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Abstract for the panel
Citizen Learning Amidst Disinformation and Social Conflict: Young People and Teachers Co-Constructing Curriculum through Transnational Dialogue     
One of the distinctive challenges of contemporary citizenship and political discourse is that young people (and many adults) are inundated with instantaneous but unreliable information and images, including intolerant or extremist opinions, which can be encountered through everyday communication. Against this backdrop, existing approaches to teaching about controversial issues and online information may not engage with students’ myriad situated experiences, strong emotions, or digital cultures and capabilities, which often remain disconnected from planned school curriculum. 
This panel brings together initial findings from a transnational participatory study in Canada, Croatia, and England, Co-Constructing Curriculum in Conflict (4Cs): Learning Amidst Disinformation and Social Conflict, which is exploring how young people’s experiences and democratic citizenship learning in schools may address divisive issues and intolerance, in contemporary contexts where young people are influenced by online disinformation and conspiracy narratives. In the 4Cs project, student and teacher participants are engaging in collaborative inquiry and dialogue in local settings, to discern needs and co-construct new educational projects to facilitate meaningful mutual engagement about the difficult social conflict issues and media sources the young people consider important. 
In this panel, paper 1 provides the inquiry’s rationale and a discussion of relevant literature to situate the broader project within the existing theories and practices of controversial issues pedagogy, conspiracy theory, media and critical literacy. Papers 2 and 3 share some      initial findings from the first phases of the research, by exploring the experiences,perceptions and concerns of teachers (paper 2) and students (paper 3) in each context. This enables the panel to consider how schools are (and are not) engaging meaningfully with such challenges  and, if so, with what effects. We also consider the ways in which these divisive issues and disinformation dilemmas manifest themselves in different national and school contexts. In the ongoing final phase of the research, students, teachers and researchers are co-constructing lessons and learning resources to tackle challenges requested by students.The papers will provide some insights into which issues are being addressed (and how) in these practical school-based projects.
Overall the panel will provide comparative and transnational insights into student and teacher perspectives and experiences of the role schools play (and might develop) in relation to divisive issues encountered in and through online contexts.

Abstract paper 1: Framing the curriculum in conflict: moving beyond existing advice for teachers in relation to divisive issues and media
Purpose: In this paper we explore the foundations of the 4Cs project, which aims to find novel ways to promote learning about young people's encounters with divisive social issues (defined as emotive, experienced as meaningful, and often aligned with in-group identification and distancing from Others). These divisive issues, including the rise of racist and misogynistic influencers and the online media circulation of disinformation and conspiracy theories, constitute threats to democratic culture, trust, and citizen participation. Teaching about (and through) these divisive issues and (dis)information-opinion sources is situated at the nexus between controversial issues pedagogy, education about conspiracy theories, and digital media literacy, and the 4Cs project aims to explore how to bring together transnational comparative insights from these lines of theory and practice to frame effective teaching interventions.
Theoretical framework: The problem of disinformation, plural and contradictory sources, and escalating social conflict and violence poses a fundamental challenge to contemporary modes of curriculum and schooling. While the range of information sources and ideological perspectives available to young people have multiplied and sped up exponentially, official school knowledge typically assumes or relies upon unitary truths affirmed by disciplinary experts (Apple, 2000). As McEneany (2015, p.813) cautions, “the opportunity to encounter knowledge is not the same as acquiring it,” thus some kind of information-media literacy education is more essential than ever. To address this challenge requires recognizing and building upon young people’s informal knowledge and building bridges between these forms of knowledge and the curriculum delivered by teachers. This disconnect between students’ informal knowledges and the official knowledge of the curriculum creates varied challenges for teachers and calls into question aspects of what and how teachers teach. This educational problem mirrors the broader democratic problem that the erosion of standards of truth means that everything looks like a (potential) lie, which creates the prospect that ‘politics collapses into the personal and irrational’ and ‘civic culture withers’ (Giroux, 2020, PAGE).
Methods: This paper draws on our analysis of research and teacher guidance literature which addresses how to teach about conflictual issues and media in the classroom. As well as a theoretically informed discussion of the approaches adopted in this literature, we include a report from a review of 99 articles and handbooks to identify common pedagogic strategies and learning intentions.
