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Christer Pursiainen 

 

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY: HOW TO TEACH ‘SOCIETAL SECURITY’? 

 
1. INTRODUCTION: THE CALLENGE 

 

I have my academic background in Political Science and International Relations, but my professional 

experience includes several years of more practical work in intergovernmental organizations and 

multinational policy networks within the field of Societal Security, also covering many technological issues.  

 

Since 2015, I teach and supervise students in Societal Security at the Arctic University of Norway (UiT) in 

Tromsø, located at the Department of Engineering and Safety. In this context, I lecture on Bachelor and 

Master levels mostly on issues such as crisis management, risk assessment, critical infrastructure protection 

and resilience, as well as supervise undergraduate and postgraduate students in their thesis work.  

 

Societal Security is not a typical and traditional academic discipline. It relies to a considerable degree on 

multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches, including elements most notably from the Humanities, 

Legal Studies, Sociology, Political Science, Psychology, Health Sciences, Organization Studies, Business 

Studies, Engineering, and Natural Sciences.  

 

Indeed, it is a question of an academic discipline in the making, whose identity and boundaries are not yet 

fully established. There is no established dominating theory in the field, and no vivid debate between rival 

theoretical schools typical to many other fields, which would provide a basis for higher school teaching. 

Moreover, the interplay between this rather fragmented and incommensurable theoretical literature rooted in 

a variety of disciplines and the practical experience-based knowledge is so far weak.  

 

As a result, the spirit of the field is rather practice-oriented. This is enforced by the fact that the field’s 

normative task is to enhance societal security and safety in practice, that is, it is supposed to contribute to 

operational “protection of society from, and response to, incidents, emergencies and disasters caused by 

intentional and unintentional human acts, natural hazards, and technical failures” (ISO 2012). Also the 

students’ professional goals, who choose this particular degree education, reflect this practical spirit; they 

reach from operational and managerial ambitions to more strategic-level governance. Consequently, 

research-related and theoretical ambitions of students, compared to more developed disciplines, are clearly 

underrepresented among the UiT students. 

 

This state of affairs presents a notable challenge for teaching Societal Security as an academic discipline. 

There is no tradition or benchmark concerning what should be taught, and how. Even the name of the 

discipline varies from country to country or university to university; e.g. in the US the same issues are taught 

under Homeland Security Studies and in the UK often under issues such as Risk and Disaster Reduction. At 

the same time, this situation gives the teacher a considerable level of freedom as choosing and tailoring one’s 

own curricula and syllabus for the field.  

 

In this context, my main challenge, and indeed a mission, is to combine the available theoretical and 

practical perspectives into a useful whole and contribute to the establishment of the field as theory-informed 

academic discipline with a clear practical relevance. I hold that theory and practice are not exclusive; they 

should go hand in hand in education (Wittek 2006; Nicholls 2005). Below, I will outline my teaching 

philosophy to that effect. 

 

2. BALANCING BETWEEN INSTRUCTIVE TEACHING AND INTERACTIVE LEARNING  
 

In current debates about education, the traditional teaching followed by testing the students’ performance is 

often criticized. Concepts such as ‘constructive alignment’ have been proposed to suggest that the focus 

should be on the learning results of the students, rather than providing mere instruction and then defining the 

ranking list between the students’ performance (Biggs 1999). Indeed, one has spoken about the instruction 
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paradigm vs. the learning paradigm, the normative argument being in favor of the latter (Barr and Tagg 

1995).  

 

In a way, the argument goes, the focus should move from teaching and testing to learning. In this side of the 

debate, it is claimed that the criticized instruction paradigm is rooted in the often top-down predetermined 

objectives that guide teaching, which is exactly the reason why education is reduced to training and 

instruction. By contrast, education should not be about skills but about “a wider view of knowledge and 

system of beliefs” (McKernan 2010). Concepts such as ‘learning with understanding’ and ‘active learning’ 

(Bransford, Brown and Cocking 2000: 3-30; Freeman et al. 2014; Dolan and Collins 2015), or ‘student-

centered classrooms’ (Hoskinson, Barger and Martin 2014), in which students explicitly share responsibility 

for effective learning with instructors, are used to characterize the desired objectives of the new educational 

culture.  

 

On the ‘opposite’ side, others have noted, however, that for instance the alignment approach is easily 

stretched too far. It is then likely to cause a quality reduction, and may directly counteract the deep 

understanding and creative thinking (Andersen 2010).  There are also arguments that criticize the simplistic 

belief in new innovative approaches. Approaches such as problem-based learning or inquiry learning do not, 

it is reminded, work without a proper instruction and support. While some prefer going back to a rather strict 

guided-instruction-based models (Kirschner, Sweller and Clark 2006), others argue that the issue is rather to 

develop deeper understandings of the interrelationships between the various instructional approaches and 

their impact on learning outcomes in different contexts (Hmelo-Silver, Duncan and Chin 2007).  

 

Indeed, the latter conclusion often leads towards a middle-ground argument between traditional and non-

traditional learning concepts, also discussed in terms of acquisition-centred vs. participation-centred learning 

models. The argument is that both of these models, or mind-sets, are needed in education (Sfard 1998). 

 

In my teaching, I am aware of this debate. I consider that a middle-ground or balancing approach is possible 

and that it is, indeed, usually the case with any good teacher. A student needs both instructive teaching and 

more tailored and interactive ‘learning-by-doing’. This, I hold, is particularly true in the field of Societal 

Security.  

 

The former and more traditional approach is appropriate when teaching complex theoretical issues and 

related methodologies and techniques. In my own teaching, this might refer to theories of crisis decision-

making or rather complicated quantitative techniques of risk assessment. This knowledge, accumulated 

during several decades, would be difficult to be invented by students in brainstorming sessions. Reading 

textbooks, reviewing journal articles, participating in traditional lectures and seminars based on the students’ 

papers (including oral presentation, a formal opponency, and discussion), are still often good teaching 

techniques to make sense of, and master, these approaches.  

