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THE FUTURE OF IRAN: Educational REfoRm

Civic Education in  
South East Europe and Turkey: 
Reflections on Recent policy and pRactice

1. CiViC eDUCatioN iN eUroPe

Upsurge of interest in civic education 

the last 20 years have seen an upsurge of interest in civic education around the world and, 
in particular, in Europe. new courses in civic education have been introduced into schools; 
guidance material, toolkits, textbooks and teaching resources created; competences 
identified; monitoring and assessment strategies developed; teachers trained; research 
commissioned; and networks established.1 

strong pressure for change in Europe has come from experts and policymakers in a 
range of organisations—including higher education institutions, local and international 
nGos, regional networks, research and resource centres, un agencies, and supranational 
organisations and agencies—forced to re-think the aims and purposes of traditional forms 
of civic education in the light of profound social and political changes affecting European 
societies in recent years.2 

The Council of Europe

at a European level, the council of Europe’s Edc/HRE (Education for democratic 
citizenship and Human Rights Education) programme3 has been particularly influential. 
Edc/HRE has been defined as:

‘a set of practices and activities designed to help young people and adults play an  
active part in democratic life and exercise their rights and responsibilities in  society.’4 

the programme, which began in 1997, includes a comprehensive collection of guidelines 
and manuals for policymakers and practitioners on topics such as Edc/HRE policy, 
democratic school governance, teacher competences, quality assurance and partnership 
working. it has been developed through collaboration with a number of local and 
international organisations—including unEsco, the united nations office of the High 
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commissioner for Human Rights and the European commission—and promoted across the 
47 member states of the council of Europe. civic education development within member 
states is overseen by a network of Edc/HRE co-ordinators, one person per member 
state—the majority of which are employed by national ministries. the programme received 
political legitimacy with the adoption of the council of Europe charter on Edc/HRE in 
2010 by all 47 member states. the non-binding charter defines key terms and sets out 
principles of policy and practice in Edc/HRE across Europe.5 

the european Commission

the European commission has also been influential in the field of civic education in Europe, 
albeit more indirectly. firstly, through the Eu enlargement process: membership of the Eu 
depends, among other things, on candidate countries achieving ‘stability of institutions 
guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights, respect for and protection of 
minorities.’6 candidate countries are required to adjust their administrative and judicial 
structures in line with Eu practice. this requirement has been an important stimulus for 
educational reform, including in civic education, in a number of south-East European 
countries seeking or considering Eu membership. 

secondly, in response to issues of globalisation and the shift to more knowledge-based 
economies, the European commission has been active in identifying key competences 
for lifelong learning in Europe, building on the 2000 lisbon objectives in education and 
training. among the eight competences identified was ‘social and civic knowledge’. a 
composite indicator has been developed to measure the ‘civic competence’ of European 
citizens, based on 63 basic indicators, as a first step in measuring outcomes in civic 
education. this work has take place under the auspices of the European commission’s 
Europe for citizens programme (2007–13) designed to stimulate opportunities for ‘active 
citizenship’ in formal and non-formal education throughout the 27 member states.7 

A new approach to civic education

the term ‘civic education’ (or ‘citizenship education’), as used by these organisations 
relates to a number of related activities—including ‘education for democratic citizenship’, 
‘human rights education’, ‘intercultural education’, ‘global education’, and ‘peace 
education’. although in theory they are all different, at the practical level the difference 
is often only one of emphasis, and, taken together, they may be regarded as collectively 
forming a distinctive civic education imperative—one which is significantly different from 
the way the subject has traditionally been taught in schools. this new model of civic 
education has a number of defining characteristics.

Fundamental to this approach to civic education is belief in the power  
of formal education systems in general, and schools in particular,  

to tackle major problems in society.
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1. Education as a solution to societal problems

fundamental to this approach to civic education is belief in the power of formal 
education systems in general, and schools in particular, to tackle major problems in 
society—by inducting citizens into appropriate kinds of knowledge, skills and values at 
an age when they are most receptive. (Rarely is it justified in terms of its contribution to 
a ‘general’, or ‘liberal education’, essential to the development of ‘rounded’, or ‘whole’, 
individuals—though it has sometimes been justified in terms of human rights8).

thus civic education has come to be seen as a strategic response to, among other things:

•	 Declining	levels	of	civic	and	political	engagement—especially	among	young	people	

•	 The	need	to	build	democracy	afresh—especially	after	the	fall	of	communist	or	
dictatorial regimes

•	 Ethnic	or	religious	conflict—especially	in	the	context	of	diversity	and	migration

•	 Global	injustice	and	inequalities—especially	in	connection	with	the	rights	of	women	
and minority groups.9 

for example, civic education has been seen as improving social cohesion in England; as 
supporting democracy-building in the former Yugoslavia; as challenging xenophobia 
in Germany; and as contributing to the solution of global issues by international 
organisations, such as unEsco.

2. Universal values

universal values, as expressed in international conventions such as the universal 
declaration of Human Rights or the European convention on Human Rights, are 
assumed to have priority over local or national ones. this is a fundamental principle of 
human rights education. similarly, in the council of Europe’s Edc/HRE programme the 
three foundational values of the council of Europe—democracy, human rights and the 
rule of law—are thought of as pan-European values which trump particular national 
values of any of its member states. this implies a critical model of citizenship in which 
duty to state can never be an ultimate value, and, when state policy conflicts with wider 
values, citizens are charged with holding state authorities to account. 

