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Introduction
A high-quality education for all children can be understood as an important factor for developing 
social mobility and social justice in society. However, what is considered good education is a 
contested issue, related to different theoretical perspectives on learning and teaching. In Sweden, 
compulsory school and its curriculum have for decades been strongly influenced by a progressive 
pedagogy, whereby the activity of the knowledge-searching pupil and their own experiences 
have been central (Samuelsson 2014). In recent years, however, this pedagogic paradigm has been 
challenged from different perspectives (Osbeck & Skeie 2014).

Powerful knowledge
One strand in the challenges of a progressive pedagogy that has drawn a great deal of attention in 
Swedish subject-matter education research lately is the perspective on ‘powerful knowledge’, 
launched by the British educational researcher Michael Young (2013a, 2013b). This challenge 
involves the doubt concerning the potential of such a pedagogy to develop powerful knowledge 
for all children. Powerful knowledge is seen as existing in a dyadic relationship with ‘knowledge 
of the powerful’, whereby it is impossible to reduce either of them to the other (Young 2013b). In 
society, there are real social hierarchies through which knowledge of the powerful also becomes 
powerful knowledge; however, this does not mean that powerful knowledge can be any kind of 
knowledge. Powerful knowledge helps us understand and explain the world in better ways 
(Young 2013b). There is a belief in ‘…better knowledge, more reliable knowledge, knowledge 
nearer to truth about the world we live in and to what it is to be human’ (Young 2013a:107). In a 
critique of progressive tradition, Young (2013a) states the following:

It follows from this view that the question that teachers are faced with becomes limited to ‘is this 
curriculum meaningful to my students?’ rather than ‘what are the meanings that this curriculum gives my 
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students access to?’ or ‘does this curriculum take my students 
beyond their experience and enable to envisage alternatives that 
have some basis in the real world?’ (p. 106)

All schoolchildren have the right to be offered powerful 
knowledge, for which disciplinary and specific language is 
regarded as central because it offers the possibility to 
transgress the limitations of everyday life practices and 
contextual knowledge. The differentiated and specialised 
knowledge is regarded as superior to the contextually 
bound everyday life language. Abstract knowledge has a 
wider scope and could be applied to different kinds of 
practices whereas everyday life discourse is more 
contextually bound.

Aim
Ethics education (EE) is a school subject like any other subject, 
and consequently, following Young, should contribute to 
developing pupils’ powerful knowledge, to high-quality 
education and to social justice. This article presents conditions 
for EE in Sweden, together with an overview of findings 
within the EthiCo research project, that is, ‘What may be 
learnt in ethics? Varieties of conceptions of ethical competence 
to be taught in compulsory school’, 2014–2018, funded by the 
National Research Council and conducted by Olof Franck, 
Johan Tykesson, Annika Lilja, Karin Sporre and the present 
author. The project has largely focused on the didactical 
‘what’ question concerning conceptions of ethical 
competence. This article also sketches out the foundation of a 
newly founded follow-up research project with interest in the 
didactical ‘how’ question concerning how an ethical 
competence could be understood to develop. In this way, the 
structure of the article – that is its different sections – enables 
the discussion of powerful knowledge in ethics, what this 
can mean, and more precisely enables a discussion of the 
following main question of this article: To what extent could 
what we maintain in our research as the importance of a 
multidimensional ethical competence mediated through a multitude 
of narratives be understood as powerful knowledge?

National tests and a need for a broader 
conception of ethical competence
Whether or not related to strong support for a progressive 
pedagogy, Swedish schools have struggled with decreased 
achievement and increased differences between pupils (Yang 
Hansen & Gustafsson 2016). Here also, perspectives similar 
to Young’s ‘powerful-knowledge perspective’ have been 
heard in the debate. For instance, it has been stressed that 
pupils who primarily have access to basic knowledge 
through school are the biggest losers when the school 
prioritises know-how-to-get information over basic 
knowledge. Such a development could be understood as 
resulting in decreased possibilities for the school to be an 
instrument of social mobility (e.g. Frykman 1998). 
Simultaneously, one should be aware that the decreased 
achievements of Swedish schools have correlated with large 
system changes in education. Amongst the most important 

of these changes are the decentralisation of educational 
authority and the development of independent schools (e.g. 
Claesson & Strandler 2016).

