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Introduction

In increasingly complex and multicultural societies, citizenship has been subjected to regular
reconceptualizations that have recently sought to include new layers of citizenship, such as
European citizenship (Delanty, 2007). The European Union’s (EU) intent to consolidate a form of
common European citizenship has, however, been challenged by political, economic and social
events, such as the rise of nationalism, the Eurozone economic crisis and the migration crisis cre-
ated by surges of asylum seekers trying to enter the EU. The fact that many European citizens still
see refugees as ‘a liability to national security, societal stability and cultural identity’ (Greenhill,
2016: 323), increases the urgency of a truly multicultural citizenship education that may help to
prevent the spread of intolerant and xenophobic perspectives, often used by far-right populist
movements (Yilmaz, 2012). This is especially important if we take into consideration that large
sectors of the population in many Western European countries demonstrate a significant resistance
to multiculturalism (Spanje, 2010), based on religious prejudice and ethnic identity (Ben-Nun
Bloom et al., 2015), cultural differences, economic protectionism and security fears (Kentmen-Cin
and Erisen, 2017). Education has thus been gaining an increased preponderance in alleviating these
anti-immigration attitudes in younger generations (Cavaille and Marshall, 2019).

In this scenario, the need for a multicultural approach to citizenship has led to the emergence
of educational strategies for ‘critical global citizenship, critical literacy, and the deconstructing
of privilege’ that ‘challenge Eurocentric world views and bring opportunities for more analytical
learning’ (Mikander, 2016: 76). As such, critical thinking (CT) appears as a tool that can help the
students to cognitively deconstruct prejudice and anti-immigration rhetoric (Hjerm et al., 2018).
Additionally, the literature about active citizenship has also been recognizing CT as a crucial
competence for better informed, politically critical (Weinberg and Flinders, 2018) more inclu-
sive (Ballard, 2013) and truly engaged citizens in democratic societies (Westheimer and Kahne,
2004). In this knowledge, educational systems in democratic societies are expected to contribute
to the education of a ‘transformative citizen [that] takes action to actualize values and moral
principles beyond those of conventional authority’ (Sheppard et al., 2011: 70) and that has ‘the
ability to form one’s own opinions about matters concerning justice and the public interest’
(Schuitema et al., 2011: 86).

However, after decades of research, a clear conceptualization of CT continues to be elusive.
From early attempts that define it as a ‘reasonable reflective thinking focused on deciding what to
believe or do’ (Ennis, 1996: 166), to more recent efforts that argue that CT ‘consists in acquiring,
developing, and exercising the skill of being able to grasp inferential connections holding between
statements’ (Mulnix, 2012: 464 and 465), there is still no consensual definition of CT. There are,
however, some commonalities between these conceptualizations. Namely, the recognition that CT
is a thinking process that is comprised of two interconnected dimensions. The first of these is dis-
positional and includes individual traits like the ability to question one’s own assumptions and to
consider opinions contrary to those assumptions; a natural curiosity to look for additional and
contrasting information about a specific topic and a significant level of self-confidence regarding
the ability to use reasonable thinking as a tool to form personal opinions (Dunne, 2018). The sec-
ond dimension involves the cognitive skills, such as interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference,
explanation, and self-regulation (see Facione, 1990: 14), that the critical thinker employs when
treating the information available about a specific topic. From a psychological perspective, CT is
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a higher order thinking process that includes an important metacognitive ability to reflect about
‘what is known and how that knowledge is justified” (Kuhn, 1999: 23). In this light, CT can be
conceived as a natural inclination to question assumptions and the ability to treat external infor-
mation that will shape personal knowledge about a specific topic or issue. It also involves the
willingness and ability to question internalized knowledge before relying on it to form personal
opinions that will guide behavior. Such a competence is even more important if we consider that
the widening reach of the Internet and social media has also fueled the spread of fake news and
informational contents created to politically manipulate the citizens/voters. Empowering ‘people
to be more judicious in consuming information, including having the natural inclination to fact-
check the materials they read’ (Vasu et al., 2018: 24) is of growing relevance for educational
systems in democratic societies.

Although students’ CT skills can also be developed in many experiences outside the schools
(Terenzini et al., 1995), they still play a central role in promoting CT. Not only because schools
allow the systematic practice of the cognitive skills that CT involves, but also because they host
a diversity that makes them privileged places for promoting contrastive discussions and other
pedagogical activities that aim at fostering students’ CT (Hess, 2009). However, although it is
true that critical thinkers need a significant level of knowledge about the topics to which they
will apply their CT skills (Hitchcock, 2018), the fact that, in many cases, ‘the overriding agenda
in classrooms remains student acquisition of knowledge’ (Onosko, 1991: 344) actually impairs
the development of CT competences by not allowing enough time for students to reflect and
discuss the contents they are taught.

Still, empirical research has been testing and validating several specific pedagogical recom-
mendations that can improve the students’ CT skills. In-class activities like interactive discussions
(Abrami et al., 2015) and debating (Healey, 2012) have shown to be effective in educating critical
thinking citizens. However, these activities should preferably focus on controversial issues (Mead
and Scharmann, 1994). In fact, controversy has proven to be so effective in sparking discussion and
critical reflection amongst students that recent research has been advocating that teachers should
receive specific training on dealing with controversial discussions in the classroom (Alongi et al.,
2016; Erlich and Gindi, 2019). Furthermore, discussing controversial topics has been shown to
improve the students’ ability to recall and transfer the information learned to a wider variety of
situations (Johnson and Johnson, 1995). This effectiveness is amplified by conflict, a crucial ele-
ment of controversial discussion (Portelli, 1994). The problem, however, is that, in spite of being a
crucial ‘catalyst for social change’ (Sheppard et al., 2011: 77), conflict is still avoided by many
teachers (Johnson et al., 2000). Although cognitive conflict can promote the students’ reappraisal
of opinions and personal perspective development (Gronostay, 2016), it is still generally avoided
in the classroom. In fact, one of the characteristics of controversy that explains the possible emer-
gence of conflict is that these controversial issues often involve a significant degree of emotion
(Oulton et al., 2004), that is particularly important in sparking and maintaining the students’ moti-
vation to engage in joint critical reflection (Moon, 2008).

