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Introduction 

 
The relationship between democracy and education is one of the central 

themes of 20th-century pedagogy and philosophy of education. We can cite 
John Deweyôs 1916 work, which is indeed entitled Democracy and Education, 
as the key text behind these considerations (Dewey, 1916). This work clearly 
delineates the reciprocal relationship that must take place between these two 
categories, underscoring that a democracy cannot function without educational 
processes directed at everyone: these must allow for an efficient circulation of 
culture and promote the acquisition of critical and creative thinking in individuals. 
At the same time, however, Dewey emphasizes that this education runs the risk 
of being ineffectual if it is not organized along democratic lines, if the educational 
institutions (the school, above all) do not foreground their ócommunityô compo-
nent, if teaching is understood simply in terms of transmitting knowledge: what 
is instead needed is a conception of a school able to interest students by putting 
itself in touch with their social life and making the latter readily comprehensible 
to them. 

The title of the present essay makes specific reference to another work by 
Dewey, written in 1937 and again focusing on the theme of the relationship be-
tween democracy and education. Twenty-two years after the publication of what 
is probably his best-known work, the American philosopher returned to the topic. 
On the occasion of a conference in honor of Felix Adler, Dewey presented a 
paper entitled Democracy and Education in the World of Today. Dewey felt the 
need to re-examine these questions in light of what was happening in the world 
in those years and months, as indicated by the second part of the title. We need 
only think of what Dewey meant by «the world of today» to understand his wor-
ries about the lack of global reception of his ideas: in Italy, for example, 1938 
was the year of the racial laws; moreover, Europe was characterized by various 
totalitarian societies, which were preparing the scenarios that would lead to the 
Second World War. 

If a significant number of European political systems were founded on ideas 
that were obviously diametrically opposed to Deweyôs, the American philoso-
pher pointed out that the risks of anti-democratic tendencies were also to be 
found in the US. Indeed, he warned against the risk of conceiving of democracy 
only in terms of a political system. Rather, it should be understood as  

 
a way of life, social and individual. [é] [It is] the necessity for the participation of 
every mature human being in formation of the values that regulate the living of 
men together: which is necessary from the standpoint of both the general social 
welfare and the full development of human beings as individuals (Dewey, 1937: 
458) 
 

For all their pride in a long democratic tradition, not even Americans should 
lose sight of the fact that democracy needs education as much as education 
needs democracy. As in Deweyôs time, one can argue that today too it is urgent 
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to continue focusing on democracy, to theorize about it, to place it sub judice. 
But above all it is crucial to develop strategies to make it authentic, open and 
suited to contemporary contexts. To achieve this, we may find it useful to reflect 
on the link that connects democracy to education: regarding the terminology 
used by Dewey, it might be helpful to refer to Italian notion of formazione, un-
derstood as the heir to the concepts of paideia, humanitas and Bildung. To avoid 
ambiguity with respect to the polysemous óeducationô and at the same to facili-
tate the spread of the idea throughout the world by means of the English lan-
guage (which lacks an equivalent of the Italian formazione), we would do well 
to make reference to the notion of Bildung: this concept was formulated by Ger-
man Romanticism and then adopted by various authors (both in Germany and 
the United States) during the 20th century and in recent decades. 

 
 

1. From paideia to Bildung 
 
In order to comprehend the relationship between democracy and Bildung to-

day, it is first necessary to provide a short historical overview of the concept of 
formazione. Indeed, it is not by chance that we refer to paideia in precisely the 
same historical context in which the idea of democracy took hold. In Greek cul-
ture between the 6th and 5th centuries BCE, a profound transformation began, 
characterized by the emergence of new social classes, the rise of a mode of 
reasoning based on commercial activity, and increased affluence, factors which 
led to a strong demand for democracy. Athens is the emblematic example of 
the polis as a «collective educational undertaking», in which participation in po-
litical decision-making by a broad sector of citizens was established. In this en-
vironment, the concept of paideia became crucial, understood as the shaping 
of adult citizens according to ethical principles (Marrou, 1948): this approach to 
education allowed young males to acquire a ófully developedô spirit and to realize 
their entire potential, thus becoming truly óhumanô. The Greek concept was be-
queathed to Rome under the name humanitas and to the Middle Ages in the 
guise of paideia Christi, before evolving into Renaissance Humanism. It was in 
this last period, which not by chance was characterized by the rediscovery of 
classical thought, that pedagogy took centre stage in culture, becoming the ve-
hicle for an organic reconstruction of social life. In a constantly changing society, 
characterized by modern states and tight social control, the family and the 
school became increasingly relevant educational institutions in the experience 
of the individual, who was now called upon to take on a óhumanô form (Cambi, 
1995). 

The concept of Bildung refers to a new idea of education, understood as a 
spiritual development that takes place through oneôs relationship with culture. 
Between the 18th and 19th centuries, Bildung ï or óhuman educationô ï pro-
motes the idea of the ówholeô man, one, that is, who is able to harmonize sensi-
tivity and reason: through his constantly active relationship with culture, he is 
able to independently acquire full liberty and to assume a balanced óformô (Gen-
nari, 2001). The close connection between the sensitive and rational dimen-
sions gives rise to a description of a manôs education as one of constant spiritual 
tension. Schiller, for example, speaks of the need to form a man who has the 
ability typical of Greek culture to strive for inner harmony through a relationship 
between sensitivity and reason (Schiller, 1875). For Goethe, Bildung not only 
aims at developing inner harmony in each individual but also endeavors to pro-
mote respect for oneself, for nature and for others (Goethe, 1840). 
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2. Bildung between disenchantment and postmodernity 
 

According to various historical interpretations, the course of modernity begun 
during the humanist period culminated in the Enlightenment and then entered 
crisis during the 20th century. One of the most significant categories for inter-
preting the changes that occurred at the beginning of the óshort centuryô is that 
of disenchantment. In particular, we can cite Max Weberôs description of a so-
ciety marked by Entzauberung, or the ódisenchantment of the worldô. Early 20th-
century man was aware of not having a óheroicô destiny but of merely forming 
part of a productive capitalist society, of being in an óiron cageô from which es-
cape was impossible and in which processes of rationalization brought the indi-
vidual to formulate his/her actions in relation to predetermined objectives (We-
ber 1919). This concept of ódisenchantmentô, closely connected to the pro-
cesses of secularization and laicization typical of the same historical period, can 
be related to the phenomenon that in 1979 Jean-François Lyotard defined as 
the «postmodern condition» (Lyotard, 1979). 

Postmodernity refers to the cultural transformations that took place beginning 
in the mid-20th century as a result of changes in the sphere of knowledge, in 
particular with regard to modes of transmission and processes of legitimating. 
This era marked the onset of the crisis of the ógreat narrativesô (Enlightenment, 
idealism, Marxism, capitalism, Christianity) which had characterized previous 
eras: now humans were potentially freer, but at the same time more anxious, 
fragile, precarious and fluid. Even if the definition of postmodernity is not ac-
cepted in all branches of philosophy (above all in analytical philosophy), it is 
clear that forty years after Lyotardôs analysis culture is increasingly character-
ized by self-legitimizing systems of knowledge, by structural uncertainty in the 
life of every individual, by increased risk, by fragmentation and by complexity, 
as in the case of epistemological paradigms. We need only think of the Internet 
and the difficulties encountered by many people in understanding the reliability 
of the information found there; or of the job market, which is increasingly char-
acterized by flexibility, not only with regard to contractual conditions, but also to 
the constant transformation of professional roles. 