One strategy used by the government in an attempt to 
regain control in the decentralised educational system and 
try to improve poor achievement, documented, for instance, 
by international testing, has been to launch more national 
testing. Such a strategy is of course ambiguous because of, 
amongst other things, the fact that even if achievement 
levels improve, this does not necessarily mean more 
meaningful and relevant teaching and learning (cf. Conroy, 
Lundie & Baumfield 2012). One of the new subjects in 
which testing was introduced in 2013 was religious 
education (RE), in which ethics is one knowledge area. The 
commission to conduct tests was given by the Swedish 
National Agency for Education (Skolverket 2011) to the 
Department of Pedagogical, Curricular and Professional 
Studies, University of Gothenburg. One note that was made 
by test constructors at an early stage was that ethics seemed 
to be a rather marginalised knowledge area in relation to 
the dominant ‘world religions’, a pattern that also mirrors 
the name of the subject (Lindskog 2014; Mårdstedt & 
Wåke 2014).

As ordinary schoolteachers (according to the Swedish test 
system) are those performing the assessment of pupils’ 
responses based on assessment instructions, and Ethics 
seemed to be a marginalised knowledge area, a study 
focussing on the teachers’ assessment seemed motivated. A 
think-aloud study was conducted (Osbeck et al. 2015) with 
the aim to identify and discuss challenges in assessing pupils’ 
knowledge in ethics. Three groups of challenges related to 
the assessment processes were identified: the first pertained 
to interpretations of assessment instructions; the second 
regarded competing ideas about what students should be 
given credit for during assessment in ethics; and the third 
involved being positioned between the pupil’s need for good 
grades and the task of differentiating between students. 
Whilst the first and third groups of challenges could be 
understood as general challenges in assessment, the second 
was specifically related to ethics. In the discussion of these 
findings, the vagueness of ethics in the Swedish curriculum 
was stressed upon, for instance, duality in the aims of 
curriculum. It was concluded that if a knowledge field is 
vague, then the influence of national tests is assumed to be 
significant, and there is an urgent need for research regarding 
different conceptions of ethical competence to broaden policy 
and teaching.

Research, material and methods
From the perspective of a necessary broadening of 
understanding of ethical competence, the EthiCo project, or 
more precisely – ‘What may be learnt in ethics? Varieties of 
conceptions of ethical competence to be taught in compulsory 
school’ – was developed by Olof Franck, Annika Lilja, Karin 
Sporre, Johan Tykesson and the present author. The project’s 
empirical starting point was material from the first test round of 

http://www.hts.org.za�


Page 3 of 8 Original Research

http://www.hts.org.za Open Access

national assessment of ethics within RE. The project critically 
examined how ethical competence was operationalised therein. 
The character of the ethical competence of the test was then 
compared in relation to other ethical competences related to 
different curriculum levels, such as institutional, instructional 
and experiential (e.g. Bråten 2009; Goodlad & Su 1992).

Although ethics as a knowledge field in Sweden is placed in 
‘Religious Education’, it is highlighted in general parts of 
curriculum. In these parts, ethical competence could be 
interpreted as mainly showing certain fundamental values, 
whilst the knowledge requirements for the subject of RE 
rather stress upon analytical and argumentative skills. The 
introduction of national tests in RE (and ethics) exposed this 
contradiction. The fact that every fourth child in grades 6 
and 9 will be evaluated every year as having or not having 
approved knowledge in ethics stresses the question as to 
what constitutes relevant knowledge in ethics. Also, the 
general question as to the meaning of a compulsory school 
teaching of ethics could be understood as thereby 
emphasised.

Against this background, the purpose of the EthiCo project 
was formulated: to identify and elucidate varieties of 
conceptions of ethical competence, and critically analyse and 
discuss them in relation to each other, as well as to ethical 
theory, as a potential educational content in compulsory 
school. Besides theoretical perspectives – represented by 
Benhabib (1992, 2006), Løgstrup (1997), Nussbaum (1990, 
2008, 2011) and Singer (2011) – the varieties of ethical 
competence were studied from policy perspective and from 
the perspective of teachers and pupils. The project was 
ethically vetted and approved (Dnr 060-15) by the regional 
ethical review committee for research.

