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Introduction 

 

Education has been highlighted as one of the most crucial aspects in preventing violent 

extremism and radicalization (Christodoulou & Szakàcs, 2018, p. 90). The relationship 

between security and education is not new, as education has historically reduced cultural and 

political grievances through social mobility (Skotnes & Sjøen, 2023). However, there has 
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Abstract 

This article presents a case study from a Danish elementary school where school 

professionals attempted to prevent radicalization among male students with autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD). Based on qualitative interviews with school 

management, teachers, social educators, and a youth consultant, the study explores 

how radicalization concerns—ranging from Nazi symbolism and misogynistic 

behavior to verbal threats and extremist online activity—were addressed through 

relationship-building and pedagogical strategies. The article applies the theoretical 

perspective of community-creating didactics, which conceptualizes how feelings 

of community can be created in classrooms through specific didactical 

approaches. The analysis shows that school professionals engage in a ‘balancing 

act’ between acknowledging students’ intense interest in extremist worldviews 

and promoting pro-democratic values. However, students often perceive this 

engagement as monitoring, which complicates relationship-building. To counter 

the formation of peer communities centered on extremist statements, school 

professionals organize activities such as cooking, field trips, and outdoor 

expeditions to foster new social bonds. These strategies aim to offer alternative 

sources of recognition and belonging. Yet, the students’ ASD-related traits—such 

as impulsivity and narrow interests—pose challenges, and in some cases, 

exclusion and restructuring of class composition were necessary to restore social 

dynamics. The article concludes that community-creating didactics can be 

understood as a radicalization preventive approach, especially for students with 

mental disorders, but that its implementation entails dilemmas and requires 

adaptation to the specific needs and behaviors of the students. 
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been a formalization of the role of education in the prevention of extremism. Sjøen and Jore 

(2019) have coined this formal connection ‘the education-extremism nexus’, in which 

governments officially point to the education sector as one of the most important actors in 

preventing extremism. Examples include Denmark, where schools are legally required to 

prevent extremism through teaching ‘democratic values’ (Regeringen, 2016), the UK, where 

teachers must promote ‘British values’ (Parker et al., 2021; Winter et al., 2022), while other 

countries’ strategies of preventing radicalization mention the education sector as a crucial 

actor without specifying educational content or pedagogical methods (see, e.g., Dilimulati et 

al., 2024; Vallinkoski et al., 2022; Breidlid, 2021). 

Besides the education sector’s role in teaching about democracy and promoting critical 

thinking, teachers and other frontline personnel in schools are regarded as crucial actors in 

preventing radicalization due to their continuous relationships with students. Professionals in 

schools thus have access to youths and potential awareness of their social background, general 

well-being, and who they socialize with. In other words, professionals in schools may likely 

be in a position where they will notice signs of radicalization (Grossman, 2019; Neo et al., 

2018; Parker et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2017), and research points towards that teachers feel 

that they have a responsibility in safeguarding students from radicalization (Busher et al., 

2017; Vallinkoski et al., 2022; Moffatt & Gerrard, 2019; Revell, 2019).  

This article contributes to research on how the educational sector plays a role in 

preventing radicalization, but from an under-researched focus on the radicalization preventive 

aspects of the relationship between school professionals and students with mental disorders, 

specifically autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Recent research on the relationship between 

mental disorders and radicalization has argued that mental disorders may be one of many risk 

factors (Al-Attar, 2019; Campelo et al., 2018; Gill & Corner, 2017; Gill et al., 2021; 

Gøtzsche‐Astrup & Lindekilde, 2019; Misiak et al., 2019; Obaidi, 2018; Sørensen et al., 

2022), and that lone-actor terrorists might have a higher rate of mental disorders, including 

ASD (Bhui, 2018; Gill et al., 2021; Misiak et al., 2019; Prats et al., 2019; Barry-Walsh et al., 

2020; Morris & Meloy 2020).  Youths with mental disorders, such as ASD, have thus been a 

growing concern among intelligence services and frontline personnel as they are often 

represented in extremist groups and are especially at risk of online radicalization (CTA, 2024; 

CDE, 2025). Furthermore, it is not uncommon that perpetrators of terrorist attacks have been 
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in contact with mental health institutions prior to their attacks (see, e.g., Hansen et al., 2022; 

Woodbury-Smith et al., 2022). Forensic psychological research on a possible relationship 

between features of ASD and risk of radicalization has pointed towards; intense interests that 

can take a destructive form in vulnerable life phases; a rich fantasy life that can, in 

combination with visual extremist propaganda, feed into radicalization processes; social 

difficulties leading to spending much time in online communities that are prone to 

radicalization; and a need for order and routine, which can be fulfilled through rigorous 

lifestyles propagated by extremist worldviews (Al-Attar, 2018, 2019; Inderberg et al., 2019; 

Woodbury-Smith et al., 2022).  