For precisely these reasons, it becomes an urgent task for contemporary hu-
mans to envision a model of personal growth that manages to accompany the 
processes of acculturation (assimilating the behaviors, beliefs and practices that 
characterize a culture) and education (acquiring techniques and knowledge, 
learning specific skills) with one of Bildung. This last process is one that pro-
motes personal development as well as a free and critical reworking of the cul-
tural forms in which humans are immersed. Bildung without Bild, therefore: a 
troubled process which does not aim to provide predefined forms to which to 
conform but which is marked by freedom, criticism and creativity and is con-
stantly in fieri. Such a process leads the individual to become independent and 
emancipated but also more responsible vis-à-vis others. In an era marked by 
fewer and fewer certainties and more and more volatility, it becomes urgent to 
reflect on more efficacious educational practices to give individuals the tools to 
navigate the variety of information they encounter, to be able to adapt to differ-
ent and constantly changing contexts, to reflect on their own experiences, and 
to learn to live ecologically (Bauman, 1997; Nussbaum, 1999; Morin, 2015). In-
deed, this idea of Bildung takes us back to Dewey, who at the beginning of the 
20th century saw the school as playing a fundamental role in interpreting and 
governing social progress. He also underscored the importance of a form of 
education able to fully develop the aptitudes and abilities of each individual. 
Democratic education today cannot avoid the task of determining the best 
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strategies for «living in disenchantment», according to the definition coined by 
Franco Cambi (2006). 

 
 

3. Strategies for ólivingô the postmodern condition 
 

In his 2006 work, Franco Cambi invites reflection on some useful strategies 
for óedifyingô us in the current era. What he has in mind are approaches which 
in fact act on behalf of Bildung and which today have become urgent for culti-
vating an open understanding of democracy, one that is based on responsibility, 
solidarity and authentic communication (Cambi, 2006). Among the Keywords 
under consideration here ï in a list which is open, incomplete and always in 
need of updating ï today we can cite ócareô, ómetacognitionô, óironyô, ólaicismô, 
ódifferenceô and óecologyô. 

The concept of care is defined as a ópedagogic a prioriô: when conjugated in 
its three dimensions (care for oneself, for the other and for the world), it effec-
tively links the personal development of the individual with building democracy 
and with the goal of promoting global education. Care for oneself is to be un-
derstood as an autobiographical undertaking and as such a task that has self-
knowledge as a prerequisite.  

Regarding care for the other, 20th-century pedagogy produced important re-
flections around such concepts as attachment, empathy, relation, dialogue, lis-
tening and support (Foucault, 1984; Mortari, 2009). Concerning care for the 
world, one of the most effective ideas comes from Martha Nussbaum, who ad-
vocates the cultivation of humanity and sees in the awareness of human ófragilityô 
a determining element for the construction of a ógenuinely human goodô, one 
that should be pursued beyond national borders (Nussbaum, 1999).  

Metacognition is understood as a verification of the cognitive process, allow-
ing one to analyze and recognize the structure of its pathways such that the 
individual is led to review past processes, checking and correcting them. In an 
era characterized by uncertainty, instability and precariousness, educating indi-
viduals to develop a metacognitive sense means cultivating the possibility of 
orienting themselves, of selecting and filtering information, but also of recogniz-
ing the limits and potential of their cognitive processes (Mariani, Sarsini, 2006). 
This examination of our own ways of thinking is linked to the ideas of Morin, who 
invites us to óface uncertainty in order to learn how to liveô by transforming infor-
mation into knowledge and knowledge into wisdom, by forcing ourselves to think 
good thoughts, by coming up with new strategies, and by óbettingô on ourselves 
(Morin, 2015). 

Next to metacognition, an important role is also played by ironic awareness: 
irony implies detachment from oneôs traditional way of thinking and acting and 
of being open to critical dialogue with opposing points of view. On a cognitive 
level, irony cultivates a contrasting thought, renders it productive and gives 
value to it. Although the concept of irony was discussed by Socrates and has 
appeared throughout the course of western art and philosophy, its development 
in recent years is the work of Richard Rorty (1989), who linked it to the notion 
of solidarity, pointing out that without irony and without solidarity it is impossible 
to build democracy.  

The construction of democracy then touches upon other Keywords which 
pedagogy and the philosophy of education are entrusted with discussing and 
identifying as values. The concept of laicization, for example, takes on an im-
portant role: in a context characterized by the co-existence of various religious 
visions, it is necessary to avoid ófundamentalistô deviations which embrace prej-
udice, and which feel threatened by diversity and difference. Once again with 
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respect to religion issues, the postmodern era must be ólivedô with the aware-
ness of the need to value pluralism and promote forms of tolerance. As Bobbio 
(1992) emphasized, we must encourage dialogue by listening to and engaging 
in debate with the other. 

Equally important is the concept of difference. This is a topic that spills over 
into various fields, which are all indissolubly linked with democracy: from inter-
cultural pedagogy, to special pedagogy, to gender pedagogy, and so on. A con-
temporary understanding of democracy should be able to view difference not 
only as a danger or problem but also as a value. To achieve this, it becomes 
crucial to adopt a deconstructionist perspective, one which takes apart the prej-
udices and stereotypes that lurk behind common sense, which unmasks implicit 
and instinctual reactions, and which allows us to think about the other in a re-
sponsible way (Mariani, 2008; Felini, Di Bari, 2019). 

Another key concept that we require to óliveô the postmodern era is ecology. 
This is a term that also implies equilibrium, in particular between forms of life. 
In the biosphere, humans must behave responsibly vis-à-vis other inhabitants 
of the planet and follow the precepts of ócare for the worldô, mentioned above, 
in their actions. At the same time, ecology also implies a balance within culture. 
As Neil Postman noted in the 1980s, the spread of mass media runs the risk of 
altering the equilibrium of educational processes (Postman, 1979). Indeed, he 
advocates a type of Bildung which through the school promotes abstract, critical 
and creative thought able to challenge and govern the instruments of technology. 
Such a task is even more relevant today, given that this equilibrium is essential 
for building digital and planetary citizenship among individuals. 

 
 

Conclusions 
 

A question can guide us in making several concluding reflections: what is 
meant by post-democracy? Colin Crouch uses this term to describe the current 
drift away from democracy, which is based on forms of legitimating that are in-
creasingly accessible on the part of citizens but paradoxically less and less par-
ticipatory (Crouch, 2004). According to this perspective, post-democracy repre-
sents a risk in that it implies, for example, delegating essentially human func-
tions to technology. It further fosters the belief that the Internet is a universally 
shareable and transparent tool and that opening online participation corre-
sponds to the idea that everyoneôs voice will be heard. But it isnôt so: especially 
among the young, there is a widespread perception that politics is phenomenon 
distant from their lives, one in which it is impossible to take an óinterestô (under-
stood in Deweyôs sense as something that links aspects that would otherwise 
remain far apart).  

It is necessary to counter current forms of post-democracy by re-proposing 
elements that still today contribute to thinking of democracy as a value ï not 
only as a political form, but also as a óway of lifeô. To achieve this aim, it is 
necessary to think of this value in terms of its close relationship with Bildung. 
This requires attempting to provide contemporary individuals ï who find them-
selves out of their element, disoriented, disillusioned, etc. ï with the appropriate 
tools that allow them to gain their footing, to become active and responsible 
protagonists, and to develop awareness and critical thinking, freedom and cre-
ativity. This is an urgent task; one whose accomplishment is still an open ques-
tion. 
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Introduction 
 

The problem of active citizenship has mainly been approached through the 
perspective of participation. According to the most recent definitions, active cit-
izenship «involves participation in the market [é] participation in other social 
spheres [é] and politics itselfè (Dean, 1999:189); çis about having the right, the 
means, the space and the opportunity and where necessary the support to par-
ticipate in and influence decisions and engage in actions and activities so as to 
contribute to building a better society» (Council of Europe, 2003) and «incorpo-
rates a wide spread of participatory activities containing political action, partici-
patory democracy and civil society and community support» (Mascherini et 
al. ,2009:10). In a more recent definition, «citizenship competence [is defined 
as] the ability to act as responsible citizens and to fully participate in civic and 
social life, based on understanding of social, economic, legal and political con-
cepts and structures, as well as global developments and sustainability» (Euro-
pean Commission; 2018: 22-23).  