3. Active citizenship 

the concept of citizenship on which this model of civic education is based is an ‘active’ 
or ‘participatory’ one. democratic citizenship is conceived not just as voting, rather as 
a continual process of engagement in the civil and political life of the community—be 
it local, national or international. the notion of citizenship as a legal-political concept 
(‘citizenship as status’) tends to be downplayed in favour of a more general activity-
oriented one (‘citizenship as process). this notion is clearly evident in ‘European 
approach’ of council of Europe’s Edc/HRE programme, in which the legal rights 
and duties of citizenship in particular member states, take second place to a more 
fundamental sense of active citizenship rooted in basic ‘European’ values. an implication 
of this is that school students come to be seen as active citizens in their own right, not 
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simply as citizens-in-waiting (waiting to vote)—suggesting, in turn, that civic education 
should be seen not just as a preparation for future activity, but as a way of encouraging 
citizen action among young people now.

4. Active learning

the principle of active citizenship has important implications for teaching methods in 
school. traditional teaching methods based on passive memorisation are regarded at 
best as outmoded and at worst negative in their impact on young people’s civic learning. 
current literature on civic education is highly critical of ‘frontal’, or ‘didactic’, teaching 
in which the teacher acts as the only source and transmitter of knowledge and pupils 
as its passive receivers. the capacity for active citizenship is seen as more than the 
possession of factual information, but as also involving the acquisition of important 
skills and attitudes. these are best learned, it is argued, through experience—that is, 
learning by doing. the sorts if skills and attitudes to be developed derive from the 
active, participatory model of citizenship outlined above. thus we find an emphasis on 
classroom teaching methods which are:

•	 Interactive—focus	on	discussion	and	debate

•	 Relevant—deal	with	real-life	problems

•	 Critical—encourage	questioning	

•	 Collaborative—promote	team-	and	group-work

•	 Participative—provide	opportunities	for	learner	participation.10 

the introduction of forms of ‘active learning’ and the emphasis on skills and attitudes 
acquisition has implications for the assessment of learning, as well as for the monitoring 
and evaluation of school provision. these sorts of outcomes are not easily measurable in 
written tests.

5. A ‘whole-school’ approach

the principle of learning through experience is applied not simply to the classroom but also 
to the school as a whole. Human rights and democratic values and behaviour are meant to 
be apparent in all aspects of school life—from informal relationships between individuals 
to the formal processes of school governance. much importance is placed, therefore, on 
the ‘culture’, or ‘ethos’, of schools, and, in particular, their decision-making processes. 
traditional hierarchical models of school governance are rejected in favour of more open 
‘democratic’ procedures in which all stakeholders, including pupils, have a voice—often in 
the form of ‘student councils’ or ‘pupil parliaments’. 

this principle is extended into the relations schools have with their surrounding 
community. school-community links are seen as another important source of civic 
learning—including through links with parents groups, community organisations, local 
businesses, public services and other educational institutions, such as universities.11
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thus civic education has come to be conceived as a multi-dimensional activity—both in 
terms of the sorts of learning it encourages (skills and attitudes as well as knowledge) 
and the different aspects of school life through which it is learned (classroom, school and 
community). it has been described as ‘a subject and more than a subject’ , one which 
requires a ‘whole-school approach’. this makes civic education a responsibility for all staff, 
not just for a particular subject teacher or subject team—with implications for school 
personnel in general, and for school leaders in particular.

2. CiViC eDUCatioN iN tUrKey

unlike some countries, such as England which only introduced civic education as a separate 
subject in its national curriculum in 2002, turkey has a long tradition of civic education in 
its schools. the nature and salience of this tradition with its origins in the nation-building 
years of the Republic, following the lengthy War of independence and the fall of the 
ottoman Empire in the 1920s, is of central importance in understanding the challenges 
facing civic education reform in turkey today.13 

The single-party period: 1923-1946

a key objective of atatürk’s secularist reforms after the foundation of the Republic in 1923 
was the creation of a unified sense of national identity based on principles other than those 
of religion—replacing the previous millet system of the ottoman Empire.14 

as part of these reforms, formal religious teaching was abolished and schools were brought 
under central control. a new primary-school curriculum—with civic education at its heart—
was introduced in 1926, with the stated aim of ‘raising good citizens’. later versions of the 
curriculum were more specific. the stated aim of 1936 version, for example, was to raise 
citizens who were ‘republican’, ‘statist’, ‘secular’, and ‘revolutionary’.15 

atatürk was himself responsible for an influential civic education handbook (civic 
Education for the citizen) introduced into schools in 1930. chapter headings included: the 
People; the state; sovereignty; the Republic; the constitution; movements threatening 
democracy; the state’s duties to the citizen; freedom; Right to Peaceful assembly and 
association; Right to Education; Right to Place a complaint; Personal Rights-Political 
Rights; division of labour and Work; tolerance; solidarity; the citizen’s duties to the state. 
textbooks issued in following years followed a similar pattern, emphasising topics such as 
the nation, the state, the Republic, democracy, taxes, the military and military service.16 

several important themes ran through the civic education curriculum in its various versions 
during the single-party period. firstly, national unity and solidarity continued to be the 
overall aim of the curriculum. the aim was justified in terms of the perceived threat to the 
Republic from outside. this has sometimes been referred to as the ‘sèvres syndrome’, the 
idea that turkey is surrounded by enemies intent on dividing it along the lines of the sèvres 
treaty imposed by the Western powers at the end of World War i (an idea said to be still 
current amongst some turkish citizens today). france, Britain and Greece are often cited 
among these enemies and discussed in the textbooks of the time.17  
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secondly, citizen duties were given priority over citizen rights. children were to be taught 
that citizens need to fulfil their duties to the state in order to deserve their rights, one of 
the more important of which was the performance of military service. 

thirdly, the concept of citizenship was rooted in a particular notion of ‘turkishness’, rarely 
defined precisely but combining elements of geography, history, language (turkish), 
morality (a set of what were believed to be uniquely turkish values, including cleanliness, 
honesty, bravery and hospitality), religion (islam, specifically sunni) and, sometimes, 
ethnicity (turkish). textbooks emphasise the importance of being born a turk, living as a 

turk and dying as a turk—periodically quoting atatürk, ‘How happy is one who says i am a 
turk’.18  the importance of ethnicity appears to vary over time. noting a lack of reference 
to other ethnic groups in textbooks of the time, cayir & Gurkaynak (2008) suggest that a 
racial element in the idea of turkishness became more pronounced in the1940s.