This article investigates a Danish elementary school where male students with ASD 

have physically and verbally, and through online activities, acted in ways that have led to 

concerns from school professionals, police, and the Danish intelligence service about 

radicalization. A recent report on the prevention of radicalization in the Danish municipalities 

showed that in 34% of the cases of concern about radicalization, the individuals had a known 

psychiatric diagnosis, and in 33% there was an assumption of a psychiatric diagnosis (CDE, 

2025). Furthermore, 22% of the concerns reported about radicalization came from schools, 

21% of the concerns were about individuals in the age group 10-14 years old, and 90% of the 

concerns reported were about boys/men (CDE, 2025). As such, the young men in this case 

study can be seen as representative of a wider concern about radicalization in the Danish 

municipalities. 

Whereas existing research has often focused on the relationship between ethnic and 

religious minority students and teachers, this article thus examines how school professionals 

attempt to establish relationships with students with mental disorders as part of preventing 

radicalization. Furthermore, as existing research has often focused on the relationship between 

students and teachers, this article examines how teachers, as part of preventive measures 

against radicalization, have worked to strengthen relationships, social bonds, and 

understanding among students in the classroom and elsewhere through specific pedagogical 

and didactic approaches. 

The purpose of this article is thus twofold; 1) to present a novel empirical case of how 

school professionals attempt to prevent and counter radicalization among young men with 

mental disorders, and 2) to introduce and apply an hitherto under-utilized theoretical 
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perspective in the research field, namely community-creating didactics, which enables us to 

grasp how school professionals actively work to build relationships and form communities 

among the students as a radicalization preventive approach.  

The article is structured as follows: Firstly, it presents existing research on dilemmas 

related to the prevention of radicalization in schooling contexts. The article then presents the 

case study and the methodological approach. This is followed by a discussion of the 

theoretical perspective of community-creating didactics, which is then applied in the 

following analysis of interviews with school professionals. The discussion and concluding 

remarks return to the article's twofold purpose. 

 

Existing research on the dilemmas of radicalization preventive aspects of the 

relationship between professionals in schools and students 

 

Preventing radicalization in education is most often associated with building resilience by 

promoting democratic values, human rights, and citizenship. This can be termed a ‘non-

specific risk reduction’ (Sjøen & Jore, 2019). Dilemmas arise, however, when students 

express anti-democratic or extremist sentiments in school. In their literature review of 

prevention approaches in education, Sjøen and Jore (2019) found that evidence points towards 

that students with extremist views are often frustrated with school and feel unfairly treated, 

and that educators need to include students with extremist views in their educational 

environments; otherwise, preventive efforts can turn counterproductive. Inclusion of students 

with extremist views might affect the relationship between the students and school 

professionals. Research has referred to professionals in schools as holding a position as 

‘intimates’, which makes their profession particularly important in the preventive work 

(Thomas et al., 2017; Grossman, 2019; Neo et al., 2018; Parker et al., 2017), and research 

indicate that teachers recognize their role in the prevention of radicalization (Moffatt & 

Gerrard, 2019; Revell, 2019). This role, however, often poses dilemmas for school 

professionals. One dilemma concerns the mentioned continuous relationship between students 

and professionals in school. Empirical research has shown that teachers are sometimes 

reluctant to report suspicions and signs of radicalization because they fear it will damage their 

relationship with the student and, by extension, the preventive efforts aimed at the student. 
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Furthermore, teachers and social educators are sometimes skeptical towards the general 

strategy of prevention and what consequences the students will face if they file a report, and 

therefore, professionals in schools will sometimes prefer more informal approaches to the 

preventive work (Parker et al., 2021; Summerfield, 2016; McKendrick & Finch, 2017). 