This paper takes a different stance and argues that the organic relation be-
tween the individual and its environment that has characterized citizenship in 
previous times is a fundamental precondition for the development of active citi-
zenship in the EU context. In order to support this argument, the paper drew on 
political philosophy and urban theory to locate the types and forms of organicity 
that have been deemed fundamental in previous micro-scale political and terri-
torial entities. In order to explore this argument empirically, this study explored 
how 180 students from three EU countries perceive Europe through a word as-
sociation activity.  

Research results revealed that not only students do not perceive to have an 
organic relationship with Europe but also that their perception of Europe is char-
acterized by absence and detachment. In the succeeding sections, the paper 
outlines the theoretical framework that underpins the leading argument, pre-
sents the research methodology of the study and, on the basis of the research 
results, concludes that the limitation of active citizenship to the element of par-
ticipation hides important risks in the direction of marginalization and under-
mines the effectiveness of the relevant EU policy. 

 
 

2. The organic character of citizenship 
 
This section details the types and forms of organicity between the individual 

and its environment, that have been deemed fundamental in the birth, develop-
ment and flourishing of previous political and urban planning entities, such as 
poleis, cities and towns. Under the concept of organic relation or organicity, in 
this paper we refer to the concept of Heideggerôs (1971) çdwelling as positioning 
of oneself ówithin a system of metabolic exchanges» (Besse, 2013: 130). 
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The importance of organicity in relationships between the citizen and the po-
lis was first expressed by Aristotle in Politics. According to Aristotle, polis has 
three main characteristics: (1) It has priority over the family, and the individual, 
similar to the whole, has priority over the parts [ˊɟɧŰŮɟɞɜ ŭ Ű űɨůŮɘ ˊɧɚɘɠ  
ɞəɑŬ əŬ əŬůŰɞɠ ɛ ɜ ůŰɘɜ.T ɔɟ ɚɞɜ ˊɟɧŰŮɟɞɜ ɜŬɔəŬɞɜ ŮɜŬɘ Űɞ ɛɏɟɞɡɠ] 
(Politics, 1253a: 20-24); (2) it is the space in which justice takes place [  ŭ 
ŭɘəŬɘɞůɜɖ ˊɞɚɘŰɘəɜĿ ɔɟ ŭəɖ ˊɞɚɘŰɘəɠ əɞɘɜɤɜŬɠ Űɝɘɠ ůŰɜ,  ŭ 
ŭɘəŬɘɞůɜɖ Űɞ ŭɘəŬɞɡ əɟůɘɠ] (Politics, 1253a: 35-39); and (3) its aim is not only 
to assure the living (ɕɜ) but also the living well (ɞůŬ ŭ Űɞ Ů ɕɜ) (Politics, 
1252b: 30-34). For Aristotle, a citizen is not only one who lives in a city in the 
territorial sense but mostly an individual who actively participates in the admin-
istration of justice and the holding of public office (Politics, 1.1274b: 32 - 1279b: 
10).  

This organic relationship, which is ex ante political in Aristotle, is reiterated 
in Aristotleôs statement that if the spirit of citizensô participation in the affairs of 
the polis is the same after they have come together as it was before they left 
their separate spheres, this community would not be a polis (Politics, 1280b).  

In the later urban theory, Lynch (1960:63) by associating the «legibility» and 
çimageabilityè of urban environment with peopleôs actual function and emo-
tional well-being (ibid: 2-3), resumed in fact the organic relation between the 
citizens and the meaning processes related to the city. Alexander (1979: 101) 
also underlined the organicity between cities and citizens by emphasizing that 
a manôs çharmony depends entirely on his harmony with his surroundingsè. In 
putting forward an ecological argument, Ingold (2000: 20) equally underscored 
«the importance of the dynamic synergy between the organism and the envi-
ronment for the creation of mutual meaning making, growth and development». 

Furthermore, the past years have seen increasingly frequent references to 
the code of cities, which encapsulates the previous elements of ólegibilityô, óhar-
monyô and ósynergyô. Montgomery (2013: 288), compared to Lynch (1976) was 
considerably more explicit in unravelling the power of the code, asserting that 
«the power that shapes [the] city is in the code» (Montgomery, 2013:288) and 
that this code «is invisible but it is in charge» (ibid: 290). Similarly, Anderson 
(2015:489) defined cities as óstates of mindô. Corroborating this argument on the 
basis of lived experience of different socio-economic groups, Bourdin (2014: 7) 
argued that the inhabitants of cities or of the periphery of cities go through ex-
periences that extremely differ according to social situation, age, culture and life 
history, as well as according to their localization in the city and the localization 
of the city itself.  

 
 

3. Research  
 

Having set the theoretical basis of the argument, the study proceeds in this 
section by exploring how vocational education students from three EU countries 
perceive Europe, through a word association activity.  

The sample consists of 180 14ï19-year-old vocational education students, 
comprising 61 students in Italy, 51 students in France and 68 students in Greece. 
In Greece and Italy there are two schools per country, one in an urban and one 
in a rural area. In France, there are three schools on the periphery of Paris. Most 
students come from low socio-demographic environments, with less-educated 
parents in low-paid jobs, and in many cases one of the parents has recently 
become unemployed. During the word association activity, students were given 
the following assignment: Associate up to six words with the word óEuropeô.  
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In Table 1 below, it can be seen that in all three countries a) a significant 
number of students gave no response, b) followed by an almost equally signifi-
cant number of students who only used one word to describe Europe, and c) 
that a poverty of expression manifests as in none of the countries did students 
use more than four words and the vast majority used zero to one word.  
 
TABLE. 1. Number of words used by students per country to describe Europe 
 Number of words given by number of students  

Countries 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 Sum of students per country 

Italy 21 21 10 5 3 - - 61 

France 22 15 9 1 4 - - 51 

Greece 30 24 8 5 1 - - 68 

 

In relation to students who gave no reply in the word association activity, be-
cause, as they declared, they have nothing to say about Europe, we need to 
mention that gender and type of specialization are not important. Moreover, the 
type of residential area could not be assessed in France, as the French schools 
were all in Paris. It is also no significant in Italy, as in the rural area we had 10 
out of 37 students with no responses in comparison to 10 out of 24 in the urban 
area.  

It needs to be mentioned, however, that both schools are situated in the north 
of Italy. In Greece, by contrast, the type of residential area is highly significant. 
Twenty-four out of 35 students from the urban area did not respond in this ac-
tivity compared to six out of 33 students in the rural area.  

In figures 1ï3 below, the responses from the three population groups can be 
seen. Studentsô responses were collected, and word clouds were created for 
each population group with the MAXQDA 2018 software.  

Given that the vast majority of students replied with up to three words, we 
established three as the minimum number of responses per word for inclusion 
in the word cloud. In the figures are presented the words in the national lan-
guage as reported per population group and on the side is cited each wordôs 
translation in English and its level of frequency in the activityôs word corpus per 
country.  

The size of each word in the cloud indicates the frequency of its mention.  
 

FIGURE. 1. Word association with óEuropeôï Italy. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Niente: 21 hits  
(No response) 
 
Unione:5 hits (Union) 
 
Divisa: 3 hits (Divided) 
 
Bella: 3 hits (Beautiful) 
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FIGURE. 2. Word association with óEuropeôï France. 

