CHAPTER 1

An introduction to
didactic classroom studies

Christina Osbeck, Ake Ingerman & Silwa Claesson

Didaktik - an ambiguous concept

Didaktik is the term used in the Scandinavian countries and Germany
for a special area of educational science, but it tends not to translate
well into English, where didactic has partly negative connotations
related to conveying and sententious processes (Gundem 2011).
One solution has been simply not to translate the term—Hudson
(2007), for example, uses its German form, Didaktik—but given that
the Continental European and Scandinavian meaning of didactics is
now standard in the anglophone educational sciences (Riquarts &
Hopmann 1995; Klette 2007) and its relation to ‘curriculum studies’
has been discussed (Gundem & Hopmann 1998), we have chosen
to translate didaktik as didactics, being the best of the necessary
elisions when writing in English.

Didactics is a field of research that encompasses the collective
knowledge of all teachers at the point where academic knowledge and
practice intersects (Fensham 2004; Gundem 2011). It is understood
as both the science of the teaching profession and the professional
knowledge that teachers possess (Ingerman & Wickman 2015;
Kindenberg & Wickman 2018; Seel 1999), with the latter frequently
referred to as the art of teaching (for example, Bronds & Runebou
2010). This double meaning can be confusing for the uninitiated, but
it reveals just how closely related theory and practice in didactics are,
or, as Klafki has it, how little separated these two realities are when
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it comes to educational processes (Gundem 2011). Our aim here
is thus first and foremost to contribute to didactics as an empirical
science—articulating classroom studies as a potential research direc-
tion for didactic studies, and suggesting directions that will put such
studies at the cutting edge. However, since the findings of didactic
classroom studies are important for the development of practice this
means that ours is also a contribution to classroom practice—our
empirical studies and their findings have ‘didactical consequences’
for teachers, as we have chosen to phrase it here.

Although didactics is today a distinct field of educational science in
Sweden, and is one with deep roots in all the Scandinavian countries
and Germany, didactics as a concept was noticeable by its absence in
the period between the Second World War and the 1980s (Werler et al.
2016). Its return to favour as a concept was linked to the educational
reforms in teaching in the late eighties, when it became important
to invoke the long tradition of didactics (for example, Kroksmark
1989). This tradition differs considerably in the retelling, but most
accounts still begin with the Greek root of the term, and then trace
it via Comenius and Herbart to Germany, where Bildung theory and
critical theory took effect (Gundem 2011).

Not only does didactics draw on a variety of traditions and theories,
but the general level of interest in it has varied. The classic distinction
between general didactics and subject-matter didactics is usually
the first to be noticed. Even though ‘subject-matter didactics’ is a
well-established concept (Swedish @mnesdidaktik, Danish fagdidaktik,
Norwegian fagdidaktikk), it can be thought tautological since con-
tent-centredness is implied by the word didactics. A less common
but still crucial differentiation in didactics centres on the institutional
setting in question. This usually corresponds to the age of the learners.
Hence preschool didactics is held to be distinct from primary school
didactics, lower secondary school didactics from upper secondary
and university didactics, and so on. This is sometimes called ‘special
didactics’ (Gundem 2011). In the didactic classroom studies presented
in this volume, we consider a range of subject matter. The content,
while shifting, is evident in all eight studies, although in a couple of
studies—Hipkiss’s and Lilja and Claesson's—the primary interest is
the generic processes more than the specific content. This section of
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the book thus goes under the heading of “The framing of teaching
in the classroom, but the processes could equally be understood
as disciplining processes, that have been understood, in addition
to teaching and guiding processes, as a central focus in general
didactics having both a relational and an organisational dimension
(Oettingen 2016), as the two essays exemplify. The various didact-
ical subareas make it possible to specialise, which while productive
has also hampered the synergies that could have been beneficial for
knowledge development in the field (Kiinzli 2000), as for example
in the research approaches that are our focus here. Our empirical
studies also show that the appearance of a distinction between studies
in general didactics and subject-matter didactics varies according to
the age of the pupils or students and the subject taught. The character
of a didactical tradition is relevant to the research being produced,
as is discussed here in Osbeck and Ingerman’s essay on a potential
research direction for didactic classroom studies, which looks at
science and religious education.