Conversely, another dilemma concerns the formal roles of teachers and social educators 

within the general prevention strategy. Research has shown that teachers are worried about 

underreporting and about having overlooked or neglected concerning behavior, resulting in 

actual overreporting (Busher et al., 2017; Kühle & Lindekilde, 2010; Lindekilde, 2012). This 

is related to a third dilemma: whom the attention of radicalization-prevention measures is 

often directed at. Research have found that teachers are often concerned that the preventive 

work in schools in praxis is directed at students who identify as Muslims, and that this 

particular group is monitored, which can lead to experiences of exclusion, othering, and 

stigmatization, which in turn can damage teachers’ relation to the students (Parker et al., 

2021; Sian, 2015; Thomas, 2016; Taylor & Soni, 2017), and that in some cases feeling 

potentially suspected in the education sector might push non-radicals in the direction of 

extremism (Jensen & Larsen, 2018; Lindekilde, 2012). 

This article contributes to research on how the relationship between students and 

school professionals can play a role in the prevention of radicalization. However, the focus is 

on how teachers and social educators in classes with students with ASD try to prevent 

radicalization through relationships with the students, and dilemmas of relationship-building 

specifically pertaining to their mental disorder. Furthermore, the article contributes to the 

research field through its focus on how school professionals use specific community-creating 

didactics to strengthen relationships among students themselves as part of a radicalization-

prevention measure, and on how these approaches, although not unproblematic, make sense 

when working with youths with mental disorders. 

 

Methodological approach 

 

This article builds on nine interviews conducted in the spring of 2024 as part of a study of a 

Danish elementary school with special classes for students with ASD called K-classes. The 

school had experienced verbal and physical behavior from 10 male sixth to ninth-grade 
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students in K-classes and common classes, which led to school professionals expressing 

concerns about radicalization. Online and in school, these students had expressed several 

different extremist worldviews, including racist, Nazi, misogynist, Islamist, far-right, and 

antisemitic sentiments. This includes drawing Nazi symbols on school artifacts, using Nazi 

symbolism in online signatures, and racially abusing an ethnic minority taxi driver during a 

school trip. Some of the students also had an intense interest in ongoing conflicts and wars, 

expressing concrete plans to join different foreign militias and expressing radical Islamist 

worldviews. The school also had concerns about potential school shootings following some 

students’ behavior, including written homework assignments and a fascination with known 

criminals and murderers. One teacher reported a student to the school administration and 

social services for watching violent online videos, which led to her being threatened with a 

shovel by the student. The actions of the students led the school to report some of the students 

to the police, and the Danish intelligence service had monitored some of the students’ online 

activities. 

The empirical material consists of a focus group interview with the actors involved 

with the students in the case: four social educators from the K-classes, two teachers from the 

common classes, and one youth consultant from the municipality, who served as the school’s 

contact to the police. All actors and the school’s principal were interviewed individually 

during the weeks after the focus group interview. The interviews lasted 90 minutes on average 

and followed an interview guide comprised of explorative questions about the students’ 

radicalization processes and how the school professionals worked to prevent radicalization 

among students with ASD. The interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed, and 

thematically coded (Sandberg, 2018) using Nvivo software. The transcripts of each interview 

were read in their entirety, allowing the professionals' experiences and narratives to stand on 

their own terms (Chase, 1995). The interviews were then coded to identify the central themes 

across the individual narratives (Sandberg, 2018, pp. 244-246). The central themes across the 

interviews included the school professionals’ narrative accounts of attempting to build a 

trusting relationship with the students with ASD, doubts about professional judgment, and 

how the school professionals use relationship-building between themselves and the students, 

as well as among the students themselves, as an attempt to prevent and counter radicalization. 
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The interview excerpts used in the analysis are thus illustrative of narratives across the 

interviews with the school professionals. 

 

Theoretical perspective  

 

To grasp how the school professionals engaged in building relationships with the students and 

how they attempted to strengthen the relationship among the students themselves, the article 

applies an hitherto underutilized concept in the study of prevention of radicalization in 

education, namely the concept of community-creating didactics (Hansen, 2014, 2018; Mørck 

et al., 2023; Mørck et al., 2021). The concept stems from Scandinavian research on bullying 

in schools, which criticized anti-bullying activities in schools as disconnected from education 

and teaching, the core purpose of the school. Anti-bullying activities in schools are often 

placed on the social periphery of teaching, and teachers may not see them as part of their job 

as teachers of a specific subject (Hansen, 2022). Community-creating didactics emphasizes 

that teachers and other school professionals have a responsibility to create the class’s 

community and to include those on its margins (Hansen, 2014, 2018; Mørck et al., 2023; 

Mørck et al., 2021). The concept conceptualizes how feelings of community can be fostered 

among students in classrooms through specific didactic approaches. It has a normative aim of 

improving the school life of those on the margins of the community of their classmates. 