 
 
FIGURE. 3. Word association with óEuropeôï Greece. 

  
 
 

3. The missing organic relation 
 

Research results revealed a) an alarmingly high number of students who 
used zero or an extremely limited number of words to describe Europe, b) that 
perceptions of Europe among Italian and Greek students are divided between 
positive and negative characteristics, whereas for French students seem rather 
neutral and c) that studentsô responses across the three countries are very sim-
ilar. In relation to these results, the following observations need to be made.  

First, the fact that the large majority of students used zero words to describe 
Europe, if combined with the almost equal number of students who used only 
one word for that purpose, is highly alarming. Studentsô response óI have nothing 
to say about Europeô and the use of the word óunionô or ógroupô as the most 
frequent word in all three countries express an absence of perceived relation as 
the words óunionô and ógroupô lack a sense of opinion, judgement or emotional 
response. This element is important if we also consider Sokolowskiôs (2017:12ï
16) position that nouns have a referential function which moves away from a 
definite context, with the latter becoming even more irrelevant as the speaker is 
taken away.  

Secondly, it can be observed that the first signs of evaluation appear in the 
second most-frequent word, which is good (óbienô) for the French students, os-
cillating between divided (ódivisaô) and beautiful (óbellaô) for the Italian students 
and becoming more diversified when it comes to Greek students. In the Greek 
sample, it can be observed that there is a greater variety of words in the estab-
lished three-word frequency level and also that there are only two positive eval-
uations such as travelling (óŰŬɝɑŭɘŬô) and beautiful (óɧɛɞɟűɖô) and three negative 

Rien: 22 hits 
(No response) 
 
Group:5 hits (Group) 
 
Bien: 5 hits (Good) 

ɇɑˊɞŰŬ: 30 hits  

(No response) 

Ȱɜɤůɖ:5 hits 

(Union) 

ȳɛɞɟűɖ: 5 hits  

(Beautiful) 

ɇŬɝɑŭɘŬ: 4 hits  

(Travelling) 

ȹɘɎɚɡůɖ: 4 hits  

(Disintegration) 

ɉɎɚɘŬ: 4 hits (Awful) 

ɊŮɨŰɘəɖ: 3 hits (Fake) 
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evaluations such as fake (óɣŮɨŰɘəɖô), awful (óɢɎɚɘŬô) and disintegration 
(óŭɘɎɚɡůɖô).  

The important element about both remarks is that they provide insights on 
how students perceive Europe, and this perception is fundamental because per-
ception reveals the órelations between the organism and the fieldô (Simondon, 
2013:3; translation from the French text). As Simondon (2013: 322) puts it, óboth 
the organism and the field are active and the equilibrium between the two re-
quires a constant adaptation of the organism to the field in order to avoid the 
«ótoo soonô or the ótoo lateô». When this perception is the perception of non-
relation, it can be realized that that the above equilibrium cannot be achieved. 
Moreover, if we consider that «man dwells in language» (Heidegger, 1971: 195) 
and that «I cannot dwell in a place I do not like» (Besse, 2013: 31). we realize 
that studentsô responses are very alarming not only in the direction of active 
citizenship but also in the direction of their flourishing if seen under «the unity 
of experienceè of Heideggerôs thinking building dwelling (Sennett, 2018: 218). 

Finally, the fact that the students of the sample, who come from vulnerable 
socio-economic environments, perceive no real relationship between them-
selves and Europe recalls recent data affirming that óit is the level of income that 
influences the variations [of active citizenship] across the countriesô (Eurostat, 
2017). This recalling apart from being highly alarming brings to the fore Sen-
nettôs (2018: 204) argument that the Heideggerian ódwellingô is not a given but 
«a skill the potentiality of which lies in most people» and therefore needs certain 
conditions of development for it to be activated. On the other hand, the substi-
tution of the organic relation by the element of participation in the current defi-
nitions of active citizenship hides two further risks. First, it recalls that «many 
exclusions are made without the knowledge that they are being made» (Butler, 
2015: 4) as we fail «to conceptualize the situation correctly» (Harvey, 2009: 22) 
and to capture the complexity of dimensions composing active citizenship. Sec-
ondly, in the policy making level, by ignoring studentsô perceived relation with 
Europe when planning the development of active citizenship agenda means in-
sufficient information about «the relevant planning environment» (Hall, 1980: 5) 
that undermines the effectiveness of the relevant EU policies as «the forces in 
a situation are real forces, [and] there is no getting around them» (Alexander, 
1979: 34).  
 
 

4. Limitations and suggestions for further research  
 

This research presents three important limitations: first, given that this is a 
qualitative research, the sample is quite limited. This research methodology 
should be conducted at a larger scale in the same countries and in the same 
type of population to see if there are variations and if so, at what extent and 
towards which direction. Second, it would be interesting to extend the research 
in other countries and for the same type of population in order to further explore 
the working hypothesis. Third, it would be highly interesting, to reproduce the 
same methodology in the general education, in order to explore if there are var-
iations within the students of the same country.   
 
 

Conclusion 
 

Through a word association activity, this study uncovered that vocational ed-
ucation students in three EU countries experience difficulties in describing Eu-
rope in an engaging manner. The research interpreted these results on the 
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basis of the organic relation between the individual and its environment, unrav-
eled the risks behind the conception of active citizenship mainly in terms of par-
ticipation and concluded with the contention that it is time to look at forms of 
disadvantage and social exclusion that derive from our ways to conceptualize 
active citizenship.  
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1. On Liberty, on education 
 
A milestone of 19th century Liberal thought, John Stuart Mill (1806ï1873) did 

not write any organic, comprehensive work specifically devoted to the topic of 
education. Yet, as a requirement and outcome of progress and democracy, and 
in part also as a consequence of his peculiar personal experience as an «edu-
cational experiment» of his father James, considerations on education and 
schooling recur in his writings, be they letters or essays, since his juvenile period 
(Villa, 2017; Donner, 2007). The work On Liberty (1859) perhaps best clarifies 
the pragmatic status of the pedagogical issue for the philosopher, and we find 
it expounded in the fifth chapter, meaningfully named Applications (where the 
first analysed field is ï also meaningfullyï trade):  

 
It is not almost a self-evident axiom that State should require and compel the 
education, up to a certain standard, of every human being who is born citizen? 
Yet who is not afraid to recognize and assert this truth? [é] It still remains unrec-
ognized that to bring a child into existence without a fair prospect of being able, 
not only to provide food for its body, but instruction and training for its mind is a 
moral crime, both against the unfortunate offspring and against society (Mill, 1869: 
188-189). 
 

There are three parties involved in the matter ï the State, families and chil-
dren ï and there are two grounding-maxims, obtained by squeezing the previ-
ous four chapters and concentrating «the entire doctrine» of the essay, around 
which Mill built his reasoning: 

 
First, that the individual is not accountable to society for his actions in so far as 
these concern the interests of no person but himself [é] Secondly, that for such 
actions as are prejudicial to the interests of others, the individual is accountable 
and may be subjected either to social or to legal punishment, if society is of opin-
ion that the one or the other is requisite for its protection (Mill, 1869: 169).  
 

Millôs main points on education and schooling, undoubtedly seen as a dem-
ocratic, although not public, institution are as follows: 1) The aim of education is 
to give people the opportunity to cultivate and enhance their individual aptitudes. 
2) If the State directs formal education, this would lead to «moulding people to 
be exactly like one another». That is why the State must limit its efforts to make 
instruction compulsory, make it affordable to poor children, ascertain that fami-
lies fulfil their duty to send children to school and that schools fulfil their duty in 
turn. The State could, potentially, offer its own schools, but they should be noth-
ing more than one choice among others. 3) Schools should be neither denomi-
national nor confessional, allowing their pupils to study everything, even beyond 
the field of their personal beliefs of what is true. 4) Degrees and public certifi-
cates of scientific or professional acquirements «should be given to all who 
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present themselves for examination, and stand the testô; but in the case of com-
petition, such certificates should confer no advantage over competitors, óother 
than the weight which may be attached to their testimony by public opinion». 

