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Preventing extremism through education: exploring impacts
and implications of counter-radicalisation efforts
Martin M. Sjøen and Sissel H. Jore

Department of Safety, Economics and Technology, University of Stavanger, Stavanger, Norway

ABSTRACT
The counter-radicalisation efforts that have swept through much
of the world seem to have placed schools and universities at the
forefront of global counterterrorism. In this article, we review
research to explore the impacts and implications of preventing
radicalisation and violent extremism through education. We
synthesised themes from the literature in relation to intervention
models that differentiate between primary, secondary and tertiary
prevention levels, in order to embrace the heterogeneity and
complexity of radicalisation issues. Research is at an early stage
in trying to make sense of the ‘causes and cures’ of radicalisation
in the context of young people and education; yet our review
suggests that educators should approach prevention through
humanistic, relational and inclusive pedagogics. However, counter-
radicalisation efforts tend to result in the use of ‘harder’ preven-
tion strategies, which can have quite negative impacts on educa-
tion. Although scholarly output is growing, effectiveness evidence
on these issues remains weak. More consideration should be given
to study how the counter-radicalisation discourse is merged with
education, and with what consequences.
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Introduction

Global counterterrorism has been reformulated as a multi-sectorial security task in
which educational systems are given a leading role in preventing young people from
radicalisation and violent extremism. A contemporary surge in terrorism combined
with the recent outflux of foreign fighters travelling to the Middle East seems only to
have enhanced the perspective that efforts to preventing extreme violence should be
spearheaded by educators. According to Durodié (2016), this intertwinement of security
and education finds wide political support, illustrated by the large number of countries
that have introduced preventive duties and responsibilities in schools and universities.
For simplicity, we come to define these efforts collectively as ‘counter-radicalisation’
efforts (see Davies [2018] for examples of international and governmental responses).

The growing focus on the role of education in preventing radicalisation has also
influenced research in ways that were not the case only a decade ago. It would seem that
the scholarly output on the ‘education-extremism’ nexus has grown exponentially as

CONTACT Martin M. Sjøen martin.sjoen@uis.no Department of Safety, Economics and Technology, University
of Stavanger, Norway

JOURNAL OF BELIEFS & VALUES
2019, VOL. 40, NO. 3, 269–283
https://doi.org/10.1080/13617672.2019.1600134

© 2019 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13617672.2019.1600134&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-06-14


counter-radicalisation efforts have manifested themselves across the world. Despite
growing attention on these issues, questions on the impacts and implications of efforts
to prevent radicalisation in education remain unanswered (Aly et al. 2014; Davies 2014;
Gielen 2017). This can be attributed to the fact that most counter-radicalisation efforts
are not based on research; they are policy-oriented. Given the increase in scholarly
publications, there is a need to explore the literature, to synthesise the state of art of
research on educational counter-radicalisation efforts.

The aim of this article is to bring together different research to explore the impacts and
implications of educational prevention of radicalisation and violent extremism. A second
aim is to identify research developments and knowledge gaps on these issues. We
approach these aims ‘indirectly’ (Lindekilde 2012b), meaning that our objective is not to
explain the underlying mechanisms of effective prevention. There are few evaluation
studies at hand, and, there is always the issue of how to measure effective prevention.
Instead, we focus on how students and educators from a range of educational systems
experience counter-radicalisation efforts in practice. Thus, we extend Davies’ (2018) claim
to shift our attention away from the dominant prescriptive approach of what education
‘ought’ to do, to explore, rather, how education is actually contributing.

While research is very much inconclusive as to whether education can actually counter
extremism (Gielen 2017), it seems imperative that prevention should be grounded in
genuine ideals of relational, humanistic and inclusive pedagogics. Moreover, these efforts
must complement, rather than conflict, the different functions of education through the
qualification, socialisation and subjectification of young lives (Biesta 2009). However,
political connotations that permeate the counter-radicalisation discourse appears to con-
strain educational prevention in practice. On this topic, Aislinn O’Donnell claims that ‘a
clear set of philosophical and ethical principles should underpin education in order to
preserve its autonomy from security and intelligence agendas’ (2016, 54). Such a statement
is not only well founded in the context of preserving the autonomy of education. When
assessing research, it seems clear that good education in the ‘fullest and broadest’ sense of
the term (Biesta 2015), should be the basis for educational activities aimed at preventing
young lives from becoming involved in violent extremism.