Community-creating didactics are thus what teachers and social educators do to achieve their 

teaching aims through practices that include students as active participants in the learning 

process, making participation around a common subject what constitutes the community in 

the class (Hansen, 2014, 2018, 2022).  

By utilizing the concept of community-creating didactics, which stems from research 

on bullying in school, in research on how professionals in school can act to prevent and 

counter radicalization, focus is directed at how teachers and other professionals in schools, 

through actions and didactical approaches aimed at strengthening a feeling of community and 

relationship among the students and between professionals and students, can prevent 

radicalization. Research on bullying shows that bullying is often related to a fear of being 

socially excluded (Søndergaard, 2009) and that bullying can be understood as a ‘longing for 

belonging’ (Hansen, 2011). Bullying can thus have a short-term benefit, as it creates a ‘here-
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and-now’ feeling of community among the bullies (Hansen, 2022, p. 11). Research on 

radicalization processes also shows that what attracts some people to extremist groups is the 

feeling of togetherness and community, and the sense of being part of an ‘in-group’ (e.g., 

Berger, 2018; Miller-Idriss, 2022; Sageman, 2004, 2008). These social aspects might be 

especially relevant when dealing with youths with mental disorders and lacking social skills. 

Theorizing on community-creating didactics as a means of preventing radicalization thus 

enables us to understand it as activities in school that foster feelings of community and 

togetherness among students around a subject or social activity, and that these activities and 

feelings of community might offer new perspectives and worldviews. Importantly, it is the 

teachers and other school professionals, such as social educators, who are responsible for 

relationships with students and among students themselves (Villian, 2023). Fisker (2022) has 

used the concept of community-creating didactics in her research on children with special 

needs, including children with ASD, and their connection and disconnection with school. She 

argued that didactical approaches can be community-creating but also have the opposite 

effect. She thus highlights how the activities that teachers initiate are crucial to students’ 

opportunities to renegotiate new positions within the class community. They need to be able 

to form a community around something, and it is up to the teachers to initiate this thing. 

According to Fisker (2022), relationships with the adults in school are especially important 

for children with special needs. The adults need to know the students and work with them 

over time, fostering a sense of security and community. However, Fisker (2022) argued that 

the relationship with classmates becomes the meaningful focal point for students with special 

needs. Social meaningfulness is created by being with people you value and by feeling that 

you contribute to the activities of the community (Fisker, 2022). By utilizing the theoretical 

perspective of community-creating didactics in research on the prevention of radicalization in 

education, which has often focused on the relationship between teachers and students, the 

perspective on relationship-building is broadened to include how professionals in schools, 

through didactical approaches, can establish relationships among the students, and how these 

relationships can have radicalization-preventive outcomes. 

The following analysis thus utilizes and develops on the concept of community-

creating didactics to shed light on the radicalization preventive actions of school professionals 

in a school with students with ASD, and how these actions include attempts at creating 
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relationships between the teachers and the students, and relationships among the students 

themselves, and not least the dilemmas and difficulties that these strategies entail.   

 

Teachers’ and social educators’ balancing act of building relationships with radicalized 

students with ASD 

 

Research has emphasized how holding a position as ‘intimates’ makes professionals in 

schools particularly important in the radicalization preventive work (Thomas et al., 2017; 

Grossman, 2019; Neo et al., 2018; Parker et al., 2017), but also that doing radicalization 

preventive work through relationship-building entails dilemmas as it can lead to experiences 

of being monitored and feelings of stigmatization (Parker et al., 2021; Sian, 2015; Thomas, 

2016; Taylor & Soni, 2017). The teachers and social educators interviewed for this study 

express similar experiences in their work with radicalized students with ASD. Some of the 

features of ASD that have been linked with vulnerability to radicalization are intense interests 

that can take a destructive form and a rich fantasy life, which might draw young people with 

ASD to online extremist propaganda (Al-Attar, 2018, 2019; Inderberg et al., 2019; 