In this article, an overview of findings within the EthiCo 
research project, based on different types of empirical studies, 
is presented. By bringing these findings together, not only the 
results of separate studies are shown but also depicted an 
overarching result pattern of the research project. In this way, 
the article is a meta-study, drawing on separate studies and 
bringing them together.

This article expands the empirical studies of the EthiCo 
project and the didactical ‘what’ question concerning 
conceptions of ethical competence. Besides, the article 
sketches out a newly founded follow-up research project 
with interest in the didactical ‘how’ question, that is, how 
ethical competence could be understood to develop, and also 
highlights the sociocultural foundation of the project.1 
Together, these two research projects emphasise ethical 
competence as a multidimensional ethical competence 
mediated through a multitude of narratives. Given this 
foundation and a hermeneutical approach, it is possible to 
discuss the specific research question of this article, that is, to 
what extent could this multidimensional ethical competence 

1.This project in progress has been ethically vetted in the same way as EthiCo, and has 
the specific ID 2019-02726. Hence, is also the case concerning the pilot study 
referred to with the Dnr 588-17.

mediated through a multitude of narratives be understood as 
powerful knowledge?

EthiCo: Researching conceptions of 
ethical competence
The EthiCo project was developed from the starting point 
that there are reasons to believe that the knowledge 
requirements and national tests limit central knowledge in 
ethics, that is, there may be broader conceptions of ethical 
competence than the stated analytical and argumentative 
competences. Analyses of national tests and their 
constructions have shown that not least the knowledge 
requirements of the syllabus of RE direct the test’s focus such 
that primarily reasoning in ethics, an argumentative and 
conceptual competence, is tested; this, in turn, also means 
that EE is voided of crucial content (Sporre 2019).

Furthermore, comparisons with international curricula, such 
as other Nordic curricula, show, for instance, an absence of 
action competence (Lilja et al. 2018). Policy analyses from 
Namibia, South Africa, California and the Province of Québec 
also have pointed to the importance of formulating ethical 
competence in dialogue with contemporary social challenges 
and not shying away from morally complex issues such as 
class, gender and race. From a comparative perspective, 
absence of issues related to race and racism in the Swedish 
curriculum was especially striking (Sporre in press).

Not only the policy studies but also the analyses of teacher 
perspectives on central ethical competences for their pupils to 
develop widen the perspectives in relation to the analytical 
and argumentative perspectives of Swedish curriculum 
(Lilja & Osbeck 2019). In the interviews, teachers stress the 
importance of ethical competences to understand, act, 
verbalise and persevere, which furthermore differ in what 
they are directed towards and work in defence of, for 
example, oneself, others or the broader social context. These 
competences have also been understood in relation to 
interpretations of the ethicists Benhabib (1992, 2006), 
Nussbaum (1990, 2008, 2011), Løgstrup (1997) and Singer 
(2011), represented as the voice of rights, of responsiveness 
due to interdependence, of virtue and of reasoning for 
maximal utility. Through discussion of empirical and 
theoretical perspectives in relation to each other, teachers’ 
nuanced understanding of their practice is shown, in line with 
previous research (e.g. Afdal 2005; Anker & Afdal 2018), as is 
the importance of empirical abductive research.

In the EthiCo project, pupil perspectives on ethical 
competences were shown through analyses of several types 
of material. Based on the grades given to pupils in 2013 tests, 
quantitative analyses showed that these grades are generally 
lower for the subarea of ethics than for the subareas related to 
religions. This could be interpreted as not only that the ethics 
part of the subject is generally more difficult, but also that the 
format of these tasks, frequently involving open writing, are 
more complicated. Moreover, it is clear that girls generally 
perform better than boys on the RE national test and that 
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native Swedish-speaking pupils perform better than non-
native Swedish-speaking pupils. Differential item functioning 
analyses were also conducted to identify test tasks that seem 
to favour one group of pupils over another, for instance, girls 
over boys, but no such task was identified for the area of 
ethics knowledge (Tykesson 2017).