Emergence of a multi-party system: 1946-1960

With the founding of the democratic Party (dP) in 1946, turkey entered a period of multi-
party democracy. after the dP came to power in 1950 there was more emphasis on rights 
in the curriculum, with some textbooks printing the full text of the un declaration. there 
was also more emphasis on the principles of democratic government, especially the multi-
party system. 

despite these elements of liberalisation, there was considerable continuity with the 
approach to civic education which had gone before. there was the same emphasis on 
national unity and threats to the nation from outside, with the implication that the restriction 
of rights under martial law might be necessary in circumstances where the state was 
under threat. some texts also continued to define citizenship in terms of race and religion, 
distinguishing the word ‘citizen’ from ‘co-religionist’, ‘minority’ and ‘foreign subject’.19

Military intervention: 1960-1990

in the years following the military intervention in 1960 a more liberal definition of 
citizenship began to enter the civic education curriculum, under the influence of the 
constitution that was enacted in 1961. citizenship was increasingly defined inclusively, 
with one textbook suggesting not only that armenians, Greeks and Jews living in turkey 
should be thought of as ‘turkish citizens’ but in respect of their citizenship also as ‘turks’.20  
despite this, there was little change to the fundamentally nationalist objective of the 
civic curriculum as a whole, with textbooks proclaiming slogans such as ‘Everybody and 
everything is for turkey’. there was also implicit support for the principle of martial law, 

A key objective of Atatürk’s secularist reforms after the foundation of the  
Republic in 1923 was the creation of a unified sense of national identity  
based on principles other than those of religion—replacing the previous  

millet system of the Ottoman Empire.
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with the military intervention of 1960 referred to as the ’27 may Revolution’.21 

a further liberalisation took place in 1969 under the influence of the European council’s 
General and technical Education Report. this time the focus was on teaching methods in civic 
education, in particular, a tentative introduction of active and participative learning methods 
with a view to creating a more active and participative citizenry. in this respect, the 1969 
syllabus has been described as ‘the most democratic … in the entire history of the Republic’.22 

Civic education integrated into Social Studies

in 1970, however, as part of a far-reaching reform of the whole school curriculum in line 
with modern methods, the civic education curriculum was merged with Geography and 
History to form a discrete social studies course. the course combined the traditional 
emphasis on national unity with some new elements of active citizenship.

following the military intervention of 1971 the liberalising reforms of the 1960s were 
largely reversed in favour of a stronger emphasis on turkish nationalism and the duties 
citizens owed to the state.

this revisionist process speeded up after the 1980 coup d’état. civic education course 
books were revised to favour the military’s perspective. although citizen’s rights and 
freedoms were important and to be respected it might be necessary, if circumstances 
dictated, for them to be restricted by the state. the content of the curriculum allowed 
little criticism of the state. democracy was reduced largely to voting and taught as 
an abstract principle, with no reference to contemporary real-life problems. Previous 
attempts to introduce active learning, including critical thinking, were sidelined in favour of 
traditional teaching methods based on factual memorisation. citizenship was defined more 
exclusively, with orthodox (sunni) religion counted as a basic element. Previous concern 
with external threats to the state was now coupled with warnings about the dangers of 
enemies within, intent on dividing turkey along lines of race, class or religious sect.23  the 
curriculum aimed to develop ‘militant citizens’ who were ‘open-eyed and waiting’.24 

International standards: 1990-2010

Civic education as a separate course 

during the 1990s civic education came increasingly under the influence of national reforms 
designed to bring turkey’s legal and educational structure in conformity with international 
agreements and human rights regimes. Human rights were recognised as a mark of a 
civilized country and as a vehicle for promoting turkey’s reputation and respectability on 
the international stage. 

a national committee on the decade for Human Rights Education was inaugurated in 
1998 in response to the united nations General assembly decade for Human Rights 
Education 1995-2004. in the same year a separate civic education programme, with the 
new title of citizenship and Human Rights, was introduced into the national curriculum 
(replacing the previous integrated social studies course). this was mandatory in Grades 7 
and 8 in primary schools for one hour per week. it was followed in 1998 by the introduction 
of an elective course for Grade 10 in secondary schools, also one hour per week.25 as the 
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title suggests, the course incorporated a new emphasis on human rights. of the eight units 
in the primary curriculum (4 per year), the rubric of six contained the word ‘rights’, of which 
four specifically mentioned ‘human’ rights.26 

in contrast to this, a significant proportion of time (8 out of 36 hours) in the secondary 
elective was dedicated to ‘national security and Elements of national security’—even 
though there was still a separate course in ‘national security’, mandatory for all school 
students at this level. this was the continuation of well-established curriculum tradition: 
there had been a discrete element devoted to studies in national security alongside civic 
education in the school curriculum since the 1920s. cayir (2011) observes how the civic 
education textbooks produced to accompany these courses blended ‘human rights themes’ 
with a ‘nationalistic and militaristic perspective’. chapters on ‘the protection of human 
rights at national and international level’ sat alongside chapters on ‘our internal and 
external enemies’.27 

despite the references to human rights, therefore, it is argued that these new courses 
continued to promote an overwhelmingly duty-based concept of citizenship defined as 
‘membership in the state on the basis of a single religion (state-monitored version of a 
sunni islam) and a single language (turkish).’28 