Woodbury-Smith et al., 2022). The teachers and social educators involved with the students 

explain that the students develop an intense interest in ongoing geopolitical conflicts, such as 

the Gaza conflict and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The students sometimes say extreme 

things, such as ‘all Israelis must die, and all Palestinians must die,’ and other times, the 

students express concrete plans of joining the conflicts. One student, for example, had 

concrete plans of joining the Wagner Group, a Russian private military company. The 

teachers and social educators explained that they are in a difficult position because they do not 

know nearly as much about the conflicts and wars that the students have developed an intense 

interest in and knowledge of, as exemplified by the two teachers here: 

 

They have a knowledge [of ongoing wars and war symbols] that we do not have, 

and they operate on a level where it is difficult to know when it crosses the line, 

and when it does not cross the line.  
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It is very difficult to be professionally equipped because what they say is so 

modern. You kind of feel like ‘oh my God, I am a dinosaur’ because what is it 

exactly they are saying? 

 

The school professionals do not know whether the students will act on their 

statements, whether the concern is genuine, and they are worried about not having done 

enough if the students were to actually do what they say they plan to do. They feel that they 

are not professionally equipped or able to keep up with the knowledge, language, and symbols 

that the students express and use in school. The school professionals express an ambivalence 

between, on the one hand, being legally and ethically obligated to report extremist behavior 

and, on the other hand, being unsure what happens to the young men when they are reported, 

and that this ambivalence can cause doubts about one’s professional judgement: 

 

He was 13 years old. I was actually frightened on his behalf, because I was 

frightened that this would become a case, a preventive case with the police, 

simply because we said so. I became frightened upon my judgment […] I felt I 

was caught with my pants down. Because I said something, they were going to 

make a case of it. Who knows if my judgment is enough to make a case of it? It 

was as if: ‘The case is there because you said something.’  

 

The social educator from the K-class, as quoted here, felt that her knowledge about the 

extent of the young man’s radicalization was limited. She ended up going to the school leader 

to have the social services wait on making an official case on the young man, as she wanted to 

know more about ‘how much’ radicalization ‘was part of him’: 

 

Radicalization is not [what characterizes] all of him, so how much space would I 

allow it to fill in [my characterization of] his person from the knowledge I have? 

I wanted to work with him. Where could I place that part [radicalization]? Was it 

80 percent of him, or was it five or two percent? That was what I needed to 

know.  
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In general, the interviewees express satisfaction with the cross-professional 

cooperation with other authorities, including social services and the police. However, the 

school professionals are not informed about what happens to the young men after the school 

files a report. This has an influence on the teachers’ and social educators’ feeling of 

responsibility to make the right judgments because they know that reporting about concerns of 

radicalization or extremism can have a severe impact on the future of the young men. This 

resembles dilemmas about the consequences of reporting found in existing research (Parker et 

al., 2021; Summerfield, 2016; McKendrick & Finch, 2017). The school professionals thus 

rely on maintaining a relationship with the students as a way to strengthen their understanding 

of them. 

The strategy of the teachers and social educators at the school has been to genuinely 

take an interest and be open to what the students say, while also trying to influence the 

students with more pro-democratic values and opinions. One of the social educators from the 

K-class calls this approach ‘an act of balance’: 

 

The balancing act is paper-thin because we want a relationship with him, and 

we only get that by taking an interest in what he stands for and who he is, but we 

also want to educate him to have other opinions […] That is where the 

balancing act comes in […] and we need to take care not to make him feel that 

something is wrong with him, because it is okay to have opinions, but it is how 

they are expressed that becomes a problem. 

 

To build and maintain a relationship with the students, the teachers and social 

educators thus acknowledge the students and take an interest in their opinions. The 

interviewees find that this approach sometimes works, as the students, to varying degrees, are 

willing to talk openly with the teachers and social educators. They, however, also try to instill 

other, pro-democratic opinions in the students. This is an act of balance, as the students might 

then feel stigmatized for their opinions and believe that school professionals think there is 

something wrong with them. Existing research has found that minority students have felt 

monitored and stigmatized (Parker et al., 2021; Sian, 2015; Thomas, 2016; Taylor & Soni, 

2017). The social educator from the K-class explained that the radicalized young men from 
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the K-class have had a hard time growing up due to their mental disorder, and that they are 

used to critical attention from adults. The openness and questions about their special interests 

from teachers and social educators are thus sometimes perceived as a form of monitoring or 

suspicion: 

 

He knows that when we start asking questions, we are fishing for something. 

