they should not
therefore be avoided, as it is precisely these disruptions that carry learning potential. A
review of the literature on boundary crossing revealed four mechanisms by which differ-
ences between positions, persons, practices, and, in our view, perspectives can be (made)
productive: identification, coordination, reflection, and transformation [15,16]. Building
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on these original conceptualizations, Table 1 shows our definitions of boundary crossing
learning mechanisms when pertaining to different perspectives in the classroom.

Table 1. Learning mechanisms of multiperspectivity.

Learning Mechanism Definition

Identification
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2.3. Learning Mechanisms

When discussing controversial topics with students, ‘identification’ refers to coming to
know what the diverse (societal) perspectives are about in relation to one another. These can
be (societal) perspectives that are valued in society and that otherwise might lie outside the
scope of students. With identification, the boundaries (i.e., classification, limits) and compo-
sitions (i.e., opinions, arguments) of different perspectives are made explicit (i.e., portrayed
to the class). For example, a teacher asks students to (collaboratively) list the different
(societal) perspectives surrounding vaccination in terms of, say, opinions, arguments, and
interest groups related to them. When discussing these different (societal) perspectives, the
students identify (possibly with support) differences between each (societal) perspective.

‘Coordination’ in discussing controversial topics refers to the students and/or the
teacher creating cooperative and routinized exchanges between perspectives surrounding a
controversial topic, typically supported by materials. This could mean, for example, using
a debate format when discussing vaccination, as the rules of debate facilitate the efficient
and effective exchange of arguments between the pro- and contra-groups.

The ‘reflection’ mechanism refers to growing awareness, understanding, and apprecia-
tion of different perspectives via perspective making and perspective taking. Perspective
making is the process of sense making of the introduced (societal) perspective. For exam-
ple, after it is clear what the pro-vaccination group stands for, a student forms his own
perspective towards this perspective. Perspective taking is viewing a perspective from
another perspective. This could mean, for example, arguing from the perspective of the
pro-vaccination group why the contra-vaccination group is wrong, and vice versa. This is
how a student takes a perspective to reflect on another perspective. Through perspective
making and taking, students can become more self-aware about how perspectives towards
a controversial topic are positioned in relation to other perspectives.

The ‘transformation’ mechanism is the collaborative development of a hybridized
perspective, laden with characteristics of multiple relevant (societal) perspectives. For
example, a ‘prudent’ perspective on vaccination takes form, which contains arguments in
favor as well as against and is sensitive to personal circumstances that may affect which
arguments are valued most.

2.4. Present Study

Several authors have proposed that students can benefit from learning about contro-
versial topics from different perspectives [3,11,19,26]; however, the ways in which teachers
can educationalize the friction that is produced between conflicting perspectives in order
to stimulate learning should be investigated further [14]. Drawing on boundary cross-
ing theory, this study aims to explicate the learning potential of discussing controversial
topics. To research if and how teachers approach multiperspectivity and educationalize
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friction between multiple perspectives, we studied eleven teachers with experience in
teaching controversial topics. Our research question is as follows: How do experienced
teachers approach (i.e., design and enact) learning from multiperspectivity when discussing
controversial topics in the classroom?

3. Method
3.1. Design

We analyzed the approaches to multiperspectivity with a cross-case design, observing
teachers’ enactment during their lessons, accompanied by teachers’ explanations of the
intended designs reported in interviews.

3.2. Participants

To answer the research question, we purposefully selected [27] 11 cases from a larger
study on teaching controversial topics in the Netherlands. All 11 teachers taught a subject
suitable for the discussion of controversial topics (e.g., social sciences, religious education,
and history) in secondary education, where teaching about controversy is part of the
citizenship curriculum for secondary education in the Netherlands. All teachers had prior
experience in teaching controversial topics, as teachers with limited experience can be more
uncomfortable discussing controversial topics in the classroom [28].

Table 2 shows that our participants were eight males and three females with teaching
experience ranging from two to twenty-seven years. Two of the teachers had a bicultural
background (i.e., Sem and Erin). The teachers taught prevocational (lasting four years),
general secondary (lasting five years), and preuniversity education (lasting six years) in a
range of subjects: social sciences, history, Dutch language, religious education, and global
politics. Four classrooms could be typified as monocultural and eight as multicultural.
Table 2 also lists the different controversial topics (selected by the teachers) discussed in
each classroom.