Civic education as a cross-curricular dimension

With the election of the pro-European union Justice and development (aK) party in 
2002, education reform became more rapid. Pressure exerted by the European union on 
membership candidates moved education in general and human rights in particular higher 
up the policy agenda in turkey.29 in 2005 turkey embarked on the ‘screening’ phase of the 
European union, involving an assessment of its current educational profile and the drafting 
of benchmarks for mandatory reform prior to successive stages of the accession process. 
this resulted in a whole-scale revision of the school curriculum along constructivist and 
more student-centred principles, in which the citizenship and Human Rights Education 
courses in Grades 7 and 8 were abolished and their themes distributed into the curriculum 
of other courses: turkish, social sciences, science and technology, life science and 
mathematics. this was not so much a comment on the content of the civic education 
courses as an expression of the larger task of creating a more internationally-approved 
primary-school curriculum.

the new textbooks introduced more modern teaching methods, encouraging the active 
engagement of students and downplaying the previous reliance on rote-learning. the 
concept of citizenship was still largely duty-based, however, and although explicit 
references to enemies of the state were removed, there was little discussion of ethnic and 
religious minorities or their claims, and no mention of Kurds living in turkey.30 

One of the challenges of civic education today, therefore, is the provision  
of appropriate and sustainable forms of professional development.  

Genuine educational reform does not take place overnight.
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Civic education as a separate subject again

However, in 2009, on the recommendation of academics and international bodies, such 
as the council of Europe, the cross-curricular approach to civic education was once again 
dropped in favour of a separate course in Grade 8.31 this course is still current and is 
called citizenship and democracy Education. it comprises four themes: “Every human is 
valuable”, “democracy culture”, “Rights and freedoms”, “our duties and Responsibilities” 
and was rolled out nationally in the 2011-2012 school year.

commentators have noted how, in spite of the introduction of many new elements into 
this course, there are nevertheless important continuities with previous curricula. on the 
one hand, it strengthens students’ ability to take action in protection of their rights, e.g., 
on how legally to defend their rights in court. it also encourages young people to identify 
and challenge discrimination, including against women, the disabled and migrants. the 
emphasis on gender equality, in particular, is relatively new to the curriculum. on the other 
hand, despite its title, the overwhelming emphasis of the course is on human rights, and, 
when it deals with the principles of democracy little reference is made to turkish-specific 
institutions or real-life problems facing turkish citizens.

although national security and the role of the military are no longer included, the concept 
of citizenship continues to be defined in terms of a single ‘culture’, muhammad is described 
as ‘our Prophet’ and there are no references to non-turkish and non-muslim groups living 
in turkey. topics such as discrimination and gender rights are not contextualised, but 
discussed in the abstract, and the term ‘difference’, as in ‘respect for difference’, is used in 
the textbooks to refer to individual differences and capabilities. this makes it difficult for 
pupils to take a critical stance, either to conform or reject, on current issues in or affecting 
their country.32 in fact, teachers are warned explicitly not to allow criticism of the state or 
discussion of controversial political issues:

‘… it is in no way allowed to conduct any political and ideological propaganda against 
atatürk nationalism defined by the constitution and get involved in any current political 
developments and discussions of such a nature in the educational institutions.’33 

it is not yet clear how this curriculum is being received by students in schools. However, 
previous research in turkey would suggest that the lack of reference to real-life issues 
may be de-motivating for students. in a study of the reception of the earlier citizenship 
and Human Rights Education at Grades 7 and 8, cayir (2011) notes that students found 
the courses ‘boring, unnecessary, unimportant and easy’. one reason, according to the 
students was that the textbooks did not touch on ‘real problems’. through the media they 
were well aware of controversial issues, such as the ‘Eastern’ (Kurdish) issue, but felt unable 
to discuss them in school. they also said that that they felt that many of the human rights 
principles taught in school were not reflected in life in society beyond. consequently, the 
course did not make all of them feel as empowered as it might. in particular, some thought 
that since rights were not always well respected in society they might be oppressed for 
trying to uphold them publicly. 34 
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Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education Project:  
2011–present

in 2011 the turkish government embarked on a new project to overhaul the Republic’s 
educational legislation in line with the principles of the council of Europe’s Edc/HRE 
programme.35 this is a joint project of the council of Europe and European union. it is 
funded by the European union (9 million euros) with the intention of supporting turkey’s 
effort to promote and improve democracy and human rights awareness through education, 
in the context of turkey’s bid for membership of the European union. the council of Europe 
is charged with implementing the Project, of which the main beneficiary is the ministry 
of national Education, and, particularly, the Board of Education. the legal framework 
legitimising the project is the council of Europe charter.36 

Key activities include:

•	 Re-designing	the	curriculum	of	the	existing	elective	course	and	course	book	in	
secondary education

•	 Reviewing	the	new	compulsory	course	and	course	book	in	primary	education,	to	
ensure consistency and progression between these and the secondary course and 
course book

•	 Reviewing	and	revising	the	‘preparatory	programme’	for	teachers	in	relation	to	EDC/HRE

•	 Developing	and	piloting	awareness-raising	and	educational	materials	on	EDC/HRE	in	
pilot schools 

•	 Capacity-building	for	Ministry	of	National	Education	personnel	in	EDC/HRE

•	 Developing	training	programmes	and	materials	to	be	used	by	teacher	trainers	to	
train other teachers and raise awareness in school communities

•	 Developing	and	piloting	a	Democratic	School	Competence	Framework	and	an	
accompanying manual, promoting democratic school culture from pre-school to the 
end of secondary education 

•	 Developing	a	comprehensive	communication	strategy	and	increasing	the	level	
of awareness of the public through launching and closing events, seminars, and a 
dedicated website.

the Project entered its second phase in september 2012. the focus of this phase is ‘piloting, 
benchmarking, monitoring and evaluation’. this includes the piloting of a new elective 
course (democracy and Human Rights) and a strategy Paper on developing democratic 
culture with accompanying manuals in 10 secondary schools in 10 provinces in the school 
year 2012-13.37