[…] We are dealing with a group of teenage boys who want to be in a room by 

themselves, who easily feel monitored. 

 

The interviews thus show that the school professionals have had difficulties 

establishing a trusting relationship with the students because the students often feel that they 

are made suspicious because of their opinions and interests. The teachers and social educators 

have addressed this dilemma through activities in and out of school aimed at strengthening 

relationships among students. 

 

School professionals’ use of community-creating didactics to prevent and counter 

radicalization among students with ASD 

 

The students’ extremist opinions are not just a barrier to relationship-building with school 

professionals but also affect their relationships with peers at school. On the one hand, the 

radicalized young men found a community among themselves where they would emotionally 

and physically bond over extremist statements and find community in being the ones who can 

offend the other students and the teachers the most. The young men thus sought recognition 

and social status in being in opposition to the school and their peers (see also Gilliam, 2008, 

for a similar account of ethnic minority young men in school). One of the social educators 

from the K-classes explained how being reported to the social service and being in contact 

with the police became a symbol of status among the young men: 

 

He went straight back to the guys and talked about it as if: ‘Yeah’, now he was a 

little closer to the criminal world, you know? ‘The police came to my house, and 
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I’ll end up in jail anyway’ […] and the other boys were just sitting there and 

looking at him with stars in their eyes. 

 

Their community thus resembles what research on bullying has referred to as ‘short-

term benefits’ as it creates a ‘here-and-now’ feeling of community among the bullies (Hansen, 

2022, p.11). As a strategy to direct the young men towards other communities, interests, and 

alternative pathways to social status, the teachers and social educators involved with the 

students have focused on fostering community among classmates and on strengthening 

understanding of one another through activities outside the classroom. One of the often-

expressed opinions among the radicalized young men in the school had been misogynistic 

views against women. An example is one of the radicalized young men, who had expressed 

misogynistic views and verbally assaulted a girl in his class. As a strategy to prevent and 

counter his actions and verbal attacks against women in the school, the teachers and social 

educators arranged fieldtrips for the entire class. Once every other month, the class would go 

on trips such as camping, going to the domestic science teachers’ house to make pizza, and 

outdoor expeditions. Creation of community and renegotiation of social positions in the 

community is at the forefront of the activities and the didactical approaches performed by the 

school professionals: 

 

We think of community in the domestic science class. We, for example, work 

with favorite dishes, so when we are making her favorite dish, you [the 

misogynistic young men] have to try that too, and she has to try your favorite 

dish. So, we constantly think about community in our activities and use anti-

bullying strategies: the one you touch, you will not bully. It is not a strategy as 

such, but we constantly think about community, community, community. 

 

The school professionals thus work from what can be termed a community-creating 

didactic approach, where the goal is to include those on the margins of the classroom 

community. Students with ASD can be said to be inherently on the margins, as they often 

struggle with social interaction. In this case, however, the community-oriented strategies work 

as a counter-radicalization effort, as the students with extremist ideas that often act in a 
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confrontational manner in the classroom are placed in a new social setting, where the aim is 

that they form bonds and experience the positive side of being part of a community with their 

classmates. This thus resembles Fisker’s (2022) argument that the relationship with 

classmates becomes the meaningful focal point for students with special needs, such as those 

with ASD. Social meaningfulness, according to Fisker (2022), is created by being with people 

you value and by feeling that you contribute to the community's activities. The teachers’ and 

social educators’ community-creating didactics can, in this light, be seen as an attempt to 

make the radicalized young men realize the value in their classmates, and set aside or alter 

their opinions, e.g. misogyny against young women in the class, and renegotiate new positions 

and ideas of social status through a feeling of contribution in the community of the class 

(Hansen, 2014, 2018, 2022). The reason for the constant focus on creating community and 

feelings of togetherness among the students with ASD is that having ASD can make 

interacting and socializing with peers a struggle (Al-Attar, 2018, 2019; Inderberg et al., 2019; 

Woodbury-Smith et al., 2022): 

 

[…] We practice them in that it actually makes sense to be together with other 

people, because they do not have that naturally in them that this actually is 

something that gives you energy. They have to be taught bodily that it gives them 

energy. So, it is a conscious decision that we work in a community-oriented way. 