3.3. Instruments

All of the teachers designed and enacted a lesson with multiple perspectives on a
controversial topic and consented to be filmed and interviewed afterwards.

Teachers taught a lesson on a controversial topic using a multiperspective approach.
The teachers received minimal instruction and had free choice in designing their lessons.
They were unaware of our theoretical framework, such that our research would not influ-
ence their approach to multiperspectivity. The lessons lasted between 50 and 70 min and
were videotaped.

The interviews were conducted immediately after the teachers taught their lessons.
Semi-structured interviews were used, with mostly open-ended questions to elicit the
participants to share how they approached multiperspectivity [29]. The first part of the
interview focused on the design of the lesson; for example, the researcher asked ‘What
goals did you have in mind when designing this lesson?’ and ‘Is there a link between the
design and your idea of multiperspectivity?’ Afterwards, the interview focused on the
teachers’ enactment during teaching; for instance, the researcher asked ‘What perspectives
have you incorporated in your lesson?’ and ‘Were there moments where perspectives
caused friction?’

The observation and interview were piloted with one teacher; this verified that the
questions provoked answers relating to how teachers approached multiperspectivity during
their lessons.
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Table 2. Overview of cases.

Teacher Level Subject Students Controversial Topic Prominent Approach Friction in Approach

Jordan Pre-vocational year 2
Age: 13–14 Social science Multicultural Israel-Palestine Conflict Academic Yes

Kayden Pre-vocational year 4
Age: 15–16 Social sciences Multicultural Discrimination Personal

Zachery General year 4
Age:15–16 History Multicultural Slavery Personal

Andrew General year 5
Age: 16–17 Social sciences Multicultural Tolerance Academic←→ Personal

Olivia Pre-university year 1
Age: 12–13 Dutch Language Multicultural Cyberbullying Academic

Reggie Pre-university year 1
Age: 12–13 Dutch language Monocultural Pluralist Society Academic

Ray Pre-university year 2
Age: 13–14 Religious education Multicultural Religious Feast & Organ Donation Academic←→ Personal Yes

Sem Pre-university year 4
Age: 15–16 Global politics Multicultural Terrorism Academic←→Personal

Clem Pre-university year 4
Age: 15–16 Dutch language Monocultural State of the Human Being Personal

Erin Pre-university year 5
Age: 16–17 Social sciences Monocultural Multicultural Society Academic

Alice Pre-university year 5
Age: 16-17 History Monocultural Holocaust Academic→ Personal Yes

Note. All teacher names are fictional; Note1. The one-sided arrow (→) indicates a shift from one prominent approach towards another during the lesson; Note2. The two-sided arrow
(←→) indicates the teacher shifting between approaches during the lesson.
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3.4. Procedure and Data Collection

Before their lessons were observed, teachers were asked to provide active consent
from themselves and their students, as well as passive consent from their students’ parents.
After the consent was given, the teachers invited the researchers to observe their lesson
on their self-chosen topic when it was convenient for them to give the lesson, as this
improves ecological validity [30]. The observations and the interviews were recorded and
transcribed afterwards.

3.5. Data Analyses

The cross-case design allowed for describing particularities within cases (as each class-
room is unique), but also to detect meaningful patterns across cases [30]. The within-case
analysis began with immersion in the observations and interviews. All of the lessons were
then analyzed using the learning mechanisms (i.e., identification, coordination, reflection,
and transformation) defined in our theoretical framework as sensitizing concepts to explore
how the teachers approached multiperspectivity [31]. A learning mechanism was identified
when a teacher or student explicitly stated something about a (societal) perspective on the
controversial topic being discussed. For instance, when a teacher asked students to take a
perspective during a debate, the section was coded as ‘reflection’. As meaningful excerpts
were selected, the lengths of coded fragments differed. When multiple learning mechanisms
were identified, we coded the fragment with all corresponding learning mechanisms.