Since the mid-twentieth century, neuropsychological research has been arguing for a close con-
nection between emotions and the use of cognitive skills in reasonable (critical) thinking processes
(Damasio, 1994). More recently, educational research has also demonstrated that emotional
responses such as repugnancy (Riggs and Hellyer-Riggs, 2014) or admiration (Sato, 2015) are
good predictors for arousing the motivation necessary for students to engage in CT (Fahim and
Hajimaghsoodi, 2014). Actually, emotions are not just important factors for promoting CT, they are
also crucial in making political participation more attractive to young citizens (Cammaerts et al.,
2014). There is a growing recognition that emotions play a central role in democratic politics, both
in personal and societal terms (e.g. Marcus, 2002; Vasilopoulos, 2018) and, as Martha Nussbaum
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states, there is a need for ‘a public culture of emotion [to] reinforce attachment to [democratic]
norms (. . .) such as the equal worth of all citizens, the importance of certain fundamental rights,
and the badness of various forms of discrimination and hierarchy’ (Nussbaum, 2013: 6). In fact,
research shows that emotions such as anger, fear and anxiety influence citizens’ opinions about
policies to address immigration issues (Erisen et al., 2020) and political support for far-right parties
(Vasilopoulos et al., 2019). Altogether, this knowledge compels us to seriously consider the power
that emotional connections can have over young people’s motivation to critically reflect and act as
citizens, meaning that these connections should also be explored by educators in the adoption of
pedagogical strategies for motivating the students to become critical active citizens that may be
more resilient to emotionally appealing anti-immigration rhetoric (Math¢, 2018) and other anti-
democratic values (Zembylas, 2022).

However, these strategies should also be accompanied by the creation of participative structures
that stimulate critical reflection in school (Ferreira, 2006), a friendly classroom environment in
which the students feel free and encouraged to discuss their personal opinions (McKee, 2015), and
by giving the teachers conditions to implement a critical pedagogy (Veugelers, 2007) in their
classes. Even so, we must still be aware that participating in these activities might not necessarily
lead to a positive outcome regarding the students’ CT skills. In fact, ‘the quality [of] civic and
political participation experiences must [also] be favored if we value more complex, autonomous,
critical, and reflective citizens’ (Ferreira et al., 2012: 608). In this sense, ‘if seeking to educate for
European citizenship, national curricula should adopt a multi-faceted (and critical) approach to
teaching about Europe, and highlight that citizenship of Europe involves not only knowledge about
European institutions but also about rights, duties, identities, skills, and opportunities for participa-
tion’ (Keating, 2014: 59).

Building on the knowledge that attitudes toward immigrants influence public support for the
EU, and given the lack of research about how European citizens feel about immigrants (Kentmen-
Cin and Erisen, 2017), we have sought for answers to (i) what topics motivate Portuguese students
to critically reflect about European issues and how do these topics influence their support for
the EU? and (ii) how do these students feel about immigrants and refugees seeking to enter the EU
and how do they cognitively deal with those emotions? To achieve this, we analyzed students’
discourses and interactions during focus group discussions and uncovered specific topics that
stimulate student’s motivation to discuss European social and political issues. In addition, we have
identified discursive traces that may indicate students’ vulnerability to attempts of political manip-
ulation toward monoculturalism and discrimination against immigrants. These findings can help to
complement pedagogical recommendations for the development of CT skills in upper secondary
students and contribute to increase their critical connection to the EU and their resilience to anti-
immigration rhetoric.

Methodology

Data collection

Our study focuses on the discourses of students during focus groups discussions held between
April and June of 2017. Focus groups were chosen because their flexibility enables a more relaxed
and informal environment in which the participants can feel free to express and discuss their opin-
ions about their personal experiences in school. A specific script was developed to guide these
discussions, which started with an ice-breaking activity in which the participants were invited to
choose an image depicting some sort of civic or political participation activity. This activity was
expected to start the discussion on topics related with active citizenship in democratic societies,
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Table I. School characterization and focus groups distribution.

School Track Socioeconomic FG | FG 2 Total
background participants
School#| Vocational Lower 7 (FG5) 6 (FG6) 13
School#2 Academic Middle/Upper Il (FG7) 5 (FG8) 16
School#3 Academic and vocational Lower 5 (FG3) 6 (FG4) I
School#4 Academic and vocational Middle/Upper 10 (FGI) Il (FG2) 21

school goals and internal functioning, the connection between students and the EU, and what both
national and European institutions could improve regarding their connection with young citizens.
A non-directive approach by the moderators encouraged the participants to engage in group reflec-
tion and debate of different opinions and about the underlying values and sociopolitical implica-
tions of their positions, which often led the students to expand group reflection beyond the topics
originally proposed for discussion. The contents of some of these debates will be presented in the
following sections of this paper.

Participants

This research included the organization of focus groups in four Portuguese public secondary
schools, located in the urban area of Porto (cities of Porto, Vila Nova de Gaia, Matosinhos, and
Famalicd0), and representing both academic and vocational tracks of studies. These schools were
also selected to represent both middle/upper and lower socioeconomic backgrounds (see Table 1).
Schools were informed that the research was being developed under the scope of the ‘CATCH-
EyoU’! research project, and that the students would have to voluntarily agree to participate. Sixty-
one Portuguese students, from the 11th and 12th grades, were selected and the final group of
participants included students from both academic (»=37) and vocational (n=24) tracks. The par-
ticipants were asked to sign an informed consent containing all relevant information about their
participation and how the collected data would be stored and analyzed. In case of underaged stu-
dents, their legal guardians were also asked to give their formal consent for participation. Once all
ethical requirements were met, two focus groups were organized in each school.