 

Part of the radicalization preventive actions from the school professionals is thus a 

focus on training the radicalized young men in experiencing the benefits and value of being 

social with their peers, and, importantly, to form social connections around other things and 

topics than extremist worldviews and destructive interests in wars and conflicts. In other 

words, the aim is to offer a community that serves as an alternative to the ‘here-and-now’ 

feelings of community and status formed around expressing extremist sentiments. However, 

the interviews with the teachers and social educators involved with the young men reveal that 

this is a difficult task. The students’ intense interests complicate the school professionals’ 

efforts, as the students have a hard time finding something in common with their classmates. 

They often cannot see value in topics or activities outside their specific interests. And the 

times when the teachers and social educators succeed in creating communities around other 
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topics or activities, the culture among the radicalized young men and their way of 

communicating becomes an obstacle: 

 

Even in these communities, it can escalate and become inexpedient because they 

are so anchored in this way of communicating with each other that this 

[extremist statements] is what the situation has to be about. They jump right into 

it […] the impulses take over, because many of them also have ADHD, so it is 

limited how long they can hold their impulses back and self-regulate, and then 

they end up in that [extremist statements] again. 

 

The radicalized young men have formed a community around extremist worldviews 

and around making extremist statements in school, this constitutes the culture of their 

community, and, as the social educator quoted above said, this community is also shaped by 

the young men’s mental disorders, where a feature of ASD is the intense interest in specific 

topics, for the young men, extremist worldviews and destructive interests in wars and 

conflicts, but also that many of the radicalized young men have ADHD, which makes it 

difficult to hold back impulses, which in the case of these young men often entail making 

extremist statements towards the other students and adults. Applying the concept of 

community-creating didactics to the teachers’ and social educators’ approaches to 

strengthening the social bonds and community among the students enables an understanding 

of how a deliberate strategy of community creation and a new understanding of each other can 

serve as a radicalization-preventive tool. However, the interviews also reveal that this is a 

challenging endeavor with students who have mental disorders. The social educator quoted 

above explained that they dose the times that the radicalized young men engage in social 

activities with the other students, and that when they have a positive experience, they separate 

the young men from the other students again, before the impulses take over and they resort to 

extremist statements. The school professionals thus adapt the community-creating didactical 

approach to the needs and behavior of the students. 

At one point, the students’ actions and statements became so severe that the school 

professionals decided that they had to exclude the radicalized young men from the other 

students. For a period, the students were taught in a separate room. To slowly reintegrate the 
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students with extremist worldviews into the class, the teachers and social educators decided to 

restructure the students into two new classes to foster new social dynamics and separate the 

group of young men that the school professionals were concerned about regarding extremism. 

They felt that this was necessary but also that it was counter to the school’s ideals and values: 

 

That was what we did; we totally went against our view and perspective of 

children, but what were we supposed to do? There simply wasn’t any other 

solution. Either we did that or else people would take their children out of the 

school […] Among us teachers, we disagreed over whether we could justify it 

from an educational perspective. But that is not what is essential. It does not 

matter how they perform at the exams right now […] It matters that we teach 

them how to be humans together. 

 

The interviewees explain that the two new classes consisted of one class with 

predominantly students who underperformed academically but had social bonds with some 

classmates, and another class with mostly the academically brightest students. The actions and 

statements of the students who raised concerns about radicalization thus affected all the 

students in the grade, who were forced into new classes. The exclusion of the mentioned 

students, their later reintegration, and the formation of two new classes were, from the 

perspective of the school professionals, necessary actions to improve social interaction and 

dynamics in the class. So, even though the professionals' actions were counter to school and 

broader educational and societal values of inclusion, they set improving students' social lives 

and community as their main goal. As such, we can understand even the exclusion and later 

reformation of class structure as part of a community-creating didactics, where the purpose, as 

the quote from the teachers above says, was to teach the students how to be humans together. 

We can thus understand it as an example of school professionals moving community creation 

from the social periphery of teaching to the core purpose of the school. 