Civic Education and Religion in Turkey

the tradition of religious education in turkish schools has a very different history and is in 
many ways quite distinct from that of civic education.38  
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in the 1920s all medreses (religious schools) were closed down and courses concerning religion 
removed from the curriculum of primary, secondary, and high schools. this was justified on 
grounds of the need to promote national unity during the early years of the Republic. 

it wasn’t until 1949 that the ministry of Education acceded to an optional course on 
religion in Grades 4 and 5 of primary school, taught outside school hours. this was very 
popular with parents, the vast majority electing to have their children follow the course. 
there followed in the 1950s an optional course at secondary level, from which parents 
could exempt their children if they chose, and in 1967 an optional course in the first years 
on parental written request—extended to the third year in 1975.

finally, after the military coup in 1980 a mandatory religious education course was 
introduced into secondary schools (the culture of Religion and Knowledge of Ethics), and 
for the first time in the history of the Republic a legitimate place for religious education in 
public schools was secured under the constitution. the rationale for this policy—reasons 
of piety apart—was rooted in nationalist ideology, and largely the same as it was for civic 
education, as it was for the school curriculum as a whole. according to the programme 
issued in 1992, the purpose of the course was to ‘strengthen atatürkism, national unity, 
human love from a religious and ethical perspective, and to educate students about virtues 
and ethics.’39 

currently, religious education is taught from Grade 4 of the primary school and throughout 
secondary schools. However, unlike civic education there are no set books for the course. 
Each school decides which book to follow for itself from a ministry of national Education 
approved list. the element of choice which runs through the history of the subject is 
an implicit recognition of the potentially controversial nature of the subject in turkey. 
Religious education in turkey continues to be open to two opposing forms of criticism: 
either it undermines the secular principle in state education or, insofar as it is taught for 
non-religious purposes, it is not religious enough.

the religious-secular fault line also runs through other areas of educational policy in turkey 
in significant ways today. in particular, the aK party’s policy of reforming the structure of the 
school system, which secularist critics say goes against founding principle of state secularism, 
privileging imam hatip (vocational religious) schools to take boys from 11 rather than 15 and 
introducing optional islamic classes in other schools.40 But since religion does not enter into 
its curriculum, civic education in turkey is relatively immune from criticism from pro-islamic 
or pro-secular lobbies. criticism of civic education is more likely to come from other sources, 
in particular the debate over pluralism and the rights of ethnic minority groups.

3. CiViC eDUCatioN iN soUtH-east eUroPe

Given the substantial differences between the countries of south-East Europe, it is difficult 
to generalise about the issues facing civic education in the region, and to make direct 
comparison with the situation in turkey. there are differences in history, political make-
up, diversity of population, and education systems. in particular, there is a distinction to 
be made in terms of relation to (a) experience of communism, (b) membership of the 
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European union, and (c) the conflicts consequent on the break-up of the former Yugoslavia. 
nevertheless, it is possible to identify some common challenges faced by these countries 
in developing policy and practice in civic education, as well as certain characteristics which 
are more country-specific.

Common challenges

the importance of civic education in forming and developing a democratic political culture 
and the kinds of social values that allow religiously and ethnically diverse groups to live 
together peaceably was widely acknowledged at a policy level throughout the region in 
response to the various social and political transformations that took place from the 1980s. 
there was also strong pressure for civic education reform from outside, in the shape of 
international organisations, agencies and foundations. one by one, the different countries 
in the region began to introduce new forms of civic education into their school curricula.

a number of major challenges and obstacles became apparent in the transformation 
of these written curricula into practice in schools, i.e., from the ‘written’ to the ‘taught’ 
curriculum. some of these were highlighted in the council of Europe’s all European study 
on Education for democratic citizenship Policies in 2004:

•	 Many	countries	lacked	a	sufficiently	organised	and	co-ordinated	system	of	teacher	
training to be able to provide the sustained approach to professional development 
needed to introduce the kind of multi-dimensional, participatory form of civic 
education promoted by the council of Europe and others.

•	 There	was	a	problem	providing	appropriate	textbooks	and	resources	in	the	local	
language since what was required was radically different to what had gone before.

•	 Many	school	leaders,	administrators	and	teachers	had	particular	difficulty	coming	to	
terms with the emphasis on the significance of school culture, especially the idea of 
democratic school governance—in the light of traditional practice which was often 
both hierarchical and authoritarian.

•	 Education	authorities	at	a	national	level	were	often	either	unaware	of,	or	disinclined	
to co-operate with, the many nGos and related organisations already working in 
the field—institutions  with the potential to play an important role in the provision 
of appropriate forms of professional development, teaching resources, etc.41 

Country-specific issues

1. Bosnia and Herzegovina

in post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina education in general and civic education  
in particular were seen as essential components in the process of national reconstruction 
and rehabilitation. in the light of the recent conflict, much emphasis was placed on the 
role of civic education to help young people from different ethnic backgrounds practise 
tolerance and understanding, and adults to reconcile their differences, so that ethnic 
minorities might live safely with the dominant majority in each part of the country. 
this, rather than any other objective—say, fostering participatory democracy—was 
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the fundamental goal of the new Human Rights and civic Education course which was 
introduced into Grades 7 and 8 in primary school in 2003 replacing the former course in 
civil defence.

of all the countries in south-East Europe undergoing educational reform in the early 
2000s, Bosnia and Herzegovina was arguably the least well-placed to develop and 
implement a coherent and sustainable civic education policy. not only was there a serious 
lack of financial resources, but the fragmented system of government—two Entities, one 
of which was divided into ten cantons—led to a confusing collection of responsibilities and 
government agencies in charge of various aspects of education, often with overlapping 
or contradictory policies. there was difficulty in agreeing any common elements in the 
curriculum. the teacher training system was undeveloped and unable to provide the 
level of professional development required. in absence of systematic support from the 
state, educational initiatives were supported by a wide range of other bodies, including: 
the council of Europe; the European commission; oEcd (organisation for Economic 
cooperation), un agencies such as unEsco, unicEf and the World Bank; nGos such as 
the center for civic Education and the international foundation for Election systems; and 
private donors, such as the soros foundation—through a combination of funding and the 
provision of technical advisers. 