Towards a comprehensive model for educational prevention

‘Radicalisation’ has become the standard term to describe processes that can lead seemingly
non-radical individuals towards violent extremism and terrorism (Sedgwick 2010). More
descriptively, radicalisation is usually conceptualised as an individual’s internalisation of
oppositional and undemocratic attitudes. Radicalised attitudes, in combination with
increased support for or engagement in violent behaviours, introduce the term ‘violent
extremism’ into the equation. It is often implied that there can be a direct relationship
between radical attitudes and extreme behaviours. Yet any causal inference between radical
thinking and extreme behaviours is certainly open to debate (Bjørgo and Horgan 2009).
These terms are criticised on multiple levels, naturally, as imprecise conceptualisation do
not improve our understanding of radicalisation issues (Lindekilde 2012b; Kundnani 2009;
Sedgwick 2010). The conflation of attitudinal and behavioural aspects will likely not
enhance the application of prevention efforts in practice, and there is much uncertainty
whether counter-radicalisation efforts should primarily alleviate extreme attitudes, or
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counter extreme behaviours. While radicalisation may not be a very useful term, it does
remain quite popular (Borum 2011). However, a challenge for those who are now bogged
downwith these added expectations and responsibilities to contribute in prevention efforts,
if there is little agreement on the ‘causes and cures’ of radicalisation to begin with, how can
we expect ‘preventive’ actors like educators to contribute in any meaningful way?

The common portrayal of perpetrators of extreme violence as vulnerable and deprived
young individuals seems to have been an important factor in placing educational systems at
the frontline of global efforts to prevent radicalisation and violent extremism. While educa-
tion has been considered a societal peacemaker and counterweight against political violence
at least since antiquity (Østby and Urdal 2010), the contemporary merger of security and
education is foremost a product of the ‘global war on terror’ doctrine (Mattsson et al. 2016).
This doctrine has become fortified in recent years due to the surge in extreme violent and
terrorist acts (Gielen 2017). Naturally, as Sieckelinck et al. (2015) claim, educational systems
cannot take a reluctant role in preventing young lives from becoming involved in extremism.
Yet, as many have argued, this security-laden counter-radicalisation discourse rests on strong
normative and political connotations that may not be compatible with the educational values
of liberty and tolerance. Moreover, the claim that the world is faced with a deprived,
vulnerable and enraged generation of youth, remains to all intents and purposes an ideolo-
gical assumption (Sukarieh and Tannock 2017). The popularity of these terms indicates,
nevertheless, that the lack of conceptual or definitional clarity has little bearing on their usage
in policy, public or in the media.

Researchers are, however, wary of these simplistic portrayals of radicalisation-into-
extremism processes, arguing instead that they are multifaceted and complex (Lindekilde
2012a). This recognition of radicalisation as complex and multifaceted necessitates the
application of preventions that are dependent on the context and the scale of the intensity
of the problem (i.e. radicalisation). The rationale behind this is that a single form of
prevention carried out in isolation is rarely efficient for entire populations (Harris-Hogan
et al. 2016). Counter-radicalisation efforts typically draw on multi-sectoral models that
distinguish between primary, secondary and tertiary levels of prevention (see also Aly et al.
[2015] for a comprehensive discussion).

Recent years have also witnessed a growing use of the terms ‘preventing violent
extremism’ (PVE) and ‘countering violent extremism’ (CVE) within counter-
radicalisation efforts. These terms similarly mark a scale-dependent prevention, contingent
on the intensity of the radicalisation. PVE denotes non-specific prevention that lays the
foundation for building resilience against extremist commitment across a larger audience.
CVE represents a more specific or targeted intervention for potentially radicalised or
already identified extremists. PVE and CVE, which are illustrated in Figure 1.
Intervention model, are tail ends of a spectrum of measures that not only encompasses
varying degrees of specificity but can also include a greater mix of coercive and persuasive
strategies in dealing with these concerns. Educational prevention resembles mostly that of
PVE. This means that the preventive roles for educators is to encourage all students in
developing resilience against extremism through the construction of political orientation
that supports human rights and peace. A second objective is to identify and safeguard
vulnerable students from extremism by mitigating risk factors at the early intervention
level. How to carry out CVE in education by helping students unlearn extremist ideas or
potentially disengage from violent behaviours has received little scholarly attention (Davies
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2014). This is a shortcoming, since there is sound reason to believe that educators can at
some points be faced with extremist students.

