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Abstract
Due to the federal education system in Switzerland, grammar schools’ curricula differ be- 
tween cantons and even between schools. Such differences may become apparent in a 
curriculum analysis regarding a specific subject, in our case “economics and law”. This 
study focuses on economic education and compares curricular content between subject 
types and across language regions. We compiled a representative dataset and qualita-
tively analysed subject content in these curricula by a multidisciplinary coding system. The 
results show that the curricula of the introductory subject are heterogeneous and those 
of the major subject are rather homogeneous. In the German-language curricula the two 
subfields of “economics” and “business administration” are equally weighted, whereas 
in the Roman-language curricula, “economics” is more dominant. We conclude that the 
so-called “variants of a capitalist spirit” become evident across language regions and are 
reflected in grammar school curricula. Furthermore, schools use various conceptions of 
economic education, especially in the introductory subject. Our findings on cultural differ-
ences in economic education may be fruitful for curriculum analysis in other subjects and 
for future curriculum design.
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Introduction
Grammar schools (Gymnasium, lycée, liceo) in Switzerland are characterized by considerable 
heterogeneity regarding entry requirements and graduation rates, which has evolved historically 
and is politically intended. At the same time, grammar schools’ degrees are mutually recognized 
and serve as university entrance qualifications without a numerus clausus (EDK, 1995). In 
addition, grammar schools’ curricula differ in form and content between the cantons and even 
between schools (Bonati, 2017).
Convergence/divergence in terms of curricular content may follow disciplinary paradigms and 
societal transformations in the long-term (Criblez et al., in print), whereas homogeneity/heter-
ogeneity of curricular content may reflect the results of these developments between different 
language regions. Therefore, a corresponding curriculum analysis may disclose cultural “variants 
of a capitalist spirit” (Münnich & Sachweh, 2017), regional differences in “schools of thought” 
(Fourcade, 2009), and various subject-specific concepts of economic education (Hedtke, 2011).
Switzerland, with its federal, multilingual education system of grammar schools, offers inter-
esting analytical conditions that potentially allow for the comparison and theorization of diverse 
cultures of economic education. However, a comparative, cross-linguistic study of grammar 
schools’ curricula in Switzerland is not yet available. Furthermore, few empirical curriculum stud-
ies have focused on economic education on the level of grammar schools to date (Ackermann, 
2021a; Fridrich, 2018; Siegfried & Hangen, 2020).
Our study focuses on cultures of economic education at the level of grammar school curricula in 
federal, multilingual Switzerland. We intend to answer the following research question: how does 
the curricular content of economic education in Swiss grammar schools differ between subject 
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types (introductory subject, major subject) and across language regions (German, Roman)? 
Considering the subject structure of grammar schools, we take the multidisciplinary subject 
“economics and law” as an example and analyse the two subfields of “economics” and “business 
administration”.

Theoretical background and state of research
Curricula (Lehrplan, plan d’études, piano degli studi) have two main functions. The political-nor-
mative function of curricula is to guarantee the transmission of scientifically recognised and 
societally relevant knowledge and values to the next generation (Künzli, 2007; Young, 2014). 
The normative power of curricula is legitimised through political, participatory procedures for 
their development and enactment (Künzli & Hopmann, 1998). In their programmatic-descriptive 
function, curricula provide a framework for teaching and learning in schools: the structuring into 
subjects and timetables, requirements in each subject (e.g., educational standards, subject 
goals, subject content) (Criblez et al., 2006; Künzli, 2009). Curricula define “what, when and 
how teaching and learning should take place in school” (Horlacher, 2018, p. 1). Thus, curricula 
serve as an guiding instrument for teachers and as a governance instrument for education policy. 
This makes curricula highly relevant for an analysis of the idiosyncrasies of different educational 
systems and diverse cultures of thought within a discipline or subject.
Cultural differences in economics as discipline and the corresponding “cultures of thought” 
were examined for Europe and the United States (Fourcade, 2009). In France, “state engineer” 
economists had a relatively positive attitude towards state interventions (e.g., tariffs, minimum 
wages, exchange rates), whereas ordoliberal economists in Germany favoured price stability 
and a balanced foreign economy. It is concluded that “the shape of the educational system is 
extraordinarily important to understanding how people make jurisdictional claims to theorize 
about and act on the economy” (ibid., 2009, p. 250).
Various subject-specific conceptions of economic education can be found in literature and con-
trasted by, for instance, perspectivity (economics, economy), disciplinarity (monodisciplinary, 
multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary) and target group (Ackermann, 2021b; Hedtke, 2011; Tafner, 
2016). These conceptions have different normative presumptions and are thus controversially 
discussed in educational research and policy. Since the banking and financial crisis of 2007/2008, 
economic education has been attributed importance at all school levels in Switzerland and in 
Europe (Ackermann et al., 2018). This can be seen, for example, in a post-millennial boom of 
entrepreneurship education (Galvão et al., 2018) and financial education (Aprea et al., 2016).