After coding the lessons, we analyzed the interviews using the following sensitizing
concepts to gain more insight into how teachers approached multiperspectivity: teachers’
goals in using multiperspectivity, the design of the lesson, perspectives introduced, teachers’
intended pedagogies, and learning mechanisms. Thereafter, we made data displays [32] of
each case (combining the observations with the interviews) that contained the following
elements: the controversial topic, different perspectives used during the lesson, learning
mechanisms during the lesson, and a short description of the lesson. In creating these
data displays we noted how the kinds of perspectives discussed (i.e., societal or personal)
and the ways in which they were discussed (i.e., with what learning mechanisms) seemed
to be intertwined with the teachers’ goals for multiperspectivity. Further exploring this
data-informed postulation, in the subsequent cross-case analysis we explored meaningful
patterns that integrated teachers’ goals, perspectives, and learning mechanisms, as reflected
in the design and enactment. We were able to distinguish two qualitatively different ap-
proaches to multiperspectivity, with corresponding differences in learning mechanisms (or
how multiperspectivity was educationalized); see Table 3, which will be further discussed
in the results section.

This study could not rely on standardized procedures of qualitative data analyses that
are mainly suited for analyses limited to a single data source and/or the coding of clear-
cut categories, which is not how the boundary crossing learning mechanisms should be
seen [15]. Instead, to assess the quality of the study, an independent researcher conducted
a summative audit to assess the credibility, comprehensibility, and acceptability [33] of our
comprehensive, iterative analytical approach. The auditor was able to understand all of the
steps in our analysis and agreed with our substantiated decisions during the process.
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Table 3. The design and enactment of the academic and personal approach to multiperspectivity.

Learning Mechanism (Definition) Design Enactment

Identification (Coming to know what the different perspectives constitute in relation to one another)
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4. Results

We were able to distinguish two different approaches to multiperspectivity in terms of
how the teachers designed and then acted during the lessons. We have conceptualized these
two approaches as academic and personal approaches to multiperspectivity. We found
that when teachers approach multiperspectivity academically, they focus on exploring
predetermined societal perspectives (i.e., identification) with students and teach them to
argue for and from these predetermined societal perspectives (i.e., reflection). In contrast,
when teachers approached multiperspectivity personally, they focused on teaching stu-
dents to formulate their own perspectives and to listen, respect and empathize with the
perspectives of peers (i.e., reflection), while exploring the different perspectives among
students in an open discussion (i.e., identification). Table 2 displays which approach was
most prominent during the design of the lesson and during enactment, when teaching, for
all 11 of the teachers studied. In four lessons only the academic approach was identified
(i.e., Jordan, Olivia, Reggie, and Erin) and in three lessons only the personal approach
came to the fore (i.e., Kayden, Zachery, and Clem). In the other four lessons (un)intended
navigations between approaches were identified (i.e., Alice, Andrew, Ray, and Sem).

Below, we will start by describing the two approaches with illustrations from the data.
Subsequently, we will turn to the (un)intended navigations between the academic and
personal approaches. Finally, we will explain how teachers dealt with the explicit friction
between approaches that occurred during the lessons—see the last column of Table 2.

4.1. The Academic Approach

When approaching multiperspectivity academically, predetermined (societal) per-
spectives are explored. For instance, Jordan, who discussed the Israel–Palestine conflict,
mentioned that in his lesson design the goal was that ‘students need to be able to give an
argument for both sides of the conflict’. This goal relates to the identification mechanism:
understanding the differences between societal perspectives (‘both sides’). He designed
his lesson in advance using a structured format—a debate—for exchanging perspectives,
whereby he assigned each student either to the pro- or to the contra-group. Jordan’s choice
illustrates how the goals of an academic approach to multiperspectivity—exploring the
boundaries of predetermined societal perspectives (i.e., identification) and learning to
adopt a perspective (i.e., reflection)—resulted in using a debate (i.e., coordination). Olivia
also opted for a debate in her lesson on cyberbullying, and described how she structured
exchanges between perspectives: ‘I will give the floor to the student who starts; if someone
of the other group would like to respond, he rises and the first student finishes his sentence,
takes a seat and someone else can rise, is that clear?’ In doing so, Olivia routinized the ex-
changes between perspectives (i.e., coordination). Within the academic approach, teachers
themselves seemed to be the facilitators for the routinized exchange between perspectives.
For example, Reggie used short phrases during the debate on a pluralist society to shift
between the perspectives that are introduced by the for and against groups in the debate
(e.g., ‘John, what do you think?’). After the debate, teachers who approached multiper-
spectivity academically contemplated the arguments given together with the students. We
consider this to be part of the reflection mechanism because it appreciates the arguments
constituting the perspectives. Teachers combine this reflection on the perspectives with an
evaluation of how the perspective taking (i.e., reflection) went. The importance of teaching
this skill is stressed by Olivia, who even stopped the students in the middle of a debate, as
seen in the sequence below:

Olivia: ‘And stop, why is it funny, no, the other way around, what did you think
of this debate if you compare it to the debate we had earlier?’