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Abstract paper 2: Handling Divisive Issues and Media Sources in the Classroom: Teachers’ Perceptions and Practices in Canada, Croatia and England
Purpose: This paper focuses on how teachers in three contexts experience and handle issues that are divisive and difficult to talk about, and the media sources that propel them, in their classrooms and in interactions with their students. We consider which key divisive issues and media communication challenges they identify as affecting their students, and what pedagogical approaches they adopt to address (or avoid) some of these. We also explore the facilitating and inhibiting factors they encounter within their respective settings. 
Theoretical framework: Our account of teachers' professional concerns and choices  is framed by several theoretical elements. First, a key insight from the scholarship on controversial issues pedagogy concerns how issues become more or less controversial depending on the passage of time, the development of local-global political and social norms, and the specific context in which controversial topics are being discussed. Second, work on conspiracy theories and online extremism highlights issues that are not ‘controversial’ in the strict sense, but often reflect the views of small groups holding irrational, or ill-informed beliefs at least within a school’s official knowledge framework. By adopting a broader focus on conflictual and divisive issues, we seek to explore practical ways for teachers to engage with such challenges to democracy in their classrooms. Third, we draw on the concept of ‘ecological agency’ to account for the ways in which teachers’ decisions and actions are shaped by specific (trans)national and historical contexts (including curriculum, institutional culture, collegial support, student behaviour, and the wider socio-political and media environment.
Methods: In each country, three schools participated in the project. In each school, we conducted a focus group with teachers and in-depth individual interviews with teacher co-researchers to explore their practices, contexts, and experiences. The data will be analysed comparatively within each country, and across Canada, Croatia and England. Initial findings will be further discussed in an online transnational meeting with teachers and researchers.
Results: At the time of writing the research team is in the early stages of data analysis. The presentation of findings will include discussion of which divisive and media issues are highlighted in each setting, in relation to teachers’ accounts of their contexts. We will also discuss what pedagogical approaches teachers adopt and consider to be effective or      problematic. In addition to their own classroom practices, we will discuss how teachers in each setting perceive the school and community contexts as informing their experiences.
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Abstract paper 3: Students’ capabilities and educational needs in relation to conflictual issues and media (un)reliability in Croatia, England, and Canada    
Purpose: This paper focuses on how young people in each setting, aged 12-16, experience and handle issues that are divisive and difficult to talk about in school and beyond,      including social and news media reliability. We pursued two strands of enquiry: first, which key issues they identify as divisive and, second, in what platforms, sites and modes they encounter such issues. 
Theoretical framework: Digital media ownership, platforms, and usage have shifted enormously in recent years, contributing to the escalation of conflict and division (Schirch, 2021). Today's young people are immersed in environments that include the digital world (Chinn et al, 2021). Our approach to collective theory-and-practice-building takes seriously the idea that young people are experts in their own lives and that teachers and curriculum-makers may not readily understand young people’s perspectives on many of the issues that affect them, especially where such diverse issues are mediated through differentiated and individualised online sources. By acknowledging that young people are ‘differently knowledgeable’ about online media, and foregrounding students’ own interpretive frames (Cook-Sather, 2002), our approach seeks to disrupt some of the adult assumptions and knowledge gaps that may limit pedagogic possibilities (Simon, 2012). Transnational comparisons and contrasts deepen our comprehension of challenges and options. 
Methods: These data were generated through a series of activities conducted in class during regular lesson time. The initial lesson focused on what issues young people experience as divisive and difficult to talk about. In the second lesson young people constructed visual representations of their experiences (and knowledge) of the online world where these issues circulate, and its consequences. In a third lesson they shared their experiences of whether and (if so) how these issues were discussed in school and made suggestions for what they would like the school to teach. Additional insights are drawn from interviews and a focus group with teachers at the same schools.
Results: At the time of writing the analysis is at an early stage but the presentation of data will address what issues are identified as important by young people in each setting, and why. We will also present an analysis of their understandings of the online world, what they identify as important and missing from their knowledge and capabilities. We will also discuss what and how they wish schools would offer for addressing these issues, in relation to each transnational context.
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