Common characteristics of didactics

Despite the fact that different sources are cited and different points
are emphasised, there are some common characteristics to be found
in didactics, which we would argue are fundamental and help didac-
tics avoid the worst of its fragmentary tendencies (Hudson & Meyer
2011). Some of these features have already been noted. Didactics is
said to draw closely on practice, which is sometimes said to have
become clearer as subject-matter didactics evolved. According to
Gundem ‘subject didactics in a way saved didactics. It brought didactics
back to the content and classroom’ (2011, 99). To stress practice is to
stress complexity. The practice-focused character of didactics can be
interpreted as visualising and embodying the full complexity of the
teaching-studying-learning process (Hudson 2007). Didactic studies
like the ones in this volume have an interest in understanding the
complexities of classroom teaching and learning without reductio ad
absurdum arguments, and instead stress the context in these processes.

Another common trait in didactics is its attention to the intentionali-
ty of the teaching and learning process, and in that sense its normativity.
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Inaschool setting, teaching is a specific ‘restrained teaching’ (Hopmann
2007). An interest in intentionality can take many forms. It can be a
critique of its ideological character, as in critical didactics (Gundem
2011)—looking at the tensions between policy, the teachers’ express
ambitions, observed processes, and pupil experiences. It may identify
differences between explicit and implicit processes, and in that sense
reveal a ‘hidden curriculum’ (Jackson 1968). Teaching and learning
processes in the classroom always include values, and, inevitably,
negotiations about which values should count (Fenstermacher et. al.
2009). Intentionality in a school context also turns on the fact that
successful schooling is not just the result of socialisation in general, but
rather is brought about by planned processes that centre on ‘power-
ful knowledge’ (Fredricks et al. 2004; Young 2013). In the didactical
Bildung tradition, the intentional aspect of teaching turns on pupil
or student development in an overarching, long-term perspective.
There are questions about how school—and especially its selected
content—contributes to character development and individual respon-
sibility (for example, Gundem 2011; Kiinzli 2000). Bildung didactics
thus pays attention not only to the tensions between individual and
societal ambitions for development in schools, but also to the risk that
the intention with teaching and learning might be understood in a
narrow, instrumental way (Klafki 1995; Hudson 2007). In the present
volume, intentionality is one of several analytical perspectives, with
which teaching and learning processes are interpreted and evaluated.
In-depth studies of the extent to which current teaching process-
es can contribute to the development of wise, responsible, and in-
dependent individuals (Oettingen 2016)—teaching processes that could
be related to Biesta’s function of education as being subjectification,
alongside qualification and socialisation (2009)—are something for
another volume.

The most commonly noted characteristic is perhaps the didacti-
cal questions used for reflective planning processes and analyses of
ongoing teaching: what is being taught and learnt, how is this effect-
ed, and why—with what purpose—is this carried out (for example,
Ongstad 2006; Jank & Meyer 1997). The importance of keeping the
content and the working processes together is clear in such didactical
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questions. The perspective is often referred to as constitutive in a
tradition that runs from Comenius to Pestalozzi, where it was orig-
inally expressed as an interest in finding a natural way of teaching
and learning in accordance with the nature of the content (Riquarts
& Hopmann 1995). Didactics scholars are often sceptical about the
benefit of general theories of teaching and learning (Kindenberg &
Wickman 2018), and instead favour the production of local theories;
for example, articulated didactic models where the specific content
is central (Wickman et al. 2018). Such didactic models have been
developed to support teachers’ analyses and educational choices (Duit
et al. 2012; Ruthven et al. 2009), and provide a conceptual toolbox
with which to tackle didactic questions. Mangling didactic models
in practice (in analogy with Pickering 1993) allows for the develop-
ment of the models and for knowledge interaction at the point where
practice and research intersect, and as such is an important means
of developing didactics. The didactic models can be understood as
local theories in several ways. They can be embedded in a specific
practice, or they can be local in the what and how of teaching and
learning; they can also be localised in a particular subject didactics, as
for example Robert’s (2007) model of scientific literacy as comprising
two visions (an insider and an outsider perspective).