significant among these initiatives was Project citizen, part of the civitas programme run 
by the us-based center for civic Education—a research-based activity in which school 
pupils investigate a public policy-related issue of their own choice and propose a solution42, 
and a joint European union/ council of Europe Edc/HRE programme of teacher training 
seminars. the latter sought to induct teachers, many of whom had previously taught civil 
defence and were new to the subject, into the principles of Edc/HRE, and thereby create 
‘communities’ of civic education practice which would act as ‘multipliers’ throughout the 
country. With expert support, these groups helped to create new textbooks and a method 
of accrediting civic education teachers on the basis of a professional portfolio.

one of the long-standing challenges facing civic education in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
continues to be way in which the positive messages of civic education are sometimes 
contradicted by the other messages from within the education system, e.g., from ethnically 
segregated schooling, controversies over the language of instruction and the teaching of 
different versions of history.

2. Serbia43 

a new era in serbia’s political history began in 2000 when milosevic was ousted—after half 
a century of communism and a decade of nationalist authoritarianism—and a coalition 
of two previously anti-milosevic parties came to power. the first substantive educational 
reform made by the coalition government was the simultaneous introduction of civic and 
religious education into the first years of primary and secondary schools the same year. 
initially, both subjects were optional electives, but in 2002 they were made compulsory 
electives, as an alternative to one another. 
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civic education still has this status in serbia today—the only arrangement of its kind in 
the region. it testifies to the continuing power of the serbian orthodox church in public 
life in serbia. although officially it includes several religious denominations, in practice 
the form of teaching found in religious education in schools is largely based on orthodox 
christianity. there are different explanations for the origin of this unusual arrangement. 
one is that the two programmes represented the different policies of the two coalition 
partners at the time. another is that having the two subjects was more likely to secure 
the support of both conservative and progressive sections of serbian society, by invoking 
symbols of ‘good old pre-communist and pre-milosevic era‘ on the one hand, and 
modernisation and ‘Westernisation’ on the other.44  

What is fairly clear is that the introduction of civic education was intended to be seen as 
an element in that part of government policy geared towards creating a serbian society 
which was modern, European, democratic, tolerant and respective of differences and 
human rights. the ministry of Education and sport openly acknowledged the influence 
of the council of Europe’s Edc/HRE programme on its education strategy. it adopted the 
concept of ‘democratic education’ as both a process and a goal, i.e., the aim of creating 

critical, independently-minded and tolerant citizens (goal) through activities like debate 
and discussion, critical thinking and peaceful conflict resolution (process). in this light and 
in respect of its apparent incompatibility with religious education, civic education can be 
seen as a rejection of a traditional concept of serbian citizenship as defined by religion 
and ethnicity—a concept which, despite this, still has considerable salience today. (serbia 
is a very homogeneous country in which both the percentage of serbian nationals and 
christian orthodox believers coincides at roughly 85%.45) this is not to portray this policy 
as a secular attack on religion, therefore, but rather as a response to an exclusive form 
of religiously-defined nationalism rooted in ethnicity. it is significant that there was no 
attempt to include nationalist or religious elements in the civic education curriculum (this 
was left to religious education), or to try to reconcile the two.

one of the notable features of government policy on civic education was a significant 
reliance on academics and nGos for teacher training and resource development—in 
particular, the local nGo, civic initiatives46 in conjunction with Belgrade university. the 
government was also a participant in the European union/council of Europe joint project 
which provided training seminars in Edc/HRE for teachers and teacher advisers. if nothing 
else, this was a reflection on the government’s relative unfamiliarity with the concepts 
and methods of this new model of civic education, and the inability to provide the level of 
professional development it required.

The introduction of civic education was intended to be seen as an element towards 
creating a Serbian society which was modern, European, democratic, tolerant  

and respective of differences and human rights. 
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unlike some countries in the region (e.g., Bosnia and Herzegovina), many of the first 
teachers of this course were reasonably receptive to active learning methods. many of 
them were social science teachers who had already had experience of training in interactive 
teaching methods through seminars organized in the 1990s by nGos and alternative 
education networks (in contrast to religious education teachers who were often priests and 
untrained for working with children). While teachers may have been confident with more 
open, participative classrooms, there seems to have been some uncertainty about how or 
whether these techniques might be applied to the exploration of issues of democracy and 
human rights in real-life contexts as experienced by learners in their lives outside school. 
there was a tendency to treat democracy and human rights a-politically—as a set abstract 
principles interpreted in terms of the development of individual self-expression and 
positive relationships and attitudes in the school and the classroom.47 

3. Slovenia48  

the first free multi-party elections were held in slovenia in 1990 and in the following 
year independence from Yugoslavia was declared. this was followed by a short ten day 
War in which slovenia successfully rejected Yugoslav military interference. the history of 
slovenia can therefore be distinguished from other members of the former communist 
Yugoslavia by (a) its relatively conflict-free secession from Yugoslavia, and (b) the early 
development of a functioning parliamentary democracy (in contrast to other countries 
that continued to be run for most of the 1990s by charismatic and sometimes highly 
authoritarian presidents). it is also distinguished by its early application then membership 
of the European union in 2004.

during the late 1990s the government introduced a series of educational reforms in which 
increasing importance was placed on civic education—in particular, on developing the 
abilities required for living in a democratic society rooted in ‘European’ values—based on 
the recommendations of international organisations such as the European commission, 
the council of Europe, unEsco and oEcd. in particular, there was a new emphasis on 
student participation in school life and critical and independent thinking—both crucial for 
active participation in democratic life beyond the school.