Synthesising research

This article draws on a literature study and provides a synthesis of research on the
educational prevention of radicalisation and violent extremism. The aim is to bring
together different research to explore the impacts and implications of educational
prevention. A second objective is to identify research developments and knowledge
gaps. By focusing specifically on education, a vast body of literature has not been
prioritised. For instance, EXIT-initiatives are not assessed directly in our review, since
they rarely occur within the ordinary confines of schools and universities.

To explain precisely the underlying mechanisms of radicalisation prevention in the
context of education goes beyond the scope of this work. There is little consensus in the
literature on how radicalisation occurs, let alone on what are the indicators of successful
prevention. Measuring the effectiveness and consequences of such efforts is naturally
difficult, and, as described by Lindekilde (2012a), if preventions are successful, nothing
happens, or no radicalisation occurs. The methodological challenge here is that one
must prove a ‘negative’, that is, prove that the preventive measures are the reason for
the observed ‘non-events’. This review takes an indirect route in assessing the literature
by combining research on the narratives of students and educators (Lindekilde 2012b).
The deliberate move to combine these narratives is because they can allow for insight
into how preventive measures are experienced by the target audience and stakeholders.
Influenced by Gielen’s (2017) realist synthesis, we move away from the dominant ‘what
works’ approach in education (Biesta 2015), to rather ask, ‘what may work (or not), for
whom, in which contexts, and how?’ While this review cannot reach definite

Figure 1. Intervention model.
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conclusions, our synthesis of exploring different prevention contributions, contexts and
outcomes, can give insight into a more comprehensive understanding of educational
counter-radicalisation efforts.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

This article considers both peer-reviewed and non-peer-reviewed studies, including
journal articles, conference papers, evaluation studies and research reports. There is
no shortage of writings on preventing radicalisation. We find, however, a general lack of
primary research, most notably systematic studies, a trend previously well documented
(Borum 2011). Considering this, we do not attribute a hierarchy to the quality of studies
in which empirically randomised controlled research is considered the best, and both
qualitative and quantitative research have been included. Literature on what education
is descriptively doing is prioritised over what education normatively should be doing. In
addition, some theory-driven research and reviews were included for critical
discussions.

All manuscripts were published in English or with an English summary, and we
include research from all levels of education. Searches for manuscripts were limited to
the post-9/11 era to reflect contemporary counter-radicalisation efforts in global poli-
tics. Naturally, with radicalisation and violent extremism being controversial concepts,
there is no definite way to know if these terms are interpreted similarly across the
reviewed literature. No exclusion criteria were used based on the geographical setting of
the study, but the majority of research originates from Western countries, which
necessitates awareness on the presence of cultural bias. We identified 23 manuscripts
that are listed in Table 1. Overview of reviewed studies, , which will not be summarised
individually but, rather, discussed in terms of prevention contributions, contexts and