Student 1: ‘Well, I believe they did not respond to each other’s arguments’.

Olivia: ‘Yeah, that is strange, isn’t it?’
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Student 2: ‘Because of that the debate got stuck, because people were defending
their perspective while it was not really under attack’.

Olivia: ‘Yeah, but both groups did that, right?’

Student 2: ‘Yeah’.

We consider this to be an example of the reflection mechanism because it gives the
students a growing awareness of how perspectives relate to one another.

4.2. The Personal Approach

Teachers who approached multiperspectivity personally focused on exploring stu-
dents’ own perspectives. For instance, Andrew mentions that when designing a goal for
his lesson on tolerance he wanted to ‘make students aware of their bubble and let them
rethink their stance’. Andrew used the personal approach to multiperspectivity to teach his
students to make their own perspectives and rethink their stances with their growing aware-
ness of other perspectives (i.e., reflection). While teachers approaching multiperspectivity
academically mostly used structured formats, teachers who approached multiperspectivity
personally tended to keep their lessons more open. As Andrew said, he ‘would just let it
happen’. Like teachers approaching multiperspectivity academically, teachers approaching
multiperspectivity personally act as facilitators for routinized exchanges between the per-
spectives held by individual students; however, teachers approaching multiperspectivity
personally cooperate with their students to support them in forming their own perspectives
before shifting to the next perspective. An example of this appears below in a sequence of
Clem’s lesson on the current state of the world:

Clem: ‘Alright, student 1, are you now doubting?’

Student 2: ‘Well, I still stand in the same place, but what I found did nuance my
perspective’.

Clem: ‘Explain’.

Student 2: ‘I had as an argument increasing healthcare and I still believe it is
mostly positive, but I also found some certain negative effects’.

Clem: ‘What did you find?’

Student 2: ‘Well, elderly care in the Netherlands is not that good, there is insuffi-
cient staff to take care of the elderly’.

Clem: ‘Alright, so that nuanced your perspective on healthcare, because there are
things that could be better?’

Student 2: ‘Yes’.

Aside from being an example of coordination, this sequence also shows how per-
spective making (i.e., reflection) takes place; however, this can also be seen as a rare
example of the transformation mechanism, because Clem invites his students to make a
new hybridized perspective.

4.3. Navigating between Approaches

Alice is an example of a teacher who made a shift in approach while teaching. She
shifted from a predominantly academic approach to multiperspectivity towards a more
personal approach. The lesson started with different societal perspectives on the Holocaust
(e.g., resistance fighter, collaborator) and she then forced students to take one of these
actors’ perspectives and engage in role-play. We consider this an academic approach to
multiperspectivity. After this role-play, in which the students were to enact one of those
actors, the students were asked to give their personal opinions about the actors that they
played. We consider this a personal approach to multiperspectivity.

Some teachers continuously navigate between both approaches. For instance, Sem
navigates between the approaches during a discussion of the definition of terrorism with
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his class. Sem approached the start of the lesson personally by asking his students the
following question: ‘Take 5 min. I would like you to go to the classroom on Padlet and
upload your own definition of terrorism’. He invites students to (re)make their own
perspectives on terrorism (i.e., reflection). When the class starts discussing the students’
different perspectives on terrorism, Sem navigates to a more academic approach. First,
he points out what science says about terrorism; then, Sam invites his students to think
of how their position in society will influence how they think of terrorism. For instance,
he asks ‘How does one distinguish between a terrorist and a freedom fighter?’ By asking
this question Sam wanted to point out that who is perceived as terrorist can be different
depending on one’s positionality in time and place. He then finished his lesson by using
a personal approach by asking his students to think again about their prior definition of
terrorism and to note whether it has changed because of the discussion.