Qualitative reanalyses of pupils’ responses on national tests 
reveal that the conceptions of identified ethical competences 
vary in relation to the questions the pupils are asked (specific 
test tasks). Because the tests are designed in relation to the 
knowledge requirements of RE syllabus, meaning that they are 
constructed to identify a competence to analyse and argue, such 
competences are also, not surprisingly, present in responses. 
Despite this test construction, reanalyses of pupils’ writings also 
show wider ethical competences. In particular, a competence to 
weigh values in relation to each other and argue for collective 
and societal values, in line with the introductory fundamental 
values of Swedish curriculum, is shown – although this does 
not receive credit in the test (e.g. Osbeck 2017).

In the interviews with pupils, ethical competence was shown 
as a rather contextual, holistic, procedural and everyday-life-
related competence, which also clearly includes the weighing 
of values in relation to each other. The needs expressed by 
pupils regarding ethical competence were related to certain 
situations, some of which were mentioned more frequently 
than others, such as peer relations, choices concerning one’s 
education and the future, refugee situations, and begging. 
Mentioned situations, expressed values and the need for 
ethical competences were shown in the interviews to be 
intertwined. Examples of necessary ethical competence that 
were given included not only an identifying competence, an 
examining and weighing competence and a carrying out 
competence but also a reconsidering competence that is 
taking responsibility for one’s previous decisions. In the 
emphasis on an examining and weighing competence, the 
pupils also stressed upon the importance of being aware of 
different options and in this sense being knowledgeable and 
well-informed (Osbeck 2018).

In summary, one may say that the EthiCo project, through 
the analyses of various empirical materials, shows varieties 
of conceptions of ethical competences beyond the analytical 
and argumentative ethical competences of Swedish RE 
syllabus and national tests. Ethical competences that could 
have been stressed upon in the Swedish RE syllabus include 
an identifying competence, concerning ethical dilemmas in 
everyday life; a weighing competence, in relation to 
collective and societal values; a competence of being well-
informed about the issues at stake (the phenomena that a 
current dilemma involves); an action competence; a 
perseverance competence; and a reconsidering competence, 
but also the competence to contextualise ethical issues in 
today’s multicultural global society. 

This summary of the empirical part of EthiCo project is in line 
with the findings from the systematic review of previous 

studies in ethics and moral education conducted within the 
project (Osbeck et al. 2018). The study focused on varieties of 
ethical competences, and showed similarities between the 
study’s tentative formulation of identified ethical competences 
in four categories and Rest’s (1986) understanding of acting 
morally, captured in the four components of sensitivity, 
judgement, motivation and implementation. The study 
showed the centrality of the components’ moral sensitivity 
and moral implementation – and their relative absence in the 
Swedish curriculum – but also how moral judgement must 
include the competence to evaluate moral motivations, in 
which empirically testable reasons are central. In addition, 
the study highlighted the risk of neglecting contextual, 
situational and knowledge-related aspects of ethical 
competence – perspectives not highly visible in Rest’s (1986) 
conceptualisation. Altogether, the EthiCo project – largely an 
educational ‘what’ project – showed ethical competence as a 
multidimensional competence, in contrast to the one-
dimensional perspective of Swedish curriculum.

EthiCo II: From a ‘what’ focus to a 
‘how’ focus on ethical competence
In line with how education could be understood as 
contributing to social justice, educational research is often 
conducted with the ambition to contribute to improved 
possibilities of education, learning and, by extension, social 
justice. Therefore, when a broadened understanding of ethical 
competence is identified, the idea to try to develop knowledge 
about advantageous ways to learn multidimensional ethical 
competence is not far off.

Drawing on a pilot study financed by the Department of 
Pedagogical, Curricular and Professional Studies, the project 
‘Refining the ethical eye and ethical voice – The possibilities 
and challenges of a fiction-based approach to ethics education’ 
(EthiCo II) was developed, newly funded by the Swedish 
Institute for Educational Research. The project team largely 
included the same members as comprising EthiCo: Olof 
Franck, Annika Lilja, Karin Sporre and the present author, 
including new members David Lifmark and Anna Lyngfelt.