 
 

2. Thomas Hardyôs last novel 
 

The novelist Thomas Hardy (1840ï1928) never hid his estimation of his fel-
low countryman, staging in his narrative works many patterns and forms of that 
criticism against society which Mill so carefully theorized. He made a special 
profession of faith concerning On Liberty; in a letter, Hardy wrote that, in the 
1860s, he and all the other law students knew the treatise almost by heart (Mill, 
1999: 184), and in his last and most controversial novel, Jude the Obscure 
(1895), the female protagonist and (anti)heroine, Sue Bridehead, quotes a pas-
sage from Chapter 3 (Of Individuality): 

 
She, or he, who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plane of life for 
him, has no need of any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation (Hardy, 
2003: 215).  
 

This quotation occurs during a dialogue between Sue and her husband Phil-
lotson, which is one of the tensest moments in the whole story. Although the 
story is quite famous, a summary may nevertheless be useful here: Jude Fawley 
and Sue Bridehead are cousins and they are in love. He is a stonemason who 
yearns to become a scholar, naïve but resilient; she is a well-learned young 
woman, brilliant, very modern and unquiet as well. Jude had been wedded very 
young to an illiterate and meddlesome girl (Arabella) who found him spineless 
and soon abandoned him. Sue marries Phillotson, a conservative schoolteacher 
whom she does not love. Unable and unwilling to adapt herself to her new life 
and husband, Sue leaves Phillotson for Jude and the couple starts a family with-
out marrying, although in the meantime they both have divorced. Their uncon-
ventional ménage causes a series of problems that suddenly explode into a 
tragedy, finally leading to Judeôs miserable (physical) death and causing Sue to 
return to Phillotson, definitively giving up her dreams of freedom (spiritual death). 

It is easy to comprehend that the core of Jude the Obscure, with reference 
to Millôs treatise, mostly deals with individual freedom and responsibility, the so-
cial and legal dynamics behind and around marriage, the social and legal status 
of women and the guilt and punishment of human beings as social creatures. In 
Hardyôs sad novel a further social and individual field of investigation reminds 
us of Millôs discourses On Liberty, like none of Hardyôs prior novels: the peda-
gogical field. Not only is Jude the Obscure decidedly an «anti-Bildungsroman» 
(Arnd, 1998; Giordano, 1972) focused as it is on the careful, attentive personal 
cultivation of the two main characters, which yields the opposite of the desired 
result, Hardyôs final novel also questions in a subtle way the effectiveness of the 
main contemporary institution presiding over formal instruction ï that is, schools 
and universities.  

How does Hardy accomplish this? He does so by introducing the reader to 
three main characters who directly engage with the formal instruction of their 
time: Jude studies on his own, but he aims to enter an academy; Sue is a can-
didate schoolmistress; and Phillotson is an experienced and respected school-
master. The three characters sincerely love the knowledge that comes from 
books, although in three different ways. In the life of those people, formal edu-
cation is present not as an accessory or a decoration, but rather as a steady, 
permanent structure that hosts their thought and addresses their behaviours. It 
often remains on the ground, incorporated in the scenery, or worn like an 
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everyday dress ï it is not flamboyant, but already belongs to the habits and 
nature of its owner. The choice seems much more significant because these 
somehow formally educated characters are situated roughly between 1870 and 
1895, a timeframe in which the Victorian government issued a group of educa-
tional reforms consistent, in part, with Millôs desired Applications on schooling 
(Stephens 1998: 77-97). The 1870 Elementary Education Act stated, among 
other things, that local authorities could establish and direct their own schools, 
called óschool boardsô, and should be ónon-denominationalô, so children could 
not be forced to attend «any Sunday school, or any place of religious worship, 
or [é] any religious observance or any instruction in religious subjects in the 
school» (Elementary Education Act, 1870: xxvi). 

 
 

3. That obscure object of education 
 

The beginning of Hardyôs novel puts before the reader a schooling situation 
that is the result of this first Victorian reform:  

 
The schoolmaster was leaving the village, and everybody seemed sorry [é] the 
schoolhouse had been partly furnished by the managers [é] The rector had gone 
away for the day, being a man who disliked the sight of changes (Hardy, 2003: 
3).  
 

It is an ordinary school situation that triggers the plotôs mechanism: a school-
master is leaving the school in a small country village. His departure saddens a 
young needy boy, who had found in his lessons a fascinating distraction from 
his meagre daily life and a reason to dream of a better future full of books and 
knowledge. The child is our protagonist, Jude, while the schoolmaster is the 
antagonist-to-be, Phillotson. We learn that Jude is not a regular pupil and at-
tends the night lessons, so we can assume an elementary education that is not 
yet compulsory (it became mandatory in 1880), Essential for the economy of 
the plot, Phillotsonôs parting words (çMy scheme, or dream, is to be a university 
graduate, and then to be ordained [é] Be kind to animal and birds, and read all 
you can») have young Jude decide that his adult life will be devoted to studies. 
Growing up, he studies in private for several years, in his spare time, to enter 
one of the colleges of Christminster (a mordant parody of Oxford), but when he 
writes to the provosts seeking some advice, frankly explaining his working con-
dition and the experience of being self-taught, the academics reject him, giving 
him no chance to prove his qualifications. The experience of formal instruction 
proves to be disappointing and frustrating for Jude, who realizes that higher 
education is sealed off behind a social and economic barrier that is impermeable 
to mere cultural value (he later meets some Christminster undergraduates and 
demonstrates his superior knowledge of Latin better).  
Phillotsonôs background is very different. He is some fifteen years older than 

Jude and he also, as a young man, wanted to study at the college and become 
a clergyman, but he soon bowed to the need to make a living (it is also implied 
that he was diligent but not extremely brilliant) and chose the career of school-
master. Phillotson considers schooling a profession and field in which one can 
invest, so he plans to open a larger comprehensive school for boys and girls 
with Sue. Considering Sue as both his bride and working partner, he contem-
plates the model of a small family business, perfectly compliant with the British 
expectation of the time as the proper lifestyle for the lower middle class. Not-
withstanding his moderate entrepreneurial aims, quiet Phillotson is depicted as 
a good teacher, genuinely interested in teaching and scrupulous in following the 
school regulations. He has not totally given up his youthful dreams of erudition, 
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as he goes on studying Roman antiquities, and does not lack philosophical com-
petence. No coincidence that his referential philosopher is Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt, so important for Millôs On Liberty: there is verisimilitude in the teacher 
being stuck one ócultural generationô behind. Once Sue asks him to release her 
from a marriage bond she can neither stand nor agree with, quoting the afore-
mentioned Millôs passage, he freely admits that her demand is legitimate from 
the human point of view, although invalid from the legal one; and he decides to 
give priority to the human side over his own legal right (following his instinct 
rather than any ócannedô philosophical theory): 

 
I shall let her go [é] I know I canôt logically, or religiously, defend my concession 
to such a wish of hers; or harmonize it with the doctrines I was brought up in. Only 
I know one thing: something within me tells me I am doing wrong in refusing her. 
[é] I wouldnôt be cruel to her in the name of the law (Hardy, 2003: 222).  
 

Turning to Sue, her broad culture, when she meets Jude, has almost nothing 
to do with formal instruction:  

 
You called me a creature of civilization, or something, didnôt you? It was very odd 
you should have done that. I am a sort of negation of it [é] My life has been 
entirely shaped by what people call a peculiarity in me. I have no fear of men, as 
such, nor of their books (Hardy, 2003: 141). 
 