4.4. Friction between Approaches

When a teacher’s approach to multiperspectivity is unaligned with their students’, this
can cause friction between the students’ own perspectives and the teacher’s educational
goals. This friction between a teacher and their students can occur deliberately or unex-
pectedly. In the case of Jordan, who discussed the Israel–Palestine conflict, it happened
deliberately. Jordan assigned a student to take the pro-Israel perspective during a debate,
while knowing that this student was pro-Palestine. During the interview Jordan explained
the following:

‘I knew that some students have a firm opinion on this conflict; everything Israeli
or Jewish is bad and everything Arabic or Palestinian is good. I have chosen to
group them in the pro-Israeli group, because I think that is most beneficial for
these students.’

The sequence below shows the interaction between Jordan and this student and the
lack of alignment between how they approached multiperspectivity:

Jordan: ‘Well, listen, you must argue why the Arabian Liga have escalated the
conflict’.

Student: ‘Are you mad or something? The Jews do that!’

Jordan: ‘You think the Jews do that, but. . .’

Student: ‘Everyone thinks that. It’s a fact!’

Jordan: ‘No, that is not a fact. . .’

Student: ‘It is a fact that the Israelites do that’.

Jordan: ‘What I would like to achieve is that you learn to understand another
perspective so you can develop yourself further’.

Student: ‘Yeah, but that is against the Palestinians?’

Jordan: ‘No, you cannot mention that so straightforwardly; you will have to find
proof of conflicting occurrences between the Arabic Liga and Israel. You could
say that the Arabian Liga attacked Israel to secure Islam, so search for. . .’

Student: ‘The Jews are the problem, the Jews. Well, you will have a good Jew
Amongst them all, but they also say that about Moroccans’.

Jordan:‘That some people react like that does not say you should do it as well. I
try to teach you to look at the situation from another perspective’.

This example shows that the student refuses to take the pro-Israel perspective
(i.e., reflection), despite Jordan’s attempts. The student seemingly approaches multiperspec-
tivity personally, because the pro-Israel perspective seemed to cause friction with his own
perspective. This lack of alignment between Jordan and the student in their approach to
multiperspectivity seemed to be counterproductive for Jordan’s goal of perspective taking
(i.e., reflection) and possibly hampered the learning process of the student.
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In the case of Alice, friction between the approaches to multiperspectivity emerged
unexpectedly when she asked a student to take the role of a Nazi in a role-play, as can be
seen in the sequence below:

Student: [against Alice] ‘Being the Nazi has no good reasons at all!’

Alice: ‘Well, you have to empathize with how he lived, with all your feelings’.

Student: ‘I know they were indoctrinated, but it still stings, because it is not my
viewpoint, and mentioned that I found some ethnic groups for example. . .’

Alice: ‘You should think about how people who lived back then thought aboutthis
point, that is your assignment. So, not with using the knowledge of today. It suits
you that you mention, ‘Well, I cannot stand behind this viewpoint’, but try to let
that thought go’.

Student: ‘So, I just pretend to be a normal German citizen who at some moment
starts to say that, ‘Well, you know, Jews will take our jobs’, and then building up
that feeling’.

Alice: ‘Yes, right, very good’.

Student: ‘Okay’.

Alice approached multiperspectivity academically and asked the student to take the
perspective (i.e., reflection) with which he disagreed personally. To support the student in
adopting an academic approach, Alice explicitly acknowledged the friction (‘So, not with
using the knowledge of today’) and appreciated the student approaching multiperspectivity
personally (‘It suits you’). Alice then tried to approach multiperspectivity academically
(‘That is your assignment’).

5. Discussion and Conclusions

We investigated how experienced teachers approach (i.e., design and enact) learning
from multiperspectivity in discussing controversial topics in the classroom. We explored
this caveat in research on multiperspectivity by drawing on boundary crossing theory
(e.g., [15]), which allows for studying how friction between perspectives can be educa-
tionalized [26]. Our main finding is that teachers can approach learning with academic or
personal multiperspectivity and (un)intentionally navigate between these approaches.