The purpose of EthiCo II was to plan and investigate, along 
with schoolteachers, the extent to which and the conditions 
under which a fiction-based EE designed in collaboration 
could develop (such as multidimensional) ethical competence 
of 14-year-old pupils, and also to explore the difficulties that 
could be identified in such an EE approach. The research 
questions are as follows: firstly, which ethical competences 
do pupils at six participating schools express at the beginning 
and end of grade 8? (The project works with three schools 
with fiction-based teaching and three with their ordinary 
teaching.) Secondly, what development in ethical competence 
could be identified during an academic year at individual 
and group level of pupils, amongst those who have had 
fiction-based ethics teaching and those who have had their 
regular ethics teaching? Thirdly, which variation concerning 
dominant speech genres (Bakhtin 1986), as well as concerning 
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the implementation of the teaching, could be identified 
between the three classes? Fourthly, what insights regarding 
the possibilities and difficulties of teaching do the teachers 
express during the school year? Lastly, could it be possible to 
identify teaching factors and classroom factors that could 
benefit or limit the development of ethical competence?

The theoretical underpinning of what a fiction-based 
approach to EE may contribute comes partly from Martha 
Nussbaum (2008), who stresses that through fiction we come 
into contact with the destinies that we would never have the 
chance to be part of ourselves. Through fiction we develop 
sympathetic imagination, and also cultivate this capacity 
when reading fiction so that we become skilled at using this 
capacity in our everyday life. Fiction and the gained ability to 
imagine also offer a way to develop a ‘knowledge of 
possibilities’ so that we can see and be prepared for scenarios 
that might happen, and have ideas about alternative actions 
that do not seem to be at hand but might be present. According 
to Nussbaum (2008), through fiction we develop new visions, 
hopes, possibilities and beliefs that could shape and have an 
impact on our ongoing recreation of reality. All these benefits 
could be understood as central to what we have described, 
primarily in relation to Rest (1986), as a multidimensional 
ethical competence. Perhaps fiction could be understood as 
being of certain value for one’s moral sensitivity. To identify 
moral issues, to listen, to see and be empathic are a great deal 
of what moral sensitivity is all about. However, this in turn 
has direct and indirect consequences on our moral judgement, 
moral motivation and moral implementation.

A theoretical perspective concerning the contribution of fiction 
to EE and moral development needs to be more specific and 
more elaborated when it comes to why this is so and how it 
could be understood. Therefore, in EthiCo II, in addition to 
Martha Nussbaum we draw on Mark Tappan’s sociocultural 
perspective of learning and moral development. Tappan 
(1998a) himself, even though in several respects he advocates 
the same perspectives as the character educators who plea for 
moral stories, has criticised this perspective for not explaining 
why these approaches ‘are more likely to produce moral 
improvement than other approaches’ (p. 143). Tappan (2006), in 
turn, drawing on Vygotsky amongst others, has stressed how 
higher psychological processes, such as moral functioning, are 
mediated through cultural tools, amongst which words, 
language and forms of discourse are the most central ones. 
Moral discourses profoundly shape our moral thinking, feeling, 
speaking and acting. To expand one’s repertoire of moral 
discourses through narratives can therefore be understood as 
of utmost importance. Stories both read and acted socially 
could be understood as central. Tappan (1998a:152) quotes 
Volosinov, saying that ‘“experience exists even for the person 
undergoing it only in the material of signs”’.

Simultaneously, as Tappan stresses upon the importance of 
narratives, including those only experienced in signs, he has 
written more about socially represented narratives, both 
those we listen to and those we tell ourselves. Drawing on 

Bakhtin (1986), Tappan stresses how our inner speech has the 
character of internalised dialogue between two or more 
voices. These voices gradually become our own (Tappan 
1991a:248), but the words we use are still half someone else’s 
(Tappan & Brown 1996:103).

According to Tappan, having the opportunity to tell stories is 
extremely important, as telling a story inevitably means 
taking a moral position. Through being the author of one’s 
story, one claims authority over, as well as responsibility for, 
that story and the perspectives stressed therein (Tappan 
1991b; Tappan & Brown 1989). Simultaneously, we have to be 
aware of how the context and practices where we tell our 
stories will influence what and how we tell them. The stories 
we tell and the stories they meet are of importance for our 
further moral functioning.