Methodological approach
For this cross-linguistic curriculum study, we collected and indexed all 95 curricula of the 
state-approved grammar schools for juveniles in Switzerland. We compiled a representative 
dataset by selecting 47 curricula that cover all 26 Swiss cantons and the three official languages 
(German 77%; French and Italian 23%). In each curriculum, we focussed on two subject types 
of “economics and law”, the introductory and the major subject.
The subject content was qualitatively analysed by a multidisciplinary coding system for the 
subject fields “economics” and “business administration” (Ruoss et al., 2022). It encompasses 
30 codes in total: three main categories and 17 codes for “economics”, four main categories 
and 13 codes for “business administration”. The coding system was deductively applied to the 
data (Mayring, 2015). In addition, a second coding system was inductively developed from the 
data, encompassing the following main categories: “interdisciplinarity” for explicit references to 
other subjects (e.g., geography, history, mathematics, languages) and “practice” for references 
to situations in various life spheres (e.g., private budget, private insurance, private investment).
Data analysis was performed with MAXQDA 2020 (VERBI, 2019). As each document had its own 
layout and structure, it was difficult to define general coding units, so each document was coded 
to consensus by two coders (Döring & Bortz, 2016). The final codings of each document were 
binarized and comparatively analysed by cross-tabling with document-related criteria, such as 
subject type and curriculum language.
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Results
In the following, we present selected results on (1) the occurrence of subject content in the ana-
lysed curricula, (2) differences in subject content regarding curriculum language and (3) referenc-
es to practice and interdisciplinarity in the analysed curricula (for details see Ruoss et al., 2022).
Firstly, the introductory subject “economics and law” indicates a scattered pattern in contents 
and a heterogeneity between the curricula. This may be explained by a different and opposed 
understanding of the subjects’ contribution to the educational goals of Swiss grammar schools: 
general study skills (allgemeine Studierfähigkeit) and deepened societal maturity (vertiefte Ge-
sellschaftsreife) (Eberle & Brüggenbrock, 2013). Conversely, the major subject “economics and 
law” shows a dense pattern of contents and a clear homogeneity between the German-language 
curricula, but most outliers are French- and Italian-language curricula. This could be explained 
by a presumable silent consensus on the conception of economic education in this subject type: 
the major subject contributes to specific study skills and science propaedeutics.
Secondly, in German-language curricula, both disciplinary fields, “economics” and “business 
administration”, are rather equally weighted. Conversely, in Roman-language curricula, “eco-
nomics” has a descriptively higher proportion than “business administration”. Furthermore, the 
subject content of “business administration” is less differentiated in the Roman-language cur-
ricula than in the German-language curricula. This applies to both the major subject and the 
introductory subject but the difference is more pronounced in the latter.
Thirdly, in around 50% of the German-language curricula, explicit reference is made to practice 
and topicality (e.g., company visits, referenda), but only in around 25% of the Roman-language 
curricula. Explicit reference to other subjects is more frequently found in German-language 
curricula than in Roman-language curricula. In the introductory subject, such interdisciplinary 
references are (see Table 1): geography (German 28%, Roman 18%), history (German 22%, 
Roman 18%), philosophy/religion (German 19%, Roman 9%), and mathematics (German 19%, 
Roman 9%) and ICT (German 14%, Roman 9%). In the major subject, interdisciplinary referenc-
es point to a wider range of other subjects.

Table 1. Interdisciplinary references in subject content of “economics and law”

Introductory subject Major subject

Subject German Roman German Roman

Geography 28 18 39 9

History 22 18 44 9

Philosophy, Religion 19 9 36 18

Mathematics, Statistics 19 9 50 9

Local language, foreign languages 19 0 31 9

ICT 14 9 28 9

Biology, Ecology 14 0 19 0

Politics, Civics 14 0 17 0

Visual art 6 0 17 9

Pedagogy, Psychology 3 0 14 9

Others (e.g., Music, Sports, House economics) 12 0 12 9

Average codings 12 5 22 7

Note: Binarized codings, in percentage of total curricula in each language group (German #36, Roman #11).
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Discussion and outlook
Our study contributes to curriculum studies at upper secondary school level in the domain of eco-
nomic education. The systematic qualitative analysis of subject content in grammar school cur-
ricula provides an insight into both cultures of economic education (e.g., weighing of subfields, 
differentiation of contents) and cultures of curriculum design (e.g., practice and interdisciplinary 
references) in federal, multilingual Switzerland. As economic education touches upon norma-
tively contentious contents, this analysis may be relevant for a theorization of curriculum design.
We conclude that grammar schools’ curricula refer to various conceptions of economic edu-
cation, especially in the introductory subject “economics and law”. With regard to the Maturity 
Recognition Regulations (EDK, 1995) and the Framework Curriculum for Maturity Schools (EDK, 
1994), these various conceptions of economic education found in the analysed school curricula 
are striking. Schools seem to have a different understanding of the contribution of “economics 
and law” to general education and deepened societal maturity. Furthermore, we conclude that 
the so-called “variants of a capitalist spirit” (Münnich & Sachweh, 2017) are reflected in grammar 
school curricula and become evident across language regions. With reference to the aforemen-
tioned functions of curricula, the analysed curricula may be understood as a reflector but also as 
an amplifier of diverse cultures of thought within a discipline or subject.
However, our study merely refers to the macro level of education and to the formal curriculum. 
Thus, these findings cannot be interpreted at the micro level of education, that is teaching/learn-
ing in the classroom – the “enacted curriculum” (Orlowski, 2012). There may also be cultural 
differences in teaching/learning across subject types and language regions (Marty et al., 2018). 
Nevertheless, our findings on cultural differences in economic education may be fruitful for cur-
riculum analysis in other subjects and future curriculum design for grammar schools (EDK, 2018, 
2020). In view of the current revision of the framework curriculum and the possible transformation 
of “economics and law” into a basic subject, this arbitrary heterogeneity in subject content may 
fuel a necessary subject-specific discourse.
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