Table 1. Overview of reviewed studies.
Authors Year Country Level Methodology

Aly, Taylor, and Karnovsky 2014 Australia School Qualitative
Amjad and Wood 2009 Pakistan University Quantitative
Brown and Saeed 2015 England University Qualitative
Busher et al. 2017 England School & college Mixed
Cockburn 2007 England School Qualitative
Davydov 2015 Russia School Quantitative
Ezekiel 2002 USA School Qualitative
Ghaill and Haywood 2014 England School & college Qualitative
Goldberg 2014 Israel School Quantitative
Kühle and Lindekilde 2010 Denmark School Qualitative
Kundnani 2009 England School Qualitative
Lid et al. 2016 Norway School Qualitative
Macnair and Frank 2017 Canada University Qualitative
Mattsson 2018 Sweden School Qualitative
McCully 2006 Northern Ireland School Qualitative
McGlynn and McDaid 2016 England University Qualitative
Miller, Mills, and Harkins 2011 England University Mixed
Mitchell 2016 Canada School Mixed
Quartermaine 2016 England School Qualitative
Saeed and Johnson 2016 England University Qualitative
Thomas 2016 England School & college Mixed
van San, Sieckelinck, and de Winter 2013 Netherlands School Qualitative
Vestel and Bakken 2016 Norway School Quantitative
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outcomes. The literature was thematically analysed with reference to the categories that
broadly fit the objectives of primary level prevention, secondary level intervention and
tertiary level countering of radicalisation and violent extremism.

Findings and discussion

Preventing radicalisation and violent extremism

There are indications that the prevention of radicalisation and violent extremism in education
is predominantly carried out at the primary level (Aly et al. 2014; Harris-Hogan et al. 2016).
Thismeans that educational prevention is aimed at the entire population of students, with the
emphasis being on building resilience against all forms of extremism. More specifically, the
educational response is attuned to curricula activities that promote civic values, critical
thinking and human rights ideals through learning, development, socialisation, and citizen-
ship. While these elements certainly take up multiple meanings in education, they represent
a form of non-specific risk reduction to prevent radicalisation from occurring in the first
place. The literature is abundant regarding the topic of resilience; yet amidst the ample
amount of research, few empirical studies are available, and there is always the issue of how to
preciselymeasure effects. Resilience, here defined as the ability to identify and reject extremist
ideas or to recover from disadvantaged situations, is a key concept in the literature. Although
resilience is rarely based on sound theoretical understandings (O’Donnell 2016), when
assessing the evidence, it seems clear that the basis for building resilience should be
approached through genuinely ‘good education’ (Biesta 2015). This involves, among others,
student-centred pedagogics, the socialisation of democratic values and norms, and by estab-
lishing inclusive educational environments.

A concerning example, where these pedagogical elements were clearly not met, is given by
Paul Thomas (2016) in his mixed-methods research on the Prevent strategy in Northern
England. Thomas found that there is little actual evidence that educational prevention
contributed to building much resilience against extremism. Rather than providing an educa-
tional initiative based on broad human-rights virtues aimed at all the students, the Prevent
strategy had led to widespread policing of mainly Muslim youth. More favourable examples
that perhaps illustrate the merit of bottom-up initiatives comes from Macnair and Frank
(2017) and Aly et al. (2014). Macnair and Frank (2017) explored a Canadian initiative at the
university level that attempted to humanise minority groups among the majority group of
students. The authors claim that this grassroots initiative was successful by engaging with
students and communities through student-centred pedagogics. Similarly, Aly et al. (2014)
showed that support from the target audience was vital, as their Australian study indicated
that appropriate strategies for building resilience could mean incorporating curricular activ-
ities that felt enjoyable, interesting, and relevant to youth’ interests. They further recom-
mended that preventions should consider the developmental needs of students. Neither study
provided validation through measurement, yet the establishment of bottom-up preventions
finds support in Gielen’s (2017) work, as her review concluded that resilience against
extremism is dependent on the target audience having ownership of prevention efforts.

Another, but interrelated, issue deals with the use of student-centred pedagogics in
the promotion of critical awareness. Student-centred activities have become an educa-
tional manifesto around the world (Davies 2014), and they relate to greater use of
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active, reflective and problem-oriented methods to help students disseminate and reject
extremist ideas. The aforementioned research by Aly et al. (2014) revealed that this
initiative facilitated the students’ critical awareness by actively and reflectively exploring
and comparing different ideas and values. Goldberg (2014) provides a similar conclu-
sion in his study of Jewish and Arab adolescents in Israel, arguing that the use of
multiple perspectives in school increased critical thinking and emphatic engagement.
Approaching critical thinking by creating space for dialogue, value complexity and even
dissent seemed integral for the success in both studies.