Closely related to the didactical questions is the didactical tri-
angle—the expression of didactical interest in the form of a triangle
(for example, Hopmann 2007). The integrative ambition of didac-
tics—the simultaneous interest in content, pupils, and teachers, and
how these three components interrelate in the teaching and learning
process—is plain here. The components are integrated so that one
component cannot be highlighted at the expense of another without
the loss of valuable information (Straesser 2007; Werler et al. 2012).

Pursuing didactical research
interests with classroom studies

Our didactical research interest in this volume is classroom practice,
while retaining its complexity and making its goals and intentionality
visible. We have adopted a holistic, integrative perspective, which
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has been described elsewhere as the common and distinctive feature
of the didactical tradition: ‘What all these efforts have in common is
the strong belief that we need an integrative approach, as intended
by Herbart and Comenius, which can do justice to each corner of
the didaktik triangle: the teacher, the content and, not least, the
learner who has to come to terms with this ever more complicated
world’ (Riquarts & Hopmann 1995, 8—9). The three corners of the
didactical triangle—teacher, pupil, content—must be understood in
an integrative perspective. However, the limitations of data, method,
or focus often lead to an analytical separation of these components in
didactic studies, with one component commonly featuring large while
the other two are explicitly or implicitly relegated to the background.
This limits complexity and can hamper how classroom practice is
reflected in the studies. A didactical research interest that stresses the
integrative focus is one that takes steps to keep intact the contextual
wholeness in relation to the practice. Uljens thus defines didactics as
‘the science of the teaching-studying-learning process’ (2012, 43).

In this volume, we argue for the value of classroom studies as a
way of gauging the ongoing process of teaching and learning in all
their complexity. We would argue that didactic classroom studies are
a self-contained and fruitful research direction, and thus exemplify
the characteristics of such studies with eight empirical studies, and
offer suggestions as to the international research context and how
it might develop and thrive.

The empirical studies

The didactic classroom studies in this volume, in accordance with
the opportunities offered by such studies, offer a range of contextual
perspectives and findings in which teaching, learning, and content
are kept together. Nevertheless, the particular emphasis varies from
essay to essay.
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The teacher in the classroom

The essays that particularly focus on teachers and their work in the
classroom show how different kinds of teaching strategy make differ-
ent kinds of learning possible, as the objects of learning become
visible to varying degrees in the classroom through the teacher’s
actions. Teachers’ actions affect the pupils’ activities, which in turn
affect what teachers do. While the emphasis is on the teacher, the
essays show that relationships are important in the teaching and
learning processes and in the communication that is established
between teachers and pupils. This is the theme of OsbecK’s essay,
which examines how communicative patterns in the classroom
provide varying conditions for learning, and how communicative
patterns are negotiated by teachers and pupils. Osbeck’s concern is
whether a teacher’s actions enable certain speech genres to become
hegemonic in the classroom—speech genres that to varying degrees
can impact on the development of a subject-matter language. Kull-
berg and Skodras’s essay shows how examples used by teachers, and
the variation in their use of examples, elicit pupil understandings
of various kinds. Different opportunities to identify patterns and
achieve insights are offered.

The student in the classroom

Two of the essays concentrate on pupils’ or students’ work in small
groups, and articulate the development and nature of their under-
standings. By focusing on the students’ perspectives in classroom
studies, in contrast to the opportunities provided by, say, interviews
or questionnaires, one can be certain that the contextual processes,
relationships, and communication are taken into account. In Inger-
man and Booth’s essay, work in small groups is analysed in relation
to the role of the tutor, while Sofkova Hashemi’s essay concentrates
on pupils and their choices, how they handle tasks given to them
by both teachers and fellow pupils, and how they construct tasks,
taken to be a measure of the skills that the pupils have to mobilise.
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The study also shows how this relates to the tasks given to them
and their communication with their peers. The findings touch on
what it means when pupils show or do not show certain skills under
these circumstances.