 

This traditional activity should be based on well-prepared teaching material – and most probably only a well-

informed teacher is able to provide the state of the art of the respective field – and be readily available for the 

students. The material should include not only obligatory literature for exams but also up-to-date further-

reading lists. Beside the benefit that this encourages the students to go deeper in their studies, reading lists 

also guide and facilitate the students in their homework and thesis writing.  

 

While the mapping of theoretical and methodological schools of thought should be fair, not overemphasizing 

the teacher’s own theoretical preferences, the teacher should also be able to present and motivate one’s own 

theoretical choices and their applications. This is related to the argument that higher education should be 

given by the scholar-teacher who moves from a base of original inquiry, rather than the non-researcher who 

is too often limited to transmitting knowledge generated by others (Strømsø 2006: 50). Only this way the 

students are encouraged to think also their own preferences.  

 

Indeed, the goal of higher education in fields such as Societal Security should be that the student becomes 

aware of one’s own theoretical inclinations and can effectively develop and defend them against rival 

theories. 
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Moving only on abstract conceptual level of theorizing is not enough, however. Indeed, the best way to learn 

theories ‘by heart’ is by putting them into practice and test, exploring their possibilities and limitations. The 

more interactive approaches suit well when such practical skills are taught as how to manage different 

practical tasks of crisis management, for instance. Depending on the topic, several interactive and creative 

teaching techniques could and should be used (see Interactive Techniques1).  

 

In my own teaching, I reserve, usually after the traditional lecture part, some time for roleplay or well-

structured teamwork, performed under my supervision but prepared and presented by the students. In 

concrete terms, this might for instance be about playing a press conference, related to a predetermined crisis 

management scenario. Part of the students should play the roles of the crisis decision makers (e.g. press 

representatives or directors of an authority or a company CEO), the larger part being journalists with 

nominated journals and respective angles. The students prepare their tasks in small groups before its 

presentation.  

 

While one cannot learn the practical skills of a crisis manager in a class room, it is still probable that this 

type of interactive learning does contribute to immediate ‘fast’ learning results, but also to long-term, life-

long ‘slow’ learning (e.g. Boud and Falchikov 2006).  

 

Recently, I have been starting a project towards digitization my courses, wholly or partially. This includes, 

inter alia, video filming the live lectures; video filming in-advance-read lectures and shorter interventions; 

converting the supporting materials into a digital form; preparing comprehensive databanks/links to 

databanks and repositories facilitating the study of the subject area; developing digital forms of testing that 

the study material has been read and understood; developing simulation exercises, most notably virtual table 

top exercises on crisis decision-making and some simpler crisis management games as alternative teaching 

and learning tools. (See a separate project plan) 

 

          3. ASSESSING LEARNING RESULTS 

 

To start with, I recognize that student assessment always serves several purposes. It can activate the students; 

it tests whether the learning goals have been achieved; it works as a mediator between the teacher and the 

students as it tests not only the students but also the teaching methods and curriculum.  

 

But how do we know whether we have succeeded in our teaching? There exist a vivid discussion on learning 

result assessment methods (Janesick 2001). One division line goes between formative assessment and 

summative assessment forms or methods. If the goal of formative assessment is to monitor student learning 

and encourage them to provide ongoing feedback to improve teaching learning, then summative assessment 

focuses evaluating student learning at the end of the course, often comparing it against some standard or 

benchmark. The same issue is often discussed in terms of student-centered assessment methods, or reflective 

methods (Paris and Ayres 1994), putting them against traditional examination methods. In reality, I hold, 

there is no real antagonism of these two methods, and, indeed, they can support each other. 

 

An examination or home-prepared essays should be used to check that the main goals are achieved. In my 

classes, we have changed toward digital examination. This will not change a lot in the field of Societal 

Security, it is mere a technological change. What is more important is to define what one wants to test with 

an examination.  

 

In my classes, I test whether the students can apply the often complicated theoretical, methodological or 

empirical knowledge they have been taught and learning during the lectures. In most cases, I present a 

longlist of twelve examination questions in front of the students during the last session. This longlist is then 

discussed and illustrated with the students.  

 

In the real examination, they will face only four or five of these in-advance-discussed tasks. The questions 

are so structured that no cheating or succeeding with superficial reading and layman knowledge is possible. 

                                                           
1 Available at http://www.fctl.ucf.edu/teachingandlearningresources/coursedesign/assessment/content/101_tips.pdf (last 

accessed 11 November 2015) 
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The questions or tasks remain to a certain extent open; for instance, one should apply a specific theory or 

methodology to a self-chosen case, or the other way round.  

 

I welcome, however, as an addition to traditional examinations, peer review as assessment. This means a 

reciprocal process whereby students produce feedback reviews on the work of peers and receive feedback 

reviews from peers on their own work (Nicol, Thomson and Breslin 2014). As such, this is nothing new. In 

seminars, the typical student opponent practice is an application of this approach. 

 

Digitization provides some new alternatives for learning assessment. An example of this is using so-called 

clickers used as a form of student-activation and diagnostic and/or formative assessment in both virtual and 

physical classrooms. These permit to measure student engagement in the lecture and knowledge of subject 

material prior to and during the lecture. Another example is that the current technology allows creating 

automatically corrected exercises with hints that guide the student in solving each step of the problem, and 

including the option that makes it impossible to deliver the assignment until all fields are filled in with 

correct answers.  This could be used in preparing digitized exercises (e.g. in quantitative risk assessment 

techniques) so that students can train their skills, thus so that that their learning outcomes can be both self-

audited and tested by the teacher. 
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