The bulk of research suggests, however, that efforts to strengthen resilience through
critical thinking are predominantly inclined towards instructivist educational cultures
(Davies 2018; Mattsson et al. 2016; Mattsson and Säljö 2018; Taylor and Soni 2017).
Rather than helping students explore different meanings and values, instructivist educa-
tional cultures emphasises the transferral of presumably ‘right’ forms of knowledge and
values. Scholars criticise this, as instructing students in what they should think, rather than
helping them make informed decisions themselves, is a problematic approach in education
(O’Donnell 2016). Furthermore, these instructivist educational cultures have been explored
to show negative implications in a handful of studies (Cockburn 2007; Ezekiel 2002; van
San et al. 2013).

The teaching of civic values and citizenship education is another critical element in the
educational prevention of radicalisation and violent extremism. Resilience through citizen-
ship assumes that giving young people cross-curricular skills, knowledge and competency
can enable them to participate as informed, responsible and well-functioning members of
society. This ties naturally with a priori claims of emphasising student-centred pedagogics.
The belief that resilience against extremism requires an emphasis on citizenship resonates
well with how educators view educational prevention, as shown in research carried out in
Northern Ireland (McCully 2006), Sweden (Mattsson 2018), England (Busher et al. 2017),
Canada (Mitchell 2016) and Russia (Davydov 2015).

Turning attention to the experiences of students reveals a more complex picture. In fact,
there are no signs that the emphasis on citizenship education within these counter-
radicalisation efforts is building much resilience against extremism. A central concern is
that these efforts primarily emphasise the production of the neo-liberal ‘good’ citizen, more
so than letting students explore, experience and participate in democracy. For instance,
while researching Pakistani and Bangladeshi youth in England, Ghaill and Haywood (2014)
found that these young men had to refashion themselves into ideal citizens so as not to be
castigated in school. Thomas (2016) argues that the Prevent strategy, rather than utilising
non-stigmatising approaches of enhancing citizenship and human rights values, had
introduced a culture of surveillance of students. Taylor and Soni (2017) similarly found
that the educational duty to promote fundamental British values caused fear and uncer-
tainty in schools. Although education is no value-neutral enterprise, it is important to
acknowledge that the purpose of schools and universities is far greater than that of
producing the politically envisioned ‘ideal citizen’ (Biesta 2015; O’Donnell 2016).

Intervening in radicalisation and violent extremism

Moving on from the primary level and into the secondary intervention level, we see the
use of more targeted measures to help protect students from extremism. Building
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resilience is arguably still at the centre; yet the early intervention level also includes
more specific and tailored-made measures (Gielen 2017). Another key difference is that
early interventions are not aimed at the entire mass of students; rather, they are directed
at individuals deemed at risk of radicalisation. Intervening in extremism is commonly
associated with safeguarding principles, which extends beyond the promotion of stu-
dent learning, development and socialisation, by also focusing on mitigating the risk
factors of antisocial behaviours or disadvantageous situations. Naturally, safeguarding
pertains to all students, regardless of any risk of extremism, but, for some scholars, the
prevention of radicalisation is particularly dependent on protecting youth at risk
(Quartermaine 2016). This also sees the introduction of ‘vulnerability’, a term that is
often used in relation to ‘resilience’ and one that is equally criticised for its narrow focus
on individual pathology (Durodié 2016; O’Donnell 2016). Based on the literature, we
find that early interventions should build on the educational approaches of inclusive
and humanistic educational environments, alongside the supportive educator-student
relationship. However, the use of ‘harder’ preventive measures, such as profiling,
surveillance and zero-tolerance, most likely caused by the politicised nature of the
counter-radicalisation discourse, appears to compromise educators’ ability to build
trust and inclusivity and to safeguard students in schools and universities.