The framing of teaching in the classroom

Lilja and Claesson’s essay pays particular attention to the relational
conditions of classroom work, while Hipkiss’s focuses on the physical
circumstances. Both essays can be said to concentrate on the framing
and conditions of classroom work, and are more general in character,
as described above (Oettingen 2016). Hipkiss’s contribution gives an
insight into how relationships are conditioned by the possibilities
of the physical milieu of the classroom. The ways a classroom is
furnished has an impact on pupils’ opportunities to practise sub-
ject-specific language, demonstrating that the line between general
didactics and subject-matter didactics is not always easy to draw.
Even though the relational and physical aspects matter, and in one
way or another are visible in all classroom studies, these two essays
show the importance of taking these conditions for teaching and
learning as a subject of study in their own right. A closer look at
current work in the classroom reveals how different types of teaching
strategy can facilitate a variety of relational patterns, and thus give
pupils the opportunity to expand their horizons of understanding.
These two essays together point to how relational, physical context
affects teaching and learning, and that makes change possible.

Researching the classroom

The remaining two empirical essays are both based on video-
recorded data from classrooms, and concentrate on methodological
issues—what kinds of knowledge are made possible by these studies
and how different approaches reveal different things—while stressing
the importance of combining overarching and in-depth analyses. In
the contribution by Kilhamn et al., specific international comparisons
are demonstrated to be a useful methodological tool with which to
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identify possible international differences and the contextualisation
of teaching. The authors also discuss how video observations are a
valuable method for developing work with teachers and how together
their interpretations can enrich the teaching and learning process.
Rocksén’s essay shows that the patterns evident in many hours of
recorded data can provide a solid base for the selection of specific
episodes for in-depth study. The patterns in how a teacher performs
a specific action are identifiable only by studying a certain number
of lessons, as it is only then one can distinguish between the rule
and the exception. Sequential observations are fundamental when
studying progression in communication patterns and language,
especially if the ambition is to identify whether patterns and per-
spectives established in previous lessons continue to be drawn upon
in current teaching.

The wider view on didactic classroom studies

The empirical essays illustrate the complexities of our knowledge
about classroom teaching and learning. In Osbeck and Ingerman’s
essay on potential research directions, the eight are categorised
according to their aim, theoretical framework, empirical design,
didactical research tradition, knowledge claims, and implications,
and considered for their future potential in didactic classroom stud-
ies, while also singling out the factors that may carry this research
direction forward. Finally, Klette concludes with an international
perspective on didactic classroom studies, with brief comments on
each of the empirical essays and a discussion of their contribution
as a whole to the international field.

The Swedish context

In didactic classroom studies the specific context is of large importance.
Most of the classrooms are embedded in a Swedish school system
which may not be familiar to the reader, so a brief introduction is
in order. Since 1842, Sweden has had compulsory education for all
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children, and today most children go to preschool, all children have
nine years of obligatory schooling, and most young people continue
for another three years at an upper-secondary school. The Swedish
school system is broadly similar to the other Nordic countries, especially
when it comes to its religious and political background (historically,
Lutheranism and social democracy have dominated). In the 1960s
there was school reform similar to many anglophone countries, and
the school system changed from one with several different tracks to
an elementary school which all pupils attended for the full nine years.
However, in the 1990s so-called free schools (fristdende skolor) were
permitted, and today there is a debate as to whether this has opened up
for a new kind of segregation. There are also international influences
at work, for example from the OECD, which affect how teaching and
learning are regarded. The notion of accountability has also recently
been stressed in the Scandinavian countries (Skarre Aasebo et al.
2017). These wider processes affect teaching and learning in individual
classrooms, and are thus evident in our results even though they are
not the specific research focus of these studies.

With this introduction, we as editors invite you to enjoy each
individual study and reflect on the contribution of classroom studies
as a potential research direction in the field of didactics.
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