Consequently, for Tappan moral education is largely about 
creating a context where we can grow in stories told and 
stories heard. In accordance with Vygotsky’s theory of the 
centrality of identifying and working with a zone of proximal 
development (ZPD), Tappan stresses upon the importance of 
children being guided by parents, teachers and more 
competent peers in their language-mediated moral 
functioning. The language used in moral practices, as Tappan 
(1998a:147) describes it, is a vernacular language. However, 
he has also stressed upon the importance of developing 
specific voices of both care and justice (Tappan 2006). 
Development in moral functioning could be understood as 
applying a richer repertoire of moral discourse to be able to 
respond to moral dilemmas in more complex and 
sophisticated ways (Tappan 2006). Concretely, in relation to 
Roland G. Tharp and Ronald Gallimore, in their book Rousing 
Minds to Life: Teaching, Learning, and Schooling in Social Context, 
Tappan (1998a) has described that children are often guided 
by more capable others through modelling, rewarding and 
punishing, feeding back, instructing, questioning and 
providing structures for understanding, thinking and acting. 
In the next stage, the learner is able to direct himself/herself 
in his/her inner speech. Gradually, the child’s performance 
becomes more automatised. Tappan (1998b) has also 
described different educational strategies from a sociocultural 
perspective on learning as being in harmony with a care 
perspective, stressing modelling, dialogue, practice and 
confirmation. In relation to Nel Nodding’s care perspective 
on ethics, Tappan (1998b) has also highlighted caring, 
dialogue, listening and respect as implicit value 
presuppositions for the sociocultural perspective of learning.

In summary, Tappan’s sociocultural perspective on learning 
expands Nussbaum’s (1990, 2008, 2011) narrative virtue 
ethics by offering a more elaborated theory of why narratives 
could be considered important to moral development and 
EE. In addition, this theoretical perspective directs focus 
towards how these narratives are used in discussions and 
practices.

We know very little through empirical research about the 
impact of fiction on EE; thus, EthiCo II could be understood 
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as being of importance. The model we research comprises 
nine lessons, all of which have the same structure, possibly 
divided in four steps: Firstly, the teacher reads a story aloud; 
secondly, there are joint activities in relation to the story; 
thirdly, the pupils sit in groups and discuss the story; and 
lastly, the groups share their interpretations in the whole 
class. The stories have different focuses, but all are related to 
issues which, from the group interviews with pupils in 
EthiCo, we know pupils consider to be the situations in 
which ethical competence is needed. These situations concern 
peer relations, education and the future, climate change, 
migration and beggary (Osbeck 2018).

From the preliminary findings of the pilot study – recurrent 
audio-recorded group discussions the pupils held based on 
their fiction reading during one academic year – we have 
seen, firstly, the widening of content and moral discourses, 
and secondly, that the discussions develop so that the pupils 
become skilled in processes of importance such as critically 
examining, expressing alternative perspectives, raising new 
questions, formulating concepts and developing core 
formulations, and more generally motivating and arguing.

The widening of content concerns not only repertoires of stories 
but also repertoires of ethical perspectives, that is, what can be 
regarded as central to take into account when judging right/
wrong or good/bad. The pupils express rather broad repertoires. 
They stress upon the importance of community, principles and 
laws, goals and the achievement of goals, and especially focus 
on situations and the special conditions of a situation which 
could be understood as a sort of proximity ethics (Lévinas 1987; 
Løgstrup 1997). Together, the pupils develop insights regarding 
situational factors that affect people’s opportunities to do right 
or good. Such mentioned factors include positions and thereby 
different dependencies, socialisation processes (e.g. influences 
from parents and peers), material resources (e.g. finance), 
knowledge and experience as well as personal qualities and 
feelings (e.g. thoughtfulness, spontaneity, security, courage, fear, 
loneliness and guilt feelings). In addition, they thematise how a 
seeing competence and insightfulness could affect a person’s 
opportunities to do good.

Ethical considerations
Ethical clearance was obtained from the research ethics 
committee (Etikprövningsnämnden) in Gothenburg (Ethical 
clearance number: 06–15).