Sue acquired knowledge driven by her enormous curiosity and helped by her 
brilliant mind, and has taken over the scholarship reserved for men in an unu-
sual way: she has lived and studied with an undergraduate young man as 
though she was his peer. In this sense, Sue is not exactly a product of conven-
tional Victorian civilization. Still, her first approach to schooling is a great suc-
cess, and she reveals herself to be at ease in the classroom and very good in 
teaching children, in a pure didactic situation. To become a professional teacher 
and join Phillotsonôs project, she needs to achieve certification at a Normal 
School, a « species of nunnery», writes Hardy, in which dozens of young women, 
coming from every branch of the lower middle class, lived with scarce food and 
plenty of religious and even aesthetic rules. Great is the contrast, of course, with 
Sueôs independence and cleverness ï the authentic spirit of lively knowledge in 
opposition to its gloomy prison ï and she soon gives up. But Hardyôs objection 
is much wider: it is true that many institutions entrusted with elementary educa-
tion actually correspond in part to Millôs ideal requirements of a school detached 
from central power, but the training of teachers, realized through the aforemen-
tioned normal schools, is still rooted in religious tradition (mostly Anglican) and 
tightly bound to a stiff idea of woman-educator ï severe, moralizer and moral-
ized. This constitutes a serious inconsistency in the public management of for-
mal education and frustrates Millôs prevision according to which the simple im-
perative to educate the whole population will induce in the country a spontane-
ous, natural growth of different schools and a wide offering of different skilled 
and trained teachers.  

 
 

Conclusions 
 
But the strongest of all the arguments against the interference of the public with 
purely personal conduct, is that when it does interfere, the odds are that it inter-
feres wrongly, and in the wrong place (Mill, 1869: 150). 
 

Jude Fawley, Sue Bridehead and Richard Phillotson, each in his or her own 
way ï be it deep reasoning, natural inclination or both ï theoretically comply 
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with Millôs vision of formal education because they also comply, in advance, with 
the two maxims from which the British thinker inferred his pedagogical applica-
tions. But the ópublic powerô ï not exactly the State, but rather the social milieu 
acting in its name and applying, together with the law, all those accessory un-
written rules derived from the popular common sense of the majority ï pervad-
ing educational institutions prevents them from settling in those institutions: 
Jude does not go to college; Phillotson is forced to quit the school because the 
managers judge it scandalous that he let Sue leave; and Sue, because she 
becomes a concubine, can no longer teach. On the level of personal self-reali-
zation, their sophisticated understanding of education grants them neither joy 
nor serenity. Phillotson survives because he is more inclined by nature to com-
promise and quiescence, but the couple cannot face societyôs denial when it 
really hurts them. Their real tragedy is not the painful death of their three inno-
cent children (the oldest boy kills his younger siblings and then hangs himself 
to relieve the parents from the burden of raising them), but rather the self-forced 
conversion of Sue to conformism and religion and the consequent ultimate 
break with Jude.  

The only character in the novel who really enjoys the most of personal liberty 
and achieves a sort of gratification is Arabella, Judeôs uneducated wife. Of 
course, Arabellaôs gratification is not of the kind appreciating either the polite 
unfolding of oneôs own attitudes or the seed of civil progress inherent in a har-
monic education. Indeed, as she pursues her advantage without any regard for 
repercussions on other peopleôs interests, Arabella embodies the opposite of 
the civil ideal according to Millôs On Liberty. The effective outcomes of educa-
tional reforms partially inspired by liberalism, in Hardyôs depiction, fail just in 
granting to the mass of lower middle-class people the development and safety 
of whom, among them, morally and rationally agree with its deepest principles. 
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Introductory remarks 
 
This paper aims to reflect on a core text in the history of education as public 

policy, Condorcetôs Rapport sur lôinstruction publique, focusing on the contro-
versial but crucial relation between politics and schooling. The subject of the 
paper has been brought to me by the questions posited in the panel theme. 
While building the panel with the colleague Andrea Giacomantonio, we dis-
cussed at length on the concept of homo politicus, without any derogatory flair, 
but meaning with it the whole of the attitudes of a citizen fully and critically aware 
of the res publica in which he lives and inclined to participate to it. We asked 
ourselves especially if public schooling was the right place to develop such at-
titudes and habits, and if all this coincided (or not) with the ubiquitous ócitizen-
ship competencesô recently promoted by the European Union and more or less 
received by European school systems.  

In the vast array of connected issues, I was primarily concerned with the 
inevitable conundrum: how can public, state-financed schooling teach citizen-
ship and participatory attitudes without conforming the citizen to the ideology of 
the political establishment or, in more Marxist terms, to the values of the domi-
nant classes? Moreover, is this educating/conforming action to be avoided alto-
gether, or is it to some extent useful and desirable? This last question looks all 
the more current, while populisms all over Europe are thriving on the illusion 
and danger of ódirect democracyô, managed through social media and therefore 
unable to distinguish competence from incompetence both in technical and po-
litical terms. 

 
 

1. Condorcetôs Report: a key source 
 
For all these reasons, it looked worthwhile to go back to a leading source of 

inspiration of French and later European public school systems, the project of 
public schooling written by Nicolas de Caritat, marquis de Condorcet, and pre-
sented «au nom du Comit® dôinstruction publique» to the French National As-
sembly on April 10th and 11th in 1792. The Rapport sur lôinstruction publique 
details all aspects of a public school system free and open to all the citizens, 
following the provisions of the French Constitution approved September 3rd, 
1791: «Il sera créé et organisée une instruction publique commune à tous les 
citoyens, gratuite ¨ lô®gard des parties dôenseignement indispensables pour 
tous les hommes et dont les établissements seront distribués graduellement 
dans un rapport combiné avec la division du royaume» (Baczko, 2014: 107). 
In Condorcetô plan, primary schooling must have been for everybody, while 

higher education and university should have accepted a smaller number of pu-
pils on the sole basis of merit. However, Condorcet was aware that many sons 
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of peasants would have been limited in receiving primary education because of 
their social status and work duties (çElle doit °tre r®partie avec toute lô®galit® 
que permettent les limites nécessaires de la dépense, la distribution des 
hommes sur le territoire, le temps plus ou moins long que les enfans peuvent y 
consacrer»; Condorcet, 1792: 5). Scientific knowledge and a rational approach 
to morals were the cornerstone of education, following the tenets of liberal En-
lightenment. 

Scientific knowledge and a rational approach to morals were the corner-
stones of education, following the tenets of liberal Enlightenment. 

The convulsions of the Revolution soon thwarted the development of the pro-
ject, and its author died in prison in 1794. Nevertheless, his Report, by far the 
most complete schooling project of the revolutionary era, was cherished and 
studies by educational reformers all through the 19th century, and was explicitly 
credited by Jules Ferry (in a public speech in April 1870) as the inspirer of his 
well-known school reform, which in 1881-82 posited the groundwork for modern 
public schooling in France ï even if with a moderation of Condorcetôs strong 
egalitarian ideals (Dreux, 2012). Its influence cannot, therefore, be overesti-
mated, and its ideals are generally clear-cut and described with realistic pro-
posals for their application in the context of late 18th-century European society. 

 
 

2. The paradox of political independence  
 
The Report presents some interesting critical issues. One of them, of which 

I aim to focus in this paper, deals with the political character of public schooling: 
on how and in which terms the citizen can be educated to political values while 
maintaining a (perhaps utopian) full independence from political power. 