Data analysis

The discussions were audio recorded, transcribed, and submitted to a thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke, 2006) that allowed us to identify the specific topics that engaged two or more students in
discussion, preferably disagreeing and arguing for different perspectives. This analysis revealed
two major categories/themes: (i) democracy in the EU and (ii) terrorism and the refugee crisis.
Since the script used to guide the discussions included several questions about the EU, and given
that the refugee crisis emerged as a theme after the students were presented, during the ice-break-
ing activity, with images related to this topic, we cannot say that the emergence of these themes
was completely spontancous. These were, however, the themes that sparked some of the most
meaningful and engaging debates amongst the participants. As such, the findings section in this
paper will be divided according to these two categories/themes, including quotations that were
considered to be representative of the participants’ opinions about the topics included in each one
of the categories/themes. The transcripts were translated literally from Portuguese by the authors
and all the students’ names presented here are fictitious.
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Findings
Democracy in the EU

When asked to discuss the EU, the students argued that, over the last years, some undemocratic
patterns have emerged. Although most students seemed to support the original ideals of the
European project, many eagerly took the discussion toward the issue of an apparent division inside
the EU that is distorting those original democratic values. These students argued that there is a real
power imbalance that places Germany at the helm of the EU. In fact, they seem to feel so strongly
disappointed (‘I don’t think that’s right”) by these circumstances that one of the students actually
used a deeply critical analogy to describe the EU as a ‘gang’.

Raul - On the one hand, I agree with the EU but, on the other hand, not so
much. For example, a gang (. . .) a group of friends that get together
to do something, there is always one that takes the leadership. That
is also the case in the EU. Portugal is obviously not the leader.

Daniela — It’s Germany.

Raul - Yeah, Germany is the leader. But that is only because they nomi-
nated themselves as leaders. That is not a union. A union in which
they rule other countries? I don’t think that’s right.

Moderator — You think that it is not very democratic. Is that it?

Raul - Exactly. If it is really a union, they should help each other and divide
the money amongst all the countries evenly. (FG2)

It is safe to say that this criticism is probably rooted in the economic crisis that struck Portugal
in recent years (2011-2014) and in the austerity measures that were imposed to the country during
this period. To many of the participating students, discussing the EU inevitably leads to discussing
its economic implications. In this regard, the following excerpt represents not only the conflicting
feelings about the potential economic benefits and constraints associated to Portugal’s integration
in the Eurozone, but also reveals the establishment of an interesting connection between those
economic circumstances and variations of European identity levels in different member-countries
of the EU.

Flavio — Portugal has the help of the EU. If it didn’t have that help, maybe, it
would be harder for us.

Manuel - Maybe the people living in Germany do not feel as European as us.
Because of that help.

Mario — I think that they feel more European than us.

Moderator — You think that the Germans feel that they are more European than
the Portuguese. Is that it? Why do you think that?

Mario — Because Germany is a very powerful country in Europe. Like
France, for instance, or Belgium.

Manuel - Since we are not as powerful. . .that is why I said that. If we

didn’t need help, maybe we wouldn’t feel that we are in the EU
as much. (. . .)

Flavio — Maybe we wouldn’t have debt at all.

Moderator — So we would be economically better?

Flavio — It depends.



Piedade et dl. 7

Several participants —  No.

Carolina — I don’t think so.

Flavio — We would return to our own currency.
Moderator — So we would be better or worse?

Several participants —  Worse. (FG3)

Since recent public debate in Portugal surrounding the country’s membership in the EU has
been marked by economic factors, this tendency to reflect about the impact European economic
policies have in their society and in their daily lives actually mimics many of the arguments made
in public political discourses regarding this topic. This tendency to focus the debate about the EU
in economic factors seems to be significantly shaping the students’ perspectives about the EU,
leaving many of them frustrated (‘But why do we only talk about the EU at the economical level?)
with the fact that other social issues are not part of the EU agenda and remain as problems that
must, essentially, be addressed at the national level. Nevertheless, some students were able to go
beyond this vision of the EU and question not only the very essence of the debates surrounding its
values and everyday life implications but also the residual encouragement for their discussion in
classes.

Telma — Yes. The everyday life of the EU is more economical than anything
else.

Paula - Than social or political.

Telma — At the social level, it is each country for itself and it will only get
something from another country if it really needs it.

Joana — But why do we only talk about the EU at the economical level? (. . .)

Carina - What we learn about the EU are concepts and. . .ok, we can have

questions about the EU: what is it? How things happen? All those
“hows”. But, then, there is nobody to confront us with those ques-
tions or that may give us some answers. We are simply injected with
some concepts and that is it. (. . .).

Paula - But we don’t even talk about concepts that make us question. We
learn about institutions. Why would we simply want to know their
functions and what they are good for and nothing else? (FG1)

Although discussing the EU internal organization does not seem to be particularly engaging for
the students, many of them displayed a significant level of creative reflexivity while discussing
what they perceive to be some other undemocratic aspects within its institutional framework. The
following excerpt was taken from one of the liveliest discussions about the formal aspects of the
EU, and can, perhaps, be seen as a good example of how teachers can articulate knowledge trans-
mission about the institutional structure of the EU with a critically challenging pedagogical
approach. Departing from arguments that justify either their support or criticism of the EU, four
students involved the whole group in a more general discussion about democratic electoral
processes.