a new compulsory subject, civic Education and Ethics, was introduced into Grade 7 and 
8 of lower secondary schools, and an optional subject, civic culture, into Grade 9. at the 
primary level, civic education themes may be integrated into other civic-related subjects, 
e.g., social sciences, slovenian language. at upper secondary level, civic education is a 
mandatory subject for 15 teaching hours per year, alongside opportunities for student 
participation in school and community life. in the same vein, lessons in lower secondary 
are intended to encourage the critical discussion of topical issues beyond the immediate 
environment of the school—including discussing ‘contemporary events, domestic and 
international, and observing how they are presented in the media’.49

a distinctive feature of the approach to civic education in slovenia has been the 
development of a sophisticated and systematic approach to pupil participation in school, 
community and national life. the Elementary school act (1996) introduced a half-hour 
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session per week for class discussions on school and community life, which then form the 
basis of school parliaments. Head teachers are required to summon a school parliament at 
least twice a year—the regulations for which are set out in the Rules on Rights and duties 
of children in Elementary schools (1996).  these mandatory parliaments are recognised as 
one of the best means of inducting young people into the processes of active citizenship.50 

class communities and school parliaments are integrated into the wider system of 
youth participation, through the election to municipal or inter-municipal parliaments of 
representatives from each school. school representatives also participate in the children’s 
parliament at state level.  sessions of this parliament are hosted by the chairman of the 
Parliament of the Republic of slovenia.  they are regularly attended by representatives of 
educational administration and of other branches of executive power.51 

4. eValUatiNG CiViC eDUCatioN

Evaluating curricular reform can be a protracted and difficult activity. there are important 
differences (a) between what a syllabus says (the ‘written’ curriculum) and what teachers 
and schools do in response to it (the ‘taught’ curriculum), and (b) between what teachers 
and schools do and what pupils come to learn as a result (the ‘received’ curriculum). there 
is also the difficulty of identifying and agreeing measurable success criteria. opinions on 
what counts as ‘good’ civic education can differ significantly in detail and certain types of 
outcome raise questions for scientific measurement—in particular, outcomes which relate 
to personal values or the effect of civic education in schools on society as a whole. add to 
this the multi-faceted nature and relative newness of the subject and it is not surprising 
that, while we have a growing body of research, there are still considerable gaps in the 
evidence base for civic education at both quantitative and qualitative levels.52 

the more robust evidence tends to come from cross-European research involving multiple 
European countries.53 one important exception is the citizenship Education longitudinal 
study (cEls) on the impact of the introduction of a mandatory course in civic education 
in England.54 on the whole, country-specific research tends to be smaller in scale and 
ambition. With a few exceptions,55 many of the countries of south-East Europe do not 
feature in the major European studies, nor does turkey—making the evaluation of civic 
education initiatives in these countries more problematic. However, it is possible to arrive 
at a number of tentative judgements by extrapolating from general European trends.

Trends across Europe

Evidence from across Europe suggests:

1. there is considerable variation in how countries define and approach civic 
education. in the 2009 iEa study, 11 countries included a specific subject concerned 
with civic education in their school curricula, 22 provided it through integration 
into other subjects. curricula for civic education covered a wide range of topics, 
encompassing knowledge and understanding of political institutions and concepts, 
such as human rights, as well as social and community cohesion, diversity, the 
environment, communications and global society.56  
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2. there is, across Europe, an ‘implementation gap’ between the ‘written’ and ‘taught’ 
curriculum in civic education, i.e., official policy is not always or only partly followed 
in schools. the all-European study on Edc Policies stated:

 ‘… the conclusions of all national and regional studies are clear: neither the 
practice in use nor the actual organisational settings corresponds to the 
expectations and recommendations in the normative texts. despite numerous 
bottom-up initiatives and grassroots innovations, and despite the efforts made in 
some countries and regions, there are still visible differences between Edc policy 
statements and practice in European countries overall.’57 

3. Quality of implementation is linked to the status the subject is given by school 
leaders and administrators, and the way they incorporate it into their curriculum—
including: giving civic education the same status as other subjects (e.g., in terms of 
assessment, or examinations), and ensuring it has clearly identifiable curriculum 
time (rather than simply integrating into other or all subjects).58 

4. schools which model democratic values and practices—e.g., encouraging classroom 
discussion of real issues, providing opportunities for pupils to undertake open-ended 
investigations on topics of real social and political significance, and opportunities 
to take an active part in school life—are the most effective in promoting both civic 
knowledge and the expectation of future civic engagement.59 

5. there is a tendency for teachers and school leaders to conceptualise the outcomes 
of civic education in terms of individual benefits to pupils rather than benefits to 
society as whole (when policy outcomes are most often framed in terms of the 
latter), e.g., prioritising the development of knowledge about civic institutions, 
knowledge of citizens’ rights and responsibilities and the development of critical 
and independent thinking over the preparation of students for future political 
participation or teaching strategies to challenge racism and xenophobia.60  

6. school students with higher levels of civic knowledge are more likely to say they 
intend to participate in political and civic activities when they are adults, and that 
teaching about topics such as elections and voting has a role in this.61 

Citizenship Education Longitudinal Study (CELS) in England

although it relates directly only to England, the citizenship Education longitudinal 
study (cEls)62 is of wider significance to a range of other countries. the study is unique 
in focusing on the implementation and impact of the introduction of mandatory civic 
education course in English schools on a large cohort of young people over a period of nine 
years from age 11 to 18. 