Discussion
A narratively mediated multidimensional ethical 
competence as powerful knowledge
Upon this background, the article discusses to what extent a 
multidimensional ethical competence, mediated by a 
multitude of narratives, of which we aim, and have reasons 
to believe, would develop through the EthiCo II teaching 
model and be understood as powerful knowledge, 
contributing to social mobility and social justice. One answer 
to this question must be that, with a strict definition of 

powerful knowledge such as given by Young, there is not 
much reason to believe that the teaching could develop 
powerful knowledge more than marginally. To Young 
(2013a:108), powerful knowledge has two key characteristics: 
one being that it is specialised, in ‘how it is produced (in 
workshops, seminars and labs) and in how it is transmitted 
(in schools, colleges and universities)’. That it is specialised 
also means that in its focus it is defined by academic 
disciplines. Furthermore, powerful knowledge is differentiated 
from the experiences pupils bring to school so that the 
conceptual boundaries between school and everyday 
knowledge are clear. Although powerful knowledge is not 
general knowledge, it does have generalising capacities. In 
the area of ethics, Young stresses that Kant’s principle – to 
treat everyone as an end in themselves and not as a means to 
your end – is ‘powerful’ because it is almost ‘a generalizable 
(or universal) principle for how human beings should treat 
others’ (Young 2013a:108). The teaching model in EthiCo II is 
not focused on ethical models or defined points of view to 
use in analyses. Nevertheless, the perspectives developed 
and identified in the pilot study could be described in such a 
way that the presence of different classical ethical perspectives 
was visible (see above).

The question must be raised as to whether Young’s definition 
of what constitutes powerful knowledge might be seen as 
overly narrow. For instance, it has been regarded as important 
to expand the concept to also include transformations of 
that specialised and differentiated knowledge so that 
considerations concerning the selection of teaching content 
also take into account what could be possible for the pupils to 
learn (Gericke et al. 2018). The alternative is the risk of 
meaningless teaching. However, could a multidimensional 
ethical competence mediated by a multitude of narratives, 
which is our aim in EthiCo II, be described as powerful with a 
broader understanding of the concept? As shown above, there 
is reason to believe that you become more powerful with 
richer and more nuanced moral discourses mediating your 
moral functioning. It would affect your possibilities for moral 
sensitivity, moral judgement, moral motivation and moral 
implementation. Processes in which you gain authority and 
responsibility would also make you more powerful. Even if 
these processes are empowering and, as Young (2013b) rightly 
stresses, empowerment is something else than the knowledge 
being powerful, these processes also contribute to powerful 
knowledge. To better understand and explain the world, 
another criterion of powerful that Young uses, different kinds 
of discourses are of importance. Moral discourse involves not 
only abstract principles but, as Tappan (2006) emphasises, 
largely vernacular language. In addition, what becomes 
powerful is related to the context and the people present – 
even if different types of moral discourses are also traditionally 
associated with different amounts of power.

Still, there are reasons to believe that Young’s definition of 
powerful knowledge could fruitfully be expanded, it is 
important to pay attention to whether a focus on powerful 
knowledge in Young’s interpretation could develop the 
teaching model of EthiCo II. Perhaps it would be useful to 
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include practices in which the pupils, through interaction 
with more competent actors, were guided to see general 
patterns in the discussions they have, in a way similar to how 
the perspectives visible in the pilot study discussions were 
summarised above. In such a way, parallel to expanding their 
repertoire of narratives, they would also develop a meta-
language of ethics, which is in fact also a goal in the Swedish 
curriculum.2 With such awareness, they might perhaps also 
notice perspectives they have missed in their discussions of a 
current fiction, which could open up for further discussions of 
what such perspectives could mean in relation to the concrete 
case. Here, of importance are both the classical ethical models 
and the different dimensions of ethical competence developed 
by Rest (moral sensitivity, moral judgement, moral motivation 
and moral implementation).

Besides the conclusion that discourses of fiction and faction, 
such as in ethics textbooks, make different types of 
contributions that can be important in both developing 
powerful knowledge there are narrative discourses, as in 
fiction and in religious stories contributions that could only be 
found there. In such narratives, one finds discourses that 
transcend reality, discourses of the not-yet-although-then, 
maybe possible. Through reading and discussing stories, we 
develop ‘knowledge of possibilities’, new visions, hopes and 
beliefs that would shape and affect our ongoing recreation of 
reality. And perhaps, as stressed by Horkheimer and Adorno 
(2002), it could be considered extremely powerful and 
important to learn imagination, combined with a critically 
refined ethical eye through which one reveals reality and 
imagines alternatives and possibilities – not least in the 
shaping of societal justice:

Invocation of the sun is idolatry. Only the spectacle of the tree 
withered in its heat gives a presentiment of the majesty of the 
day which will not scorch the world on which it shines. (p. 202)
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