Jodo — I will say this: the EU should be a democratic institution and it’s not.
Nobody elects the European Commission. It’s all done indirectly.
The EU has a supranational character that allows it to overlap the
constitutions of some countries. I believe that the democratization
within the EU should be reinforced. (. . .)
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Mini — Exactly. I think that. . .least of all Portugal, really has the right to
demand what you are saying when the non-participation rates for the
European elections are what they are.

Jodo — I don’t care about the non-participation rates. I think we have the
right to say what we want to say. If people don’t vote, it is not my
fault and I have the right to demand.

Mini — Well, you are right about that. But you have to care about what other
people think. (. . .)

Jodo — For the European Commission. Who chooses it?

Moderator — The European Commission is nominated.

Jodo — There you go. It’s nominated. It’s chosen. By whom?

Marta — By the governments that you have chosen.

Jodo — I didn’t choose the German government! I am sorry.

Mini — Right. But the German people did.

Jodo — Alright, that’s great. But I think that it should be direct. Similar to

the way we vote for the Portuguese Parliament and for the European
Parliament. (FG8)

Some of the students involved in this discussion had previously been involved in extra-curricu-
lar activities addressing European topics?, which can partially explain the high level of knowledge
and reflexive discussion displayed. The willingness and ability to problematize and critically
reflect about political issues within the EU, however, does not seem to be dependent on the partici-
pation in these types of initiatives. This is further confirmed by the following interaction in which
several vocational students, with no previous participation in these types of activities, address the
problem of low participation rates in European Parliament elections and how that might connect
with a sense of a shared European identity.

Moderator — Do you feel you are a European citizen?

Inés — I do.

Moderator — You do?

Inés — I do. Although I don’t have much of a say in it. (. . .)

Raquel — If voting would be compulsory, we would feel it more because we
would feel that weight of having to know who we were electing.

Moderator — You are talking about European elections, right?

Inés — Yes. I think it should be compulsory.

Moderator — Do you think that voting in the European elections should be
compulsory?

Several participants —  Yes.

Moderator — And the rest of you. . .?

Raquel — I think voting should be compulsory, period.

Beatriz — I agree. (FGYS)

Altogether, these discussions indicate that Portuguese secondary students are highly motivated
to engage in debates that involve questioning democratic practices within the political framework
of the EU. Although the argumentative capabilities of the students in academic tracks seem to
be higher, those in vocational courses also displayed good discursive and reflexivity levels when
discussing controversial aspects of the current political settings of the EU. More importantly,
many participating students displayed significant affective connections with democratic values,



Piedade et al. 9

like freedom, solidarity and cooperation, and their discourses indicate the emergence of negative
emotions, such as frustration (‘It is not for some countries to dominate others’) and disappointment
(‘There should be cooperation and not competition’), when they perceive that political actions
astray from those values. This is clearly visible in the following statements, in which some students
were keen to remind European officials what the original values of the EU are and what they
should mean.

Jodo — Let the refugees in.

Marta — The purpose of the EU is peace and harmony.

Mini — And cooperation.

Jodo — Tell NATO to cease to exist.

Moderator — More?

Tita — Do what the EU was created for. It is not for some countries to domi-
nate others.

Jodo — There should be cooperation and not competition. (FG8)

Terrorism and the refugee crisis

In a post-9/11 international scenario marked by fear of terrorist attacks in Western countries, it is
not surprising that the EU’s ability to provide safety to its citizens has been an important topic of
discussion amongst the participating students. Many of them seem to believe that being in the EU
provides safety, while others argue that recent terrorist attacks in Europe prove not only the EU’s
inability to stop terrorist threats within its borders, but also that belonging to the EU might actually
increase that risk.

Inés — Oh, never mind that. We are also at risk. We are part of the EU.

Raquel — You have more protection and more help if that happens.

Inés — That has nothing to do with it. Look at France. (. . .) all those people
still died.

Raquel — But it’s like that everywhere. I country that is alone, isolated. . .all

those that do not belong to the EU or something, are by themselves
and nobody cares about them.

Inés — But they want people from the EU because, in those countries there
are people that want to be a part of the EU, and, then, there are other
people that do not want that. And those people that don’t want it are
using terrorism so that it doesn’t happen. (FGS5)

Just like it has often happened in public debate, and, especially, in populist arguments about
these topics, most of the discussion quickly associated security issues within the EU with the recent
refugee crisis. The level of discussion that these topics have produced clearly reveals the students’
interest in these issues and generated some of the most controversial moments of discussion.
Furthermore, the students’ snappy engagement in these discussions and the way they defended
their points of view seem to indicate a significant emotional connection with the topic. In fact, this
topic seemed to confront participants with an emotional dilemma, leaving them torn between feel-
ings of compassion and empathy for the suffering and death of asylum seekers and anger toward
refugees and the fear of increasing the possibility of terrorist attacks. It is noteworthy that, in spite
of being recurrently neglected by educators, these emotions are extensively explored by far-right
populist anti-immigration rhetoric.



10 Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 00(0)

In fact, most groups recurrently went into emotionally charged debates about these topics, with
a clear split between the opinions of students in academic tracks, that advocated mostly for the
need for the EU member-states to preserve the lives of those seeking refuge from war, and the
prevailing, although disputed, opinion amongst students in vocational tracks, which tended to give
in to anger directed at refugees (‘Catch and kill them all’) and fear (‘At least I don’t get killed”) of

potential terrorist attacks organized by asylum seekers in Europe.

Vocational

Academic

Gongalo — Close the doors to everyone. Don’t
let anybody in. Catch and kill them all. All of
those who are here [laughter]. At least | don’t
get killed. It’s everyone for themselves.

Isabel — And then make a barbecue with them.
Moderator — And you agree with this?
Fatima — Absolutely not!

Isabel — No. Killing them, no.

Gongalo - If you close the doors, you are
killing them.