A challenge when assessing research on early intervention efforts is how to con-
ceptualise the target audience of these measures. ‘Potentially radicalising’ is used in the
literature and this may include students who are deemed vulnerable or those showing
signs of being in the early processes of radicalisation. The problem with this concep-
tualisation, however, is that indiscriminate use of the vulnerability label can render
many forms of youth oppositional behaviour as at risk of radicalisation (Davydov
2015). ‘Potentially radicalising’ is also derogatory as this label functions foremost as
a conceptual demarcation between the desirable non-radical ideal student and the
undesirable extremist student. To our knowledge, there is no empirical research on
students who proclaim to be potentially radicalised (who would self-identify as such?),
making our synthesis more indirect. We have therefore assessed research on how
educators approach these interventions and supplemented this with how students
experience them. In practice, this means assessing what happens when schools and
universities heighten the attention on identifying and safeguarding potential extremist
students.

There seems to be acceptance from educators across continents that they have
a professional responsibility to prevent young lives from being involved in radicalisa-
tion and violent extremism. For instance, Busher et al. (2017) combined survey and
interview data from educators in England to find that most respondents believe they
have a responsibility to safeguard students from extremism. Similar conclusions are
reported in studies from Canada (Mitchell 2016), Australia (Aly et al. 2014), Russia
(Davydov 2015), Norway (Lid et al. 2016) and Sweden (Mattsson 2018). A commonality
in most of these studies appears to be not only the educational narrative that educators
should safeguard students from risks of extremism, but also the consensus that this
must be carried out through inclusion and support. More than resembling any direct
response to political or public expectations regarding the prevention of racialisation and
violent extremism, these narratives impart foremost a professional ethos to support the
well-being of students.
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Yet evidence also suggests that there are differences in approaches, most likely due to
variations in confidence and experience among educators (Busher et al. 2017; Mitchell
2016; Miller et al. 2011; Thomas 2016; Quartermaine 2016). Lack of confidence can
naturally impact many aspects of educational practice, especially on questions of how to
handle controversial subjects in schools and on campuses. For example, the study by
McCully (2006) in Northern Ireland found that educators’ ability to deal with con-
troversial issues was foremost dependent on creating positive relationships with their
students. McCully’s (2006) informants further believed they had to break through the
formal barriers of the school settings in order to allow young people to take risks and
explore their own feelings and positions. A reoccurring concern in the literature seems,
nevertheless, to be that students and educators describe having restrictions on speech
and expression. Curtailing democratic ideals under the pretext of preventing violent
extremism and terrorism may cause additional uncertainty and anxiety among both
students and educators, ultimately putting a strain on the educational world of ideas,
knowledge and critical enquiry. This causes considerable concern as education should
ideally be a safe arena where one can actually discuss contested issues in a constructive
way (McGlynn and McDaid 2016; O’Donnell 2016).

Turning attention to research on how students experience safeguarding strategies
reveals concerning practices. Although evidence suggests that relational approaches
are important for students, the implications of counter-radicalisation efforts are quite
evident. For example, the review by Taylor and Soni (2017) on the Prevent strategy
revealed that the policy had led to increased securitisation that reinforced a culture
of fear in schools. Several studies in the UK report on the use of hardened
approaches to prevention such as strategies of profiling, surveillance and zero-
tolerance often directed at immigrant and Muslim students (Brown and Saeed
2015; Kundnani 2009; Thomas 2016). It would appear that this can lead to a self-
censoring practice, particularly among minority students, from fear of being asso-
ciated with terrorism (Ghaill and Haywood 2014). A rare glimpse into the narratives
of female Muslim students by Saeed and Johnson (2016) revealed increasingly
strained relationships between the students and university personnel, characterised
by both distrust and paranoia. The tension of providing security from threats of
violent extremism was centred on the notion of educators having to identify and
report ‘vulnerable’ students. As Saeed and Johnson (2016) put it, universities were
adopting a better-safe-than-sorry approach. These interventions aimed at Muslim
students are concerning, and they oppose the educational ideals of tolerance and
inclusion. There are also signs that educators are wary of and resistant to the use of
harder coercive strategies (Kühle and Lindekilde 2010; Mattsson 2018), and it is
implied that hardened intervention measures can even push non-radicals in the
direction of extremism (Lindekilde 2012a).