Condorcet is adamant on the declaration of principle: educational institutions 
must be «indépendants que possible de toute autorité politique». At the same 
time, political education should be at the core of the citizenship-building aims of 
the school. The first passage concerning this issue lays in the first section of the 
Report:  

 
La premi¯re condition de toute instruction ®tant de nôenseigner que des v®rit®s, 
les établissemens que la puissance publique y consacre, doivent être aussi indé-
pendans quôil est possible de toute autorit® politique; comme, n®anmoins, cette 
indépendance ne peut °tre absolue, il r®sulte du m°me principe quôil faut ne les 
rendre d®pendans que de lôAssembl®e des Repr®sentans du Peuple, parce que 
de tous les pouvoirs, il est le moins corruptible, le plus ®loign® dô °tre entra´n® 
par des intérêts particuliers, le plus soumis ¨ lôinfluence de lôopinion g®n®rale des 
hommes éclairés, sur-tout parce quôetant celui de qui ®manent essentiellement 
tous les changements, il est dès-lors le moins ennemi du progrès des lumières, 
le moins opposé aux améliorations que ce progrès doit amener (Condorcet, 1792: 
3-4) 
 

To the modern reader, of course, the most striking feature is the normative 
appeal to the «truth» with which Condorcet opens his reflection (and it is note-
worthy that he does the same in the concluding remarks of his Report, which 
we will analyze later). In this context, any reference to metaphysical truth is ex-
cluded, and we should read the concept with the meaning of ówhat is apparent 
to the reasonô.  

It is equally clear that, according to Condorcet, the freedom of opinion in po-
litical matters will sooner or later yield to common values supported by the evi-
dence of rational truth. In this ultimately normative approach, education must 
facilitate the progressive and unavoidable «progrès des lumières» and the 
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errors and passions of politics are a hindrance to the process. For this reason 
Condorcet insists on the fact that schooling must be «independent from political 
authorities», but being aware that education is always value-laden, and this in-
dependence is impossible, suggests to submit it to the authority of the Assembly 
of peopleôs representatives ï seen as the most ódemocraticô organ of the revo-
lutionary government. 

As a whole, the solution proposed by Condorcet looks fascinating. Neverthe-
less, it is in the motivations of his choice that the complexities of the problem 
and its conundrums resurface. He advocates the Assembly because it is both 
«subject to the influence of enlightened men» and «less opposed to the pro-
gress of Enlightenment». However, how could the people resent the influence 
of intellectuals before public education had schooled it for some generations?  

Here Condorcet clearly envisages a circular movement in which the state 
institutions educate the people so that they can decide in the direction desired 
by the intellectual élite. This is precisely the mechanism of state education as 
enforcement of bourgeois values as it will be critically analyzed by Karl Marx in 
the following century (Marx-Engels, 1848: 477-80; Marx, 1875: 30-1). But it is 
perhaps the only possibility to avoid the extremes of schooling as a mere repro-
duction of dominance mechanisms, on one side, and of its dependence from 
the passions of an uneducated crowd, on the other; and Condorcetôs suggestion 
acquires a particular strength today.  

 
 

3. Moral and political sciences, or the power of education 
 
How does this influence of the learned on each citizen act in order to make 

him an enlightened homo politicus? According to Condorcet, «moral and politi-
cal sciences» must be «an essential part of the education of the common man». 
he reflection on such disciplines appears in the Report after the section devoted 
to Instituts - which correspond roughly to our high schools -, so that the context 
of such political education remains ambiguous. In his description, it seems gen-
eral and aimed at the people:  

 
Côest dôapr¯s cette m°me philosophie que nous avons regard® les sciences mo-
rales et politiques comme une partie essentielle de lôinstruction commune. [é] 
Jamais un peuple ne jouira dôune libert® constante, assur®e, si lôinstruction dans 
les sciences politiques nôest pas g®n®rale, si elle nôy est pas ind®pendante de 
toutes les institutions sociales, si lôenthousiasme que vous excitez dans lôame 
des citoyens nôest pas dirig® par la raison, sôil peut sôallumer pour ce qui ne seroit 
pas la v®rit®, si en attachant lôhomme par lôhabitude, par lôimagination, par le sen-
timent à sa constitution, à ses lois, à sa liberté, vous ne lui préparez, par une 
instruction générale, les moyens de parvenir è une constitution plus parfaite, de 
se donner de meilleures lois, et dôatteindre à une liberté plus entière. Car il en est 
de la libert®, de lô®galit®, de ces grands objets des m®ditations politiques, comme 
de ceux des autres sciences ; il existe dans lôordre des choses possible un der-
nier terme dont la nature a voulu que nous pussions approcher sans cesse, mais 
auquel il nous est refusé de pouvoir atteindre jamais (Condorcet, 1792: 20-22)  
 

Condorcet wants primarily to emphasize that political knowledge is not fixed 
or dogmatic: the ideals of freedom and equality are like a remote target unat-
tainable by human society, and individuals must be free to look for new means 
to go towards them, through new political structures and ideologies. Neverthe-
less, adherence to enlightenment values is given as a necessity, and public 
education is the only power that can assure this. Thus, one of the aims of public 
schooling is building conformity to the ideals of the Déclaration des droits de 
lôhomme et du citoyen, and such power of education had been declared 
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explicitly only one year before at the very beginning of Talleyrandôs Rapport sur 
lôinstruction publique: 

 
[é] lôInstruction Publique, que sans doute on aurait le droit dôappeler un pouvoir, 
puisquôelle embrasse un ordre de fonctions distinctes qui doivent agir sans 
relâche sur le perfectionnement du Corps politique et sur la prospérité générale. 
(Talleyrand, 1791: 1) 
 

Condorcet was undoubtedly no less aware of Talleyrand of such power, and 
this is the motivation behind his articulated schooling project. However, he was 
also worried to protect individual rights in front of the almighty political power 
experienced in the ancien régime. How to conciliate the building of critical atti-
tude and the induction of órightô human and political values? To this question, 
Condorcet formulated a highly reasonable but also controversial answer. 

 
 

4.«Indépendance des opinions»: for everybody or the happy few? 
 
At the end of the Report, the author reflects again on the core issues of political 
education and independence of educational system. His subtlety of analysis 
sees how these issues are both crucial and paradoxical, and he feels the need 
to go back to the problem: 

 
Enfin, lôind®pendance de lôinstruction fait en quelque sorte une partie des droits 
de lôesp¯ce humaine. Puisque lôhomme a re­u de la nature une perfectibilité dont 
les bornes inconnues sô®tendent, si même elles existent, bien au-delà de ce que 
nous pouvons concevoir encore, puisque la connaissance de vérité nouvelles est 
pour lui le seul moyen de développer cette heureuse faculté, source de son bon-
heur & de sa gloire, quelle puissance pourrait avoir le droit de lui dire : voilà ce 
quôil faut que vous sachiez, voil¨ le terme o½ vous devez vous arr°ter ? Puisque 
la vérité seule est utile, puisque toute erreur est un mal, de quel droit un pouvoir 
quel quôil f¾t oserait-il déterminer où est la vérité, où se trouve lôerreur ? [é] On 
se trouverait donc nécessairement placé entre un respect superstitieux pour les 
lois existantes, ou one atteinte indirecte, qui, port®e ¨ ces lois au nom dôun des 
pouvoirs institués par elle, pourrait affaiblir le respect des citoyens ; il ne reste 
donc quôun seul moyen : lôind®pendance absolue des opinions, dans tout ce qui 
sô®l¯ve au-dessus de lôinstruction ®l®mentaire. Côest alors quôon verra la soumis-
sion volontaire aux lois, et lôenseignement des moyens dôen corriger les vices, 
dôen rectifier les erreurs, exister ensemble, sans que la libert® des opinions nuise 
¨ lôordre public, sans que le respect pour la loi enchaine les esprits, arr°te le 
progrès des lumières, et consacre des erreurs (Condorcet, 1792: 51-52). 