[laughter]

Isabel — Yes, but you aren’t killing them
directly. But indirectly, yes.

(..

Goncalo — Yes. They should stay in their
country and learn to use weapons.

Fatima — But the sea is the easiest way to get
here. . .

(..

Gongalo — The problem is that people are
born in the wrong country. It’s like if | was born
an ant that was going to be walked on in two
days. If they are born in the wrong country it is
normal that that is their destiny.

Fatima — Look, if you wanted to go work
abroad it would be the same thing. You would
be an immigrant.

Goncgalo — But that’s different. | wouldn’t be an
illegal immigrant. | have a EU passport. (FG6)

Marta — No. Alright, for me this issue with the
refugees is very. . .

Jodo — Very sensitive!

Marta — Yes. In my opinion it is very important
and. ..

Mini — Sensitive [suggestion in low tone of voice].
Marta — And sensitive, yes.

Moderator — And why is it important and
sensitive?

Marta — Because | believe that we should always
preserve human lives. (. . .) We are talking about
lives, aren’t we? | think that should trump everything
else: politics, money. Those are people that could
have been from our country, our brothers.

(..

Jodo — We see attacks like the one that happened
in the subway in Portland, a few days ago, some guy
stabbed two Muslim women because of patriotism.
That wasn’t a terrorist attack. He just had mental
problems. But, if a Muslim stabs someone, that’s a
terrorist attack (. . .)

Mini — It’s like you said ‘all Muslims are terrorists’.
In that case, | was going to say that all Americans
are fundamentalists, because of the KKK.

Jodo — Yes, of course they are [said ironically].
Mini — Or, we can say that all Germans are Nazis.
Jodo — Yeah, they are [irony].

Mini — Or that all the Portuguese, Spanish and
Italians are fascists. (FG8)

Although far from hegemonic amongst vocational students, opinions like the one expressed by

Gongalo indicate a higher level of vulnerability to anti-immigration and nationalistic propaganda
when compared to academic students. Furthermore, even if in the discourses of other vocational
students that revealed the existence of some kind of prejudice regarding the refugees, a certain
degree of empathy (‘Look, if you wanted to go work abroad it would be the same thing’) toward
people in need of assistance and a more general concern with Human Rights seemed to be present,
their opinions appeared to be more easily influenced by unsubstantiated, but emotionally charged,
arguments recurrently used by populist political actors and movements when they approach migra-
tion related issues.

In any case, in general, most of the students were actually very critical about the EU role in both
finding a solution for the crisis and in the international circumstances that led to it. Although both
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academic and vocational students proved to be deeply critical of the EU’s responsibilities in creat-
ing these circumstances, the orientation in their criticism was quite different and with varying

levels of argumentative complexity, as it becomes evident in the following discourses.

Vocational

Academic

Inés — Right. It is in their religion. All or nothing.
Everything is horrible.

Moderator — You are saying that, but do you
know any case of countries that have welcomed
refugees and got terrorists amongst them?
Raquel — Of refugees, no. But, for instance,

for a while now, France, since their President

has changed, started to let everybody in. All the
Turkish, the Indians, the Chinese, everybody was
allowed in. It got to a point when that happened in
the Bataclan and all that. And it wasn’t just one, it
was two or three places that blew up all at once.
(.

Raquel — In that sense, they are worse than us.
It is not about their race. It is not discrimination.
The history of that ‘sort of people’ (. . .) The
Turkish have a bad reputation. We all know what
to expect from that side, more or less. It’s true,
isn’tit? (.. .) It is what they are. We have to be
careful about them and | think that France is not
careful enough (. . .)

Beatriz — France has only harmed the EU. (FG5)

Tita — Stop providing them weapons and stop
fueling that war. In second place, take those people
in, because they are people, period.

(.

Mini — And then, there’s another thing. From the
moment that the EU started giving funds, what
happened was that some countries started taking
them in, provided that they receive those funds.

(- . .) In summary, it is all about interests. What |
think is missing is that sense that these are human
lives. It is not all about the money. | think that we
are lacking that understanding.

Tita — |, to be honest . . . like. . . [laughter of
embarrassment] it might sound bad what | am
about to say, but, as long as they take those people
in, | don’t really care about the underlying interests,
to be honest. Because it is people. Period. Because,
even if it is about the money, | don’t really care,
because there are people dying. | believe that it was
the Italians that let | don’t know how many people
die in the Mediterranean. Because they heard the
distress calls and ignored them. (FG8)

On the one hand, only students in academic tracks seem to believe that the EU has the moral

obligation to help the refugees because it has also contributed to the escalation of the war in Syria
(responsible for a significant part of the refugee influx). On the other hand, both vocational and
academic students seem to give in to an unsettling fear (‘more control so that we can really know
if they are people in need of humanitarian aid or with other intentions’) of potential terrorist attacks
by advocating for more control over the entrance of refugees into the EU. These differences and
similarities are particularly visible when we contrast the following discussion amongst students in
academic tracks with the opinions of the students in vocational courses previously presented.

Dario — And maybe closing the borders is an exaggeration, but, yeah, more
security regarding the refugees’ entrance. (. . .)

Bernardo - I agree, and I disagree.

Moderator — Ok.

Bernardo - I agree with the need to have more control so that we can really

know if they are people in need of humanitarian aid or with other
intentions. And I disagree because. . .it is about more than that. I
believe that we should first ask: why does this conflict exist? (. . .)
The refugees keep coming. The war continues. Controlling the
borders, yes. But it will keep happening. We will have the USA
Government involved there. We will have Russia trying to defend.
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And that will keep spreading. Spreading until it takes even worse
proportions. We should get to the root of the problem. (FG7)

This concern with terrorism was common in both groups but, more importantly, although
trapped between emotional reactions of empathy, anger, and fear when exposed to these humanitar-
ian and security issues, both groups revealed a significant level of motivation to critically reflect
and discuss about these topics, which should be explored by educators by creating spaces for dis-
cussing significant and controversial political and humanitarian issues in class.