Countering violent extremism

The third level represents a more specific form of intervention, which uses specialised
and tailor-made countermeasures. This includes helping students desist from extremist
ideas and disengage from violent behaviours, re-education and reintegration back into
society. Although there has been limited attention in the literature on how education
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can help students unlearn extremism, there are indications that a focus on relational
and humanistic pedagogics, in combination with increased moral development, can
help students unlearn extremism. A common description from students who actually
express having extreme views, however, is that they often feel excluded and even looked
down upon in school systems. While this evidence is anecdotal at best, research suggests
that education is currently not contributing sufficiently to help students unlearn
extremism.

Amjad and Wood (2009) present an experimental study which shows promising
outcomes in the countering of normative beliefs against Jews among Pakistani students.
The authors claim that existing normative beliefs were a strong predictor of whether
students would later join an extremist group. Through an educational intervention that
emphasised the history of the victimisation of the Jewish people, Amjad and Wood
showed how this intervention affected normative beliefs, and successfully reduced the
probability that students would later join extremist groups. Empathic dual-narrative
teaching methods are proposed by Goldberg (2014) for reducing bias between different
groups. Intergroup contact theory suggests collaborations between social out-groups as
a mode of improving normative beliefs and empathy. Yet the conditions that are
required for genuine intergroup contact are difficult to meet within educational con-
texts, and there is uncertainty on the longer-term effects of contact theory in practice
(Gielen 2017).

Raphael Ezekiel (2002) draws on an influential study on countering extremist
narratives with his fieldwork on Neo-Nazis and Klansmen in the US. The study
explored several aspects of extremism; of particular interest in the context of educa-
tion was how the American educational system had left the students with no real
feeling of living in a democracy. Educators ignored the students’ identities, and the
school had little impact in countering their extremist views. The participants felt
disregarded, and Ezekiel suggested that debiasing racism should begin with showing
respect for students and acknowledging the emotions they bring into the classroom
(2002). The exploration of young supporters of the far right in England by Cockburn
(2007) is another illustrative example. Central to his findings is that the educational
response to counter racism was experienced by students as deriding and insulting.
Educators were unable to recognise and treat the students in a respectful manner; on
the contrary, they would often lecture them in a harsh manner, perhaps pushing
them further into racism. The young men in the study felt that school had little to
offer, and educators were not interested in listening to them, realistically engaging in
their ideas, or even challenging their beliefs in a constructive way. A third study into
students who adhere to extreme right-wing beliefs by van San et al. (2013) provides
similar conclusions. This research draws on the narratives of Dutch teenagers, who
described being in an ‘exclusionary’ school where they had nowhere to go with their
opinions. Educators tended to frame the youth as ‘villains’, and the authors dis-
covered three main patterns when interviewing them. Firstly, there was the issue of
being disciplined for having extreme beliefs. Secondly, some of these students
adopted a more pragmatic position of self-censoring to avoid any trouble. Thirdly,
school did not respond to them at all. From a pedagogical perspective, all three
approaches are problematic, and the adherence to extreme ideas at a young age
should not be immediately regarded as an aberration.
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The overall evidence, although restricted in volume, suggests that students with
extreme views are often frustrated with school, mostly due to unfair treatment.
A survey in Norway by Vestel and Bakken (2016) found that those students who are
the strongest supporters of extremist ideas generally describe themselves as being
the most dissatisfied with school; they experienced more conflicts with educators
and generally received poorer grades. If we accept that promoting prosocial and
inclusive values is an essential part of education, then one should also contemplate
attainable ways of doing this. The view that extremism is a problem caused by
ignorance that can be passively educated away has little merit in research. Instilling
the ‘right’ values from above is therefore inadvisable, and educators should
acknowledge that all students, even those supporting or identifying with extreme
views, should be included in their respective educational environments. Failure to
uphold this severely limits the possibility that education can make a positive change
in the lives of these students, perhaps even rendering prevention efforts
counterproductive.

Research gaps, developments and future priorities

The state of research on the educational prevention of radicalisation reveals that most
literature is prescriptive, not unlike terrorism research, as both fields are oriented
towards application. There are few primary data studies, although this seems to have
improved in recent years. Some of the growth in primary research concurs with the
advent of the critical sub-field of terrorism studies, which tends to emphasise the
negative implications of security policies and practice. Primary research seems also to
have increased after 2010, coinciding with the introduction of counter-radicalisation
policies across much of the world. Studies from England are overrepresented, most
likely due to the Prevent policy and particularly to the fact that prevention has been
made mandatory under law in the UK.