 
The argument starts reinstating the necessity not to give limits to human rea-

son and its power of discovery, from which descends the prohibition of any au-
thoritarian limit to the research of órational truthô. The concept also applies to 
ómoral and political scienceô, in which the diverging necessities of free research 
and cultivation of the órightô values (respect of laws and Enlightenment principles) 
must find a synthesis.  

Condorcet proposes «the absolute independence of opinions beyond the 
level of elementary instruction». Once again, this is a clever and reasonable 
solution, but that undoubtedly puts Condorcetôs principles in a conundrum: the 
absolute freedom of human reason should indeed have a limit in the acceptance 
of the shared values, from which non-passive respect of laws descends. Also, 
the line between acceptance of values and freedom of opinion is set at the end 
of the first cycle of instruction, i.e., between the popular classes and the middle 
class (in theory secondary instruction is open to all citizens, but Condorcet 

https://www.scuolademocratica-conference.net/


VOLUME 1 

Politics, Citizenship, Diversity and Inclusion  

_______ 
Page 28 

knows and declares that especially peasant children will not go beyond it). Par-
adoxically, we are not too far, on this side, from the enlightened but much less 
egalitarian Filangieriôs proposal, where, about the «moral instructions» for the 
lower classes, it is said that «here we are not dealing with teaching a science, 
but with inculcating duties: not with defining, but with prescribing» («qui non si 
tratta dôinsegnare una scienza, ma dôinculcare deô doveri; qui non si tratta di 
definire, ma di prescrivere», Filangieri, 1789: 87). Certainly, Condorcet would 
never have used the verb óinculcateô; nevertheless, he somewhat recognized 
the necessity of a common ground of values to avoid the regression to tyranny 
and, therefore, leaves out elementary instruction from the imperative of freedom 
of opinion. In modern terms, his ócitizenship educationô starts from building the 
consensus on the enlightened values and, only later, cultivate the critical atti-
tude for the population accessing secondary education. Since Condorcet sees 
the progrès des lumières as a continuous evolutionary process, it is highly prob-
able that he envisaged a future in which all the people could enjoy access to 
critical knowledge and each citizen could be homo politicus without pedagogical 
limitations. The access of this condition remains therefore reserved to the edu-
cated and is therefore not a fundamental human right. 

We can conclude that, mainly because of their openness, Condorcetôs state-
ments can be the starting point of a renewed debate on ócitizenship compe-
tencesô and the role of public schooling in the development of political aware-
ness. The paradoxes embedded in the designation of a political body for the 
control of schooling to protect its own independence from politics ï including the 
motivation of such choice as far as this political body thinks what it is órightô to 
think according to the intellectual élite ï powerfully question public education 
itself and design with unsurpassed clearness its óoriginal sinô and its potentiali-
ties. The core challenge remains the one pinpointed by Jean Jaurès in com-
menting Condorcetôs Report: çle vrai probl¯me reste donc celui-ci: organiser la 
libert® ¨ lôint®rieur m°me de lôenseignement national» (Jaurès, 1901: 1143). 
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Introduction 
 

The following pages are devoted to some significant and open questions 
concerning our chances of living together democratically and the very essence 
of democracy itself. To what extent are we naturally able to politically think and 
express ourselves? Is the human being a zoon politikon possessing an innate 
propensity waiting to be awakened and enhanced? Is it really possible to trans-
mit ócivic artô or politike techne to others? 

I shall try to answer by dialoguing with one of the most famous and important 
sociologists of contemporary times, Pierre Bourdieu, author of numerous works 
translated in many languages and studied with growing interest by groups of 
scholars in Europe as well as in the English-speaking world and South America. 

In valuing the fundamental notion of «symbolic violence», I will initially briefly 
refer to the essential aspects of the Bourdieusian theory of education, intended 
as a powerful instrument of reproducing social inequalities. Subsequently, I will 
direct my attention to the Bourdieusian theory of politics, focusing both on the 
implications of the concept of óhabitusô and on the meaning of the comments 
against representative democracy made by Bourdieu himself. Lastly, I will try to 
combine the two aspects or, in other words, to investigate the link between ed-
ucation and politics. 

 
 

1. Symbolic violence, education, political (in-)competence.  
 

As a critical sociologist who considered sociology a tool to counter dominion 
in its many aspects, Bourdieu developed the fruitful idea of ósymbolic violenceô. 
As he himself wrote,  

 
symbolic violence is the coercion which is set up only through the consent that 
the dominated cannot fail to give to the dominator [é] when their understanding 
of the situation and relation can only use instruments of knowledge that they have 
in common with the dominator, which [é] make this relation appear as natural; 
or, in other words, when the schemes they implement in order to perceive and 
evaluate themselves or to perceive and evaluate the dominators [é] are the prod-
uct of the incorporation of the (thus naturalized) classifications of which their so-
cial being is the product» (Bourdieu, 1997: 170). 
 

It is easy to understand that schools and other places responsible for trans-
mitting knowledge, normally exercise this kind of violence precisely because 
they impose arbitrary contents to the point that «pedagogical action» can be 
considered equivalent to «symbolic violence» (Bourdieu, Passeron, 1970). 

Moreover, according to Bourdieu, all educational institutions play a decisive 
role in reproducing social inequalities typical of capitalist societies, as they en-
able the privileged to maintain their advantages. In fact, the dominant classes 
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have the power both to ensure that their culture is defined as ótheô culture (or, 
put another way, as the only legitimate one) and to make certain that schools 
and colleges evaluate children and young people in terms of the culture pos-
sessed by most of the dominant class students but only rarely (or almost never) 
by the working class students. 

Therefore, in practical terms, one could speak of a giant deceit perpetrated 
against most of the people and especially against the poorest, who are placed 
at an educational disadvantage because they are assessed in terms of a domi-
nant culture which they literally cannot learn. This is something Bourdieu has 
no doubt about:  

 
by doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of eve-
ryone, the educational system demands of everyone alike that they have what it 
does not give. This consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and that 
relationship of familiarity with culture which can only be produced by family up-
bringing when it transmits the dominant culture» (Bourdieu, 1977: 494).  
 

Which is to say that schools and colleges do not teach what is really im-
portant to know, namely the dominant class culture that can be learned only in 
dominant class families, and whatôs more, that the principle whereby capitalist 
education systems tend to be fair and meritocratic is merely a convenient myth 
disguising the reality of the reproduction of capitalist class structures. 

Numerous critics have written about the abovementioned Bourdieusian in-
dictment of ópedagogical actionô as well as the related notion of ócultural capitalô 
intended as the stock of knowledge and skills transmitted from parents to chil-
dren in addition to wealth («economic capital») and useful social connections 
(«social capital»). Nevertheless, Bourdieuôs work on the link between education 
and reproduction maintains its relevance intact as it still has the capacity to ex-
pose the contradiction behind the mask of democratic and meritocratic goals 
and reforms. 

 

 
2. Political (in)competence and habitus 

 
Bourdieu has left us also some extremely interesting pages in which he 

speaks of themes concerning citizenship and what he himself called the «polit-
ical field». These are writings that must be read as opposed to the well-known 
theory of «ideological apparatus» of the State formulated by the philosopher 
Louis Althusser. Whereas the latter believes that political submission is the re-
sult of the indoctrination accomplished by specific structures, Bourdieu is con-
vinced that citizens are subjugated primarily due to an unconscious psycho-
social ómechanismô which prevents them (or at least the majority of them) from 
acting consciously in the social worldô and which is related to the existence of 
the «habitus». 

A key concept in