over the course of the study (2001-2009) there was a marked and steady increase in the 
proportion of the cohort reporting they had participated in ‘political activities’—commonly 
signing petitions and electing student/ school council members. there was also a marked 
increase in numbers reporting they had participated in civil society activities, such as fund-
raising for charities and helping in the local community. as they got older the cohort were 
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more likely to report that they intended to participate in conventional civic activities, such 
as voting in national elections and volunteering. intentions to vote became stronger as the 
cohort got older. civic education also appeared to have a positive effect on student’s sense 
of personal efficacy—the extent to which they felt able as individuals to make a difference 
and influence the government, their school and family. in fact, it was in the area of personal 
efficacy that the impact of civic education seemed to be strongest.

in other areas the results were more mixed. While becoming markedly more supportive of 
human rights in general, and women’s rights in particular, the cohort became less liberal 
and more conservative in their attitudes towards refugees and immigrants, and also about 
jail sentences, welfare benefits and some environmental restriction policies. there was 
also a gradual weakening of attachment to their communities (local, national of European) 
with age, though attachment to the school community remained relatively strong. trust in 
civil and political institutions remained high with age, but distrust in politicians increased. 
although they became increasingly aware of the personal impact of politics, as they 
approached the age of majority (18) they were only moderately likely to feel that they as 
individuals could influence political and social institutions.

What is important about these findings overall, however, is the indication that civic 
education can make a positive contribution to young peoples’ attitudes and intentions 
towards civic and political participation (both in the present and in the future). crucially, 
positive outcomes were linked to a high level of ‘received’ civic education.63 this in turn 
was related to the format, timing and duration of the subject in schools. students were 
more likely to have experienced higher levels of ‘received’ civic education in schools where 
civic education was formally examined, and taught in a separate ‘slot’ in the timetable, by 
specialist teachers, regularly and consistently.

However, school experience was not the only factor affecting outcomes. other variables 
included age and life-stage, individual-level background characteristics, and previous 
attitudes and intentions towards citizenship—the latter being particularly important as the 
study seemed to show that young people’s attitudes tended to stabilize and become more 
difficult to shift with age.

5. CHalleNGes to iNNoVatioN

the evidence of studies such as these suggests a number of practical ways to improve 
the impact of civic education regardless of country background: a distinct (rather than 
cross-curricular) subject, taught regularly, beginning young, with specialist teaching, formal 
examination and parity with other subjects. it also suggests the key areas to develop are 
specialist teacher expertise and a democratic school ethos. this implies a central role for 
professional development—not simply for classroom teachers, but also and especially for 
school leaders and managers. 

one of the challenges of civic education today, therefore, is the provision of appropriate 
and sustainable forms of professional development. Genuine educational reform does not 
take place overnight: it requires widespread and concentrated effort over a period of years 
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and significant investment in resources—financial, technical and human. the lack of such 
resources and the necessary professional development structure to support them has been 
a significant obstacle to civic education development in a number of countries.

While shortage of adequate resources is a problem across the board, in some countries 
there are more fundamental challenges to new forms of civic education arising out of their 
distinctive social and political histories and educational traditions. this is certainly the case 
with turkey and some of the countries of south-Eastern Europe. these challenges arise out 
of the need to integrate a new model of civic education into education systems steeped in 
different and sometimes conflicting traditions of practice—in particular, traditions relating 
to ideas such as:

•	 Citizenship	

 e.g., defined in terms of ethnicity or religion, or both

•	 Democracy

 e.g., limited to voting and party activity

•	 Citizens’	rights	and	responsibilities

 e.g., rights dependent on fulfilment of duties

 e.g., duty to the state paramount

•	 Human	rights

 e.g., emphasis on rights at inter-personal rather than societal level

 e.g., belief in legitimacy of suspension of human rights in times of  national 
emergency

•	 Diversity

 e.g., pluralism seen as a threat to national security

•	 Teaching	methods

 e.g., emphasis on ‘frontal’ teaching and factual memorisation

 e.g., avoidance of controversial issues or public criticism of the state

•	 School	governance

 e.g., dominance of hierarchical and authoritarian relationships in schools

clearly, these sorts of idea are difficult to reconcile with the demands of the sort of 
approach to civic education outlined in this paper. Where they exist they only help to 
increase the ‘implementation gap’ between policy and practice. the rhetoric of democracy 
or human rights may be written into formal education policy, for example, but the learning 
activities prescribed in accompanying teaching resources present a watered-down version 
of these concepts, or discuss them in the abstract rather than in relation to real issues and 
events. the goals of civic education may be undermined by teaching in other subjects (e.g., 
history, or religious education) or other curriculum arrangements (e.g., the civic education/ 
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religious education alternative in serbia). active learning methods may be recommended—
discussion, collaborative group work, etc.—but not actively applied to overtly political 
issues. official guidelines on democratic school governance may be followed, but only in a 
tokenistic way, and so on. 

conflict of ideology can be experienced at different levels in the education system and in 
different ways. for example, teachers may be empowered by their syllabus to encourage 
critical discussion of social and political issues, but be wary of doing so for fear of what 
other staff, parents or community leaders might say. or they may fail to appreciate the 
proper application of new teaching methods and implement them ineffectively—for 
example, a serbian study (of mainly high school students) found that the most frequent 
reason for disliking civic education was the workshop- and games-based class organisation 
which many found silly, childish, demeaning and boring.64 

6 CoNClUDiNG reMarKs

curriculum reform is never a straightforward matter. While we can detect signs of 
positive outcomes from civic education reforms around Europe, and identify some of the 
success criteria associated with these, there are still significant challenges to be faced in 
many countries, particularly in terms of curriculum development and the provision of 
professional development. these challenges are more protracted in situations where social 
and political traditions and education systems are rooted in norms that conflict with those 
inherent in more recent approaches to the subject. Programmes of civic education reform 
are likely to stand more chance of success when they are built on a thorough and critical 
analysis of existing traditions of practice and their salience in a country’s education system.
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