Teachers approaching multiperspectivity academically focus on teaching their students
that different societal perspectives exist (i.e., identification), and they aim to have their
students understand and critically evaluate these perspectives (i.e., reflection). In the
academic approach, teachers function as ‘perspective’ gatekeepers, as they decide on what
perspectives are discussed in class. One reason why teachers might choose this approach
is that they know which societal perspectives need to be introduced in the classroom
to achieve the goals of the curriculum [11]. Additionally, teachers might predetermine
perspectives, as unfamiliarity with specific (societal) perspective(s) can lead them to avoid
these, as they feel uncertain about how to teach these perspectives [34]. In addition, it
seems reasonable to point out that not all perspectives in a lesson of 50 min on a specific
topic can be discussed and that choices have to be made. Still, it is important for teachers to
realize that they function as gatekeepers of perspectives, impacting students’ lives. This
means that if a teacher wants their students to become critical thinkers, they need to know
that predescribing a limited number of perspectives is an ideological matter as it can
restrain students’ worldviews; however, teachers can also introduce societal perspectives
that would have been otherwise outside of the students’ personal scopes [4,7,24].

In terms of enacted pedagogy, we found that teachers approaching multiperspectivity
academically mostly used structured exchanges between perspectives; for instance, a debate
(i.e., coordination). With this structured manner of discussing societal perspectives, teachers
try to control student learning by teaching them societal perspectives as well as skills to
evaluate these (e.g., critical thinking, perspective taking, and evaluating sources). A good
example is Jordan’s lesson about the Israel–Palestine conflict, in which the students must
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learn about the positions of both sides; however, in line with the literature, the data also
suggest that controlling the discussion seems to limit the perspectives and participation
of students [11]. In Jordan’s case, for example, little attention was paid to other actors in
the conflict, such as the United States or Lebanon. In addition, students were limited to
providing their own personal opinions. In sum, teaching multiperspectivity academically is
an approach in which the teacher is or tries to be more in control of content and pedagogy.

Teachers approaching multiperspectivity personally focus on helping students to
form their own perspectives (i.e., reflection). In line with the literature, several teachers
did mention that multiperspectivity can help students express their own personal per-
spectives and help students empathize with the perspectives of peers [3,6]. In contrast
to the academic approach, teachers enacting the personal approach try less to function
as perspective gatekeepers; rather, it seems that they try to discuss all of the perspectives
that students introduce into the classroom. This approach aims to identify differences
between students’ perspectives in the classroom (i.e., identification) and stimulate students
to critically consider their own personal perspectives (i.e., reflection). When teachers fo-
cus on students’ personal perspectives, it is important for teachers to learn about their
students’ backgrounds and positions in society so as not to be thrown by students’ unex-
pected reactions [26,35]. The literature shows that such a ‘personal’ approach can foster
student engagement [22]; however, when discussing controversial topics openly, students
might also come with unexpected and extreme perspectives, potentially polarizing the
discussion in the classroom [22,36,37]. The example of Jordan shows how a teacher can be
confronted with the moral boundaries of perspectives when a student claims something
that is not true or even seems to be antisemitic. In such cases teachers must draw moral
boundaries during the discussion and at the same time not lose contact with a student,
because research shows that that can constrain the learning process for the student [3,38].
In our previous research we described this process as ‘normative balancing’, which refers to
teachers’ choices to impose their own moral or epistemological perspectives (transferring
values) or to discuss all different perspectives openly (value communication) [11]. We want
to note that when teachers deliberately do not allow certain perspectives into the classroom
it becomes difficult to discuss the moral and epistemological limits with students and
to make conflicting perspectives educational [12]. At the same time, not all perspectives
are morally or epistemologically desirable in a democratic society, and teachers must set
boundaries [35].

In terms of pedagogy, we found that teachers approaching multiperspectivity person-
ally used fewer structured exchanges between perspectives (i.e., coordination). The teachers
tried to be adaptive in relation to the students’ personal opinions during the discussions.
In sum, teaching multiperspectivity personally is an approach in which teachers focus on
developing students’ perspectives more adaptively.

Regardless of their approach to multiperspectivity, teachers experienced the challenge
of fostering students’ critical evaluation of societal, as well as personal, perspectives during
the discussions. We found that both approaches carry the risk of students merely ‘dropping’
(societal) perspectives. This means that a perspective is introduced but not critically
evaluated. A possible explanation for this ‘dropping’ is a lack of time to evaluate all of
the perspectives during a lesson. The use of digital technologies might help to prepare
students better for the discussions and could extend the discussions beyond the timeframe
of the lesson meeting and classroom walls (e.g., [39]; however, teachers should take into
account that student safety is less controllable in an online environment.