As mentioned in the introduction, Danish schools are legally required to prevent 

extremism through teaching democratic values. Community-creating didactics extend this 

model of prevention from learning about democracy and citizenship to experiencing it 

through participation in community activities. This article has focused on the context of 



  
 

 

 

 

Jeppe Fuglsang Larsen: Prevention of radicalization among youths with mental disorders 

17 

Winter 2025/26 

No. 45 

ISSN: 2363-9849          

schools. However, although not without dilemmas, as shown above, the creation of 

communities and the development of feelings of community could have broader implications 

than schools. As such, it could possibly be broadened to include how, for example, volunteers, 

coaches, and instructors in other activities that young people with ASD may participate in 

outside of school attempt to create a sense of community. This could include activities such as 

sports, crafts, and online pursuits. Young people with ASD may spend a lot of their time in 

online spaces. Community-creating didactics could thus be extended to explore how adults, 

whom the young people with ASD trust, can take responsibility in creating feelings of 

community and belonging in online spaces. How to structure such an approach lies beyond 

the scope of this article, but focusing on creating pro-democratic online communities for 

young people with ASD could be further explored, especially in light of the concerns 

mentioned by intelligence services and frontline personnel about the link between young 

people with mental disorders and risk of online radicalization (CTA, 2024; CDE, 2025; 

Ebbrecht & Peters, 2024). 

 

Concluding remarks 

 

Prevention of radicalization in a schooling context has been described as a ‘non-specific risk 

reduction’ (Sjøen & Jore, 2019) and focused on teaching about democracy or learning about 

critical thinking. One purpose of the article was to present a novel empirical case of how 

school professionals attempt to prevent and counter radicalization among young men with 

mental disorders. The analysis showed that the risk reduction in this case of radicalization 

among young men with mental disorders, on the one hand, includes attempts at instilling pro-

democratic values in the students as an alternative to their extremist opinions. On the other 

hand, the risk reduction can also be understood as creating spaces and opportunities for the 

students to be together and form new communities around activities and topics introduced by 

the school professionals. Another purpose of the article was to introduce and apply the 

concept of community-creating didactics, which stems from research on bullying in the field 

of radicalization prevention. The concept directs attention to the community-creating effects 

of bullying, which can explain why people engage in it. Utilizing this perspective in 

radicalization-prevention research enables an understanding of the community formed around 
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engaging with and taking an interest in extremist worldviews and statements. This can be 

argued to be especially valuable in research on radicalization among school students, as 

young people often seek communities and places to ‘fit in’, and even more so, when these 

young people have ASD, and therefore struggle with creating relationships and being part of 

communities. By utilizing the concept of community-creating didactics, the focus is on the 

responsibility of teachers and other school professionals to foster a sense of community 

among students (Villian, 2023). Community-creating didactics can thus be understood as an 

approach to prevent radicalization, as it actively strives to include radicalized students in new 

communities. The hope is that these communities can be formed in a way that replaces the 

‘here-and-now’ feeling of community offered by extremist worldviews and statements, before 

they might lead to further engagement in extremist communities, whether online or physical. 

As such, through the concept, we are able to grasp how the prevention of radicalization in a 

schooling context should be understood as part of the core purpose of the school. The concept 

of community-creating didactics criticizes the placement of anti-bullying activities at the 

periphery of the core task of teaching (Hansen, 2022) – we can argue that the same can be 

said of the prevention of radicalization in a schooling context. By understanding community-

building as a core part of didactical approaches, radicalization prevention through feelings of 

community becomes part of the core task of education. It thus becomes more tangible how 

frontline personnel in the education sector can work with the prevention of radicalization, and 

also bring to awareness that when school professionals actively work with community 

creation, they are also doing radicalization prevention work, even if there are no concrete 

concerns about radicalization. The existing literature on radicalization prevention in schooling 

contexts has identified dilemmas regarding the relationship between students and 

professionals. Focusing on how teachers and social educators can foster community among 

students themselves might offer new perspectives on how relationship-building can help 

prevent radicalization in school contexts. This article presented a case study of this form of 

radicalization prevention among young men with mental disorders, which has seldom been 

the focus of existing research on the prevention of radicalization in a schooling context. 

The dilemmas and difficulties associated with preventing radicalization among these 

students, as found in the analysis of this one school, have their limitations regarding 

generalizability. Recent reports on the prevention of radicalization in Danish municipalities 
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(CDE, 2025) suggest that this case study can be seen as representative of a wider concern 

about radicalization in the Danish municipalities. The article thus calls for developing 

operational clarity through further research on how professionals in schools with young 

people with mental disorders have dealt with preventing and countering radicalization. This 

call is warranted for at least three reasons: 1) schools and education are continuously pointed 

to as the most important actors in the prevention of radicalization, 2) the number of young 

people diagnosed with mental disorders is on the rise, and 3) the fact that security agencies 

and frontline personnel have expressed increasing concerns about radicalization of young 

people with mental disorders. 
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