Discussion

Our data indicates that upper secondary Portuguese students show a significant level of interest in
discussing controversial political and humanitarian topics, like undemocratic behavior and social
inequalities. The participating students have proven to be critical of power imbalances between
member-countries of the EU and of its political actions to solve the recent refugee crisis. In line
with previous research, most students in this study have expressed that they believe that better
European policies that provide refugee protection while imposing border controls are still neces-
sary (Jeannet et al., 2021). Furthermore, adding to previous knowledge about how emotions influ-
ence citizens’ perspectives about the EU (Erisen et al., 2020; Vasilopoulou and Wagner, 2017), the
discourses of the participants in this study indicate that initial emotional responses of disappoint-
ment, frustration, empathy, anger, and fear are good precursors to engage in critical reflection
about EU related topics. The participants’ criticism does not, however, mean that these students do
not support the EU. On the contrary, most students seem to support the values they believe are
behind the European project and Portugal’s continuity in the EU. This could mean that, in spite of
their criticism, the students were able to use their CT skills to reach their own conclusions about
the implications, both good and bad, of Portugal’s membership in the EU, which, in turn, could
indicate a good level of resilience to attempts of political manipulation through the use of nation-
alistic arguments and anti-immigration rhetoric (Lubbers and Coenders, 2017).

Since our analysis indicates that the motivation to engage in CT about a specific political
topic seems to be aided by an initial emotional response, these findings seem to confirm the
importance of emotions in forming political judgments (Marcus, 2002), especially those con-
cerning social justice issues (Kuby, 2013). In this case, when faced with information that indi-
cates unjust or undemocratic behaviors, students seem to be more engaged in questioning the
conditions that allowed those behaviors to emerge and to find solutions to the problems that
they cause. In this vein, our data also revealed that humanitarian issues seem to be particularly
emotionally engaging, generating lively discussions about opposing perspectives and moral
values amongst the students.

While the students in academic tracks and in middle/upper socioeconomic contexts schools
seem to lean toward empathy, revealing a more humanitarian and less prejudicial discourse regard-
ing the refugees trying to enter the EU, those in vocational education and lower socioeconomic
contexts often revealed anger toward asylum seekers and fear of terrorism, evidencing a prejudicial
and, in extreme cases, openly xenophobic opinions about those that currently seek asylum in the
EU. Although it may be ‘plausible that humanitarian concerns regarding the dangerous journeys of
asylum seekers may decrease out-group bias and increase sympathy’ (Kentmen-Cin and Erisen,
2017: 6), these results indicate that educational and socioeconomic variations can deeply influence
young European citizens’ attitudes toward immigrants. Adding to previous research (Erisen and
Vasilopoulou, 2022), our findings suggest that a combination of rage and fear might be leaving
vocational students in lower socioeconomic environments more vulnerable to anti-immigration
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rhetoric. This can either confirm the argument that people who are more exposed to ‘feelings of
economic, cultural, and political vulnerability’ are generally more receptive to populist claims
(Spruyt et al., 2016: 344), or it can simply mean that these students are more susceptible to repro-
ducing prejudicial arguments often institutionalized by political elites (Wimmer, 1997) and propa-
gated by the media. In any case, this is particularly worrying if we take into consideration that
previous studies have revealed that both teachers and students in Portuguese vocational courses
agree that, unlike in academic courses, there is time to discuss these topics in their classes (Piedade
et al., 2020). Although these discussions should encourage the participants to consider different
perspectives and ways of thinking (Benesch, 1999), they should also help the students to develop
the metacognitive skills that may allow them to identify and deconstruct their own prejudicial
judgments and ethnic bias. In spite of more favorable conditions for the development of pedagogi-
cal activities that stimulate the exercise of the cognitive skills associated with CT, the contrast
between the discourses produced by students in both tracks may indicate that CT continues to be
‘relatively underplayed in vocational education’ (Anderson et al., 2001: 3).

It is noteworthy that this study includes only a small sample of Portuguese secondary stu-
dents, so results should not be seen as being representative of the general student population.
Additionally, aside from the socioeconomic contexts in which the four participating schools
are integrated, our data collection did not include a methodological tool sensitive to out-of-
school contextual variations that might have been determinant in shaping the participants’
perspectives. Given the complexity and wide range of factors that contribute to citizens’ sup-
port of anti-immigration claims (Stockemer et al., 2018), these findings should be seen as a
departure point for further research on the factors contributing to increase young people’s
vulnerability to xenophobic rhetoric. Additionally, since our classification of the emotions
expressed during the discussions about terrorism and the refugee crisis was inferential, this
analysis should also be complemented by studies that include confirmatory data about the
participants’ emotional connections with these topics, namely by asking them what they feel
when they think and talk about these issues.