It might also be the case that teachers deliberately avoid certain perspectives because
they are too sensitive, although we did not find any evidence for this in our interviews [40].
The consequence of what we have called ‘perspective dropping’ is that it could lead to
a form of epistemological and moral relativism, where all perspectives on a given topic
are seen as having equal reliable and moral desirability [41]. In a time of ‘fake news’ and
widespread belief in conspiracy theories, it is important to deepen and scrutinize different
perspectives [1,5]. One approach could be to discuss fewer perspectives in greater depth,
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but this carries the risk of missing out on (personal) perspectives. However, discussing
as many perspectives as possible leaves no room for evaluating them in depth. Further
research and public debate should explore this trade-off between quantity and quality in
discussing perspectives, so as to find the best balance.

A second challenge for teachers in both approaches was that students can strongly
identify emotionally with the topic and consequently a particular perspective. In line with
the literature, we observed that strong identification with a topic can hinder a person’s
willingness to evaluate their own perspective (i.e., reflection) and take another perspec-
tive [26]. This illustrates the inherent tension in perspective taking: in order to really take a
perspective, one needs to be engaged and to empathize, but too much engagement with
a perspective limits reflexivity [42]. This challenge is reflected in the various interactions
in Alice’s and Jordan’s classrooms; both intended for students to approach the discussion
of a controversial topic academically, but students’ personal perspectives hindered this
approach. We propose that in such a situation it is often better to first listen to the personal
perspective of a student before continuing the discussion with an academic approach. We
also want to address the moral limits of perspective taking. For example, should students
be forced to take the perspective of a Nazi? What do students learn from such a contro-
versial activity? Such activities should be discussed from a moral perspective in pre- and
in-service teacher training [11].

6. Implications

Overall, our findings lead us to postulate that navigating between approaches is
important and might be the most beneficial method, as students should be supported
in exploring and investigating their own perspectives [25]. At the same time, students
do live in a democratic society in which they have to peacefully live together with other
(conflicting) perspectives [35]. A potential pedagogy of multiperspectivity should begin
with discussing ‘cold topics’. Cold topics likely do not resonate strongly with students’
personal perspectives and will trigger fewer emotional remarks [37]. After students have
learned how to disagree and discuss such cold topics, the discussion can shift to more ‘hot
topics’, while trying to enact (some of) the previously learned principles for productive
multiperspectivity [11,38].

7. Limitations

The findings of this study should be interpreted while considering some limitations.
First, it was difficult to make a clear-cut distinction in our analysis between approaches
in the enacted teacher practices. However, we did find our distinction helpful in better
understanding how teachers approach multiperspectivity during teaching. Second, we
observed and interviewed teachers who were experienced in teaching controversial top-
ics. While this allowed us to distinguish two approaches teachers can take to achieve
multiperspectivity and explore how (un)intentional navigation between approaches plays
out, our study should not be interpreted as making claims about how teachers ‘generally’
approach multiperspectivity. Future research should further explore if and how approaches
to multiperspectivity are visible when preservice or less experienced teachers teach about a
controversial topic from different perspectives [28]. Moreover, it might be worth investigat-
ing if the conceptualized model helps educationalizing multiperspectivity in lessons that do
not focus on controversies between perspectives. Another limitation of our current research
is the lack of in-depth interviews with students, and this impedes a better understanding
of their approach to multiperspectivity. Such in-depth interviews can also provide better
insights into intrapersonal reflection and transformation mechanisms [16]. Finally, it would
be interesting to explore to what extent the ‘choice’ between the approaches to multiper-
spectivity that we distinguished can be considered a personal, situated preference of each
teacher and student. It seems plausible that introduction and up-take of perspectives in
sense-making processes in classrooms is (in)visibly mediated by school as an institution
and space–time relations [43].
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In conclusion, teaching controversial topics from multiple perspectives is proven to
be difficult, yet it is needed in an increasingly polarized world [1,2,6]. Boundary crossing
theory and, more specifically, learning mechanisms, as distinguished by Akkerman and
Bakker (2011) [15], provide a useful conceptual lens through which to better understand
the learning potential that comes with sensitive topics. Conflict and diverse perspectives
are inherently part of a democratic society; we would do better to cross boundaries and
learn from it.
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