The majority of research is small-scaled and exploratory, also comparable to terror-
ism research, and a number of studies do not make explicit their method. There are few
large-scale surveys and evaluation studies, presupposing the need for caution when
drawing conclusions. These uncertainties can be alleviated, at least partially, by applying
a range of different research and by triangulating the experiences of students, practi-
tioners and other stakeholders. The use of intervention models can also allow for
a more comprehensive, contextual and multi-layered approach, in which measures
are adjusted to the scale and intensity of the radicalisation problem at hand. Future
priorities should include a stronger emphasis on primary research, especially on
extremist students including former foreign fighters. Gender issues and research on
families and local communities deserves more scholarly attention, since these experi-
ences are almost absent in the literature altogether.

Conclusion

Research reveals a rather complex picture, and whilst it is difficult to assert that
education can actually prevent radicalisation and violent extremism, there are indica-
tions that some pedagogical approaches may work better than others do. Based on the
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narratives of students and educators from a range of educational settings, research
suggests that a general basis for building resilience against extremism is dependent on
the use of student-centred pedagogics. General prevention require support from the
target audience and it seems evident that the ‘right’ form of knowledge and values
cannot be instilled from above. This favours bottom-up initiatives that requires active
engagement from students through exploring different meanings, knowledge and
values, and the strengthening of their ability to think critically and behave morally.
Intervening in radicalisation and violent extremism extends from the use of student-
centred pedagogics, alongside emphasis on inclusive and relational education. Evidence
suggests that students must be allowed to voice their feelings and concerns, even on
controversial topics, without fear of repercussion. Research into the educational coun-
tering of extremism also reveals the need for student-centred pedagogics and inclusive
educational environments. Attempts to increase moral responsiveness among students
could also play a role in countering extremist views. Yet, the most important aspect in
helping students unlearn extremism seems to be relational and humanistic pedagogics,
as evidence suggests that extremist youths above all seek supportive relationships and to
be treated as fellow human beings.

We conclude this article by arguing that educational prevention should be grounded in
genuinely good education that utilises social and relational strategies in respect of the
growing risks of radicalisation and extremism. What seems of utmost importance,
however, is that any prevention carried out in schools and universities rests on educa-
tional premises of inclusivity and support. It would nevertheless appear that the current
climate of the politicised counter-radicalisation discourse can have a negative impact on
preventions in practice. Available evidence indicates that building resilience at the
primary level is more attuned to instructivist modes of learning. Furthermore, there is
widespread use of ‘harder’ profiling, surveillance and zero-tolerance strategies, particu-
larly towards immigrant and Muslim students. Safeguarding principles that permeate the
secondary and tertiary intervention levels have in many cases been shown to be ethically
worrisome in practice. Students who adhere to extremist beliefs commonly report being
discriminated against in school, and their narratives portray an educational setting
characterised as exclusionary. Although there is uncertainty whether these counter-
radicalisation efforts are causing this ‘practice of exclusion’, it seems evident that they
are reinforcing them, which necessitates more consideration to study how the counter-
radicalisation discourse is merged with education, and with what consequences.

Given the complexity of radicalisation issues and the fact that educational prevention
has a broad focus on many issues, there is always a risk that even the most inclusive and
relational pedagogical approaches, as suggested in our review, will not affect prevention
as desired. Still, it should be worth to consider our overall argument that perhaps the
most promising way for educators to prevent violent extremism rests on the premise of
providing a genuinely good education. A perplexing situation seems present where the
counter-radicalisation efforts that are advanced to provide security, may in fact impli-
cate educational prevention. This severely questions the integration of counter-
radicalisation efforts into the world of learning, citizenship, development and socialisa-
tion. The relationship between education and terrorism is a long-standing one; after all,
scholars have been questioning how education can counter extreme violence at least
since antiquity. It does, however, seems reasonable to approach this question the other
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way around; that is, to not only look at how education can prevent extremism, but also
question how counterterrorism affects good education.
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