Although CT development can occur in all stages of life, it is crucial to keep in mind that it is
also a process that requires a systematic practice of its associated attitudinal dispositions and cog-
nitive skills over long periods of time. Additionally, when thinking critically about topics related
to democracy, cultural diversity, and immigration it is important that the critical thinker can engage
with the experiences and arguments of those coming from different social and cultural back-
grounds. Schools are privileged places to meet these criteria. However, many can still struggle
to motivate some students to think critically. The findings in this paper seem to confirm that con-
troversial topics are particularly effective in activating emotional responses that offer a solid basis
for students’ motivation to engage in pedagogical activities aimed at developing the cognitive
and metacognitive skills associated with CT. Additionally, they also affirm students as ‘political
beings’, capable of and willing to critically reflect about social and political issues that they per-
ceive as unjust and in need of sociopolitical change. In this sense, promoting CT about controver-
sial, emotionally engaging, social and political issues can also be seen as an effective educational
strategy toward empowering the students to resist attempts of political manipulation and to educate
young European citizens that are critical guardians of democratic values and respectful of cultural
differences.
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Notes

1. The ‘CATCH-EyoU - Constructing AcTive CitizensHip with European Youth: Policies, Practices,
Challenges and Solutions’ research project was funded by the European Union through the Horizon
2020 research and innovation program under Grant Agreement N. 649538. For more information, visit
http://www.catcheyou.eu/

2. School#2 provides its students with the possibility to voluntarily enroll in a European Club group.
Following national educational authorities’ encouragement, these groups are organized in several
Portuguese schools, since 1986, and their general goal is ‘creating amongst its members a true European
spirit and active citizenship’, by providing extra-curricular spaces for the spread of knowledge about the
EU and relevant European topics (for official guidelines, see http://dge.mec.pt/sites/default/files/DSPE/
Clubes Europeus/linhas_orientadoras_para_o_funcionamento dos clubes_europeus.pdf).

References

Abrami PC, Bernard RM, Borokhovski E et al. (2015) Strategies for teaching students to think critically: A
meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research 85(2): 275-314.

Alongi M, Heddy B and Sinatra G (2016) Real-world engagement with controversial issues in history and
social studies: Teaching for transformative experiences and conceptual change. Journal of Education &
Social Sciences 15(2): 26-41.

Anderson T, Howe C, Soden R et al. (2001) Peer interaction and the learning of critical thinking skills in
further education students. Instructional Science 29: 1-32.

Ballard K (2013) Thinking in another way: Ideas for sustainable inclusion. International Journal of Inclusive
Education 17(8): 762-775.

Benesch S (1999) Thinking critically, thinking dialogically. TESOL Quarterly 33(3): 573-580.

Ben-Nun Bloom P, Arikan G and Courtemanche M (2015) Religious social identity, religious belief, and anti-
immigration sentiment. The American Political Science Review 109(2): 203-221.

Braun V and Clarke V (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology
3(2): 77-101.

Cammaerts B, Bruter M, Banaji S et al. (2014) The myth of youth apathy: Young Europeans’ critical attitudes
toward democratic life. The American Behavioral Scientist 58(5): 645—664.

Cavaille C and Marshall J (2019) Education and anti-immigration attitudes: Evidence from compulsory
schooling reforms across western Europe. The American Political Science Review 113(1): 254-263.

Damasio A (1994) Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain. New York, NY: Avon Books.

Delanty G (2007) European citizenship: A critical assessment. Citizenship Studies 11(1): 63-72.

Dunne G (2018) The dispositions of critical thinkers. Think 17(48): 67-83.

Ennis RH (1996) Critical thinking dispositions: Their nature and assessability. Informal Logic 18(2): 165-182.

Erisen C and Vasilopoulou S (2022) The affective model of far-right vote in Europe: Anger, political trust,
and immigration. Social Science Quarterly 103: 635-648.


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9063-3773
http://www.catcheyou.eu/
http://dge.mec.pt/sites/default/files/DSPE/Clubes_Europeus/linhas_orientadoras_para_o_funcionamento_dos_clubes_europeus.pdf
http://dge.mec.pt/sites/default/files/DSPE/Clubes_Europeus/linhas_orientadoras_para_o_funcionamento_dos_clubes_europeus.pdf

Piedade et dl. 15

Erisen C, Vasilopoulou S and Kentmen-Cin C (2020) Emotional reactions to immigration and support for EU
cooperation on immigration and terrorism. Journal of European Public Policy 27(6): 795-813.

Erlich RR and Gindi S (2019) Are civics teachers different from teachers of other disciplines in their handling
of controversial issues? Education Citizenship and Social Justice 14(2): 118—130.

Facione P (1990) Critical thinking: A statement of expert consensus for purposes of educational assessment
and instruction. Research findings and recommendations. Newark: American Philosophical Association.

Fahim M and Hajimaghsoodi A (2014) The relationship between motivation and critical thinking ability of
Iranian EFL learners. International Journal of Language Learning and Applied Linguistics World 5(2):
454-463.

Ferreira P (2006) Concepgées de cidadania e experiéncias de participa¢do na sociedade civil: uma perspec-
tiva do desenvolvimento psicolégico. PhD Thesis, University of Porto, Porto.

Ferreira PD, Azevedo CN and Menezes 1 (2012) The developmental quality of participation experiences:
Beyond the rhetoric that “participation is always good!.” Journal of Adolescence 35(3): 599-610.

Greenhill KM (2016) Open arms behind barred doors: Fear, hypocrisy and policy schizophrenia in the
European migration crisis. European Law Journal 22(3): 317-332.

Gronostay D (2016) Argument, counterargument, and integration? Patterns of argument reappraisal in contro-
versial classroom discussions. Journal of Education & Social Sciences 15(2): 42-56.

Healey RL (2012) The power of debate: Reflections on the potential of debates for engaging students in criti-
cal thinking about controversial geographical topics. Journal of Geography in Higher Education 36(2):
239-257.

Hess D (2009) Controversy in the Classroom: The Democratic Power of Discussion. New York, NY:
Routledge.

Hitchcock D (2018) Critical thinking. In: Edward N (ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall
2018 Edition). Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/fall2018/entries/critical-thinking/ (accessed 22 October 2023).

Hjerm M, Johansson Seva I and Werner L (2018) How critical thinking, multicultural education and teacher
qualification affect anti-immigrant attitudes. International Studies in Sociology of Education 27(1):
42-59.

Jeannet A-M, Heidland T and Ruhs M (2021) What asylum and refugee policies do Europeans want? Evidence
from a cross-national conjoint experiment. European Union Politics 22(3): 353-376.

Johnson D and Johnson R (1995) Creative and critical thinking through academic controversy. The American
Behavioral Scientist 37(1): 40-53.

Johnson DW, Johnson RT and Smith KA (2000) Constructive controversy: The educative power of intellec-
tual conflict. Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning 32(1): 28-37.

Keating A (2014) Education for Citizenship in Europe: European Policies, National Adaptations and Young
People’s Attitudes. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.

Kentmen-Cin C and Erisen C (2017) Anti-immigration attitudes and the opposition to European integration:
A critical assessment. European Union Politics 18(1): 3-25.

Kuby CR (2013) Ok this is hard’: Doing emotions in social justice dialogue. Education Citizenship and Social
Justice 8(1): 29-42.

Kuhn D (1999) A developmental model of critical thinking. Educational Researcher 28(2): 16—46.

Lubbers M and Coenders M (2017) Nationalistic attitudes and voting for the radical right in Europe. European
Union Politics 18(1): 98—118.

Marcus G (2002) The Sentimental Citizen: Emotion in Democratic Politics. University Park, PA: The
Pennsylvania State University.

Mathé NEH (2018) Engagement, passivity and detachment: 16-year-old students’ conceptions of politics and
the relationship between people and politics. British Educational Research Journal 44(1): 5-24.

McKee R (2015) Encouraging classroom discussion. Journal of Education & Social Sciences 14(1): 66—73.

Mead JM and Scharmann LC (1994) Enhancing critical thinking through structured academic controversy.
The American Biology Teacher 56(7): 416—419.

Mikander P (2016) Globalization as continuing colonialism: Critical global citizenship education in an une-
qual world. Journal of Education & Social Sciences 15(2): 70-79.


https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2018/entries/critical-thinking/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2018/entries/critical-thinking/

6 Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 00(0)

Moon J (2008) Critical Thinking: An Exploration of Theory and Practice. London/New York, NY: Routledge.

Mulnix JW (2012) Thinking critically about critical thinking. Educational Philosophy and Theory 44(5):
464-479.

Nussbaum M (2013) Political Emotions: Why Love Matters for Justice. Cambridge/London: The Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press.

Onosko JJ (1991) Barriers to the promotion of higher-order thinking in social studies. Theory & Research in
Social Education 19(4): 341-366.

Oulton C, Day V, Dillon J et al. (2004) Controversial issues - teachers’ attitudes and practices in the context
of citizenship education. Oxford Review of Education 30(4): 489-507.

Piedade F, Malafaia C, Neves T et al. (2020) Educating critical citizens? Portuguese teachers and students’
visions of critical thinking at school. Thinking Skills and Creativity 37: 100690.

Portelli J (1994) The challenge of teaching for critical thinking. McGill Journal of Education 29(2): 137-152.

Riggs LW and Hellyer-Riggs S (2014) Development and motivation in/for critical thinking. Journal of
College Teaching & Learning (TLC) 11(1): 1-8.

Sato K (2015) Motivating children’s critical thinking: Teaching through exemplars. Informal Logic 35(2):
204-220.

Schuitema J, van Boxtel C, Veugelers W et al. (2011) The quality of student dialogue in citizenship education.
European Journal of Psychology of Education 26: 85-107.

Sheppard S, Ashcraft C and Larson BE (2011) Controversy, citizenship, and counterpublics: Developing
democratic habits of mind. Ethics and Education 6(1): 69—84.

Spanje J (2010) Contagious parties: Anti-immigration parties and their impact on other parties’ immigration
stances in contemporary Western Europe. Party Politics 16(5): 563-586.

Spruyt B, Keppens G and Van Droogenbroeck F (2016) Who supports populism and what attracts people to
it? Political Research Quarterly 69(2): 335-346.

Stockemer D, Lentz T and Mayer D (2018) Individual predictors of the radical right-wing vote in Europe:
A meta-analysis of articles in peer-reviewed journals (1995-2016). Government and Opposition 53(3):
569-593.

Terenzini PT, Springer L, Pascarella ET et al. (1995) Influences affecting the development of students' critical
thinking skills. Research in Higher Education 36(1): 23-39.

Vasilopoulos P (2018) Terrorist events, emotional reactions, and political participation: The 2015 Paris
attacks. West European Politics 41(1): 102—-127.

Vasilopoulos P, Marcus GE, Valentino NA et al. (2019) Fear, anger, and voting for the far right: Evidence
from the November 13, 2015 Paris terror attacks. Political Psychology 40: 679—704.

Vasilopoulou S and Wagner M (2017) Fear, anger and enthusiasm about the European Union: Effects of
emotional reactions on public preferences towards European integration. European Union Politics 18(3):
382-405.

Vasu N, Ang B, Terri-Anne-Teo S et al. (2018) Fake News: National Security in the Post-Truth Era.
Singapore: Nanyang Technological University.

Veugelers W (2007) Creating critical-democratic citizenship education: Empowering humanity and
democracy in Dutch education. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education
37(1): 105-119.

Weinberg J and Flinders M (2018) Learning for democracy: The politics and practice of citizenship education.
British Educational Research Journal 44(4): 573-592.

Westheimer J and Kahne J (2004) What kind of citizen? The politics of educating for democracy. American
Educational Research Journal 41(2): 237-269.

Wimmer A (1997) Explaining xenophobia and racism: A critical review of current research approaches.
Ethnic and Racial Studies 20(1): 17-41.

Yilmaz F (2012) Right-wing hegemony and immigration: How the populist far-right achieved hegemony
through the immigration debate in Europe. Current Sociology 60(3): 368-381.

Zembylas M (2022) Evil, thinking, and emotions in Hannah Arendt’s political philosophy: Implications for
the teaching of democratic citizenship. Education Citizenship and Social Justice 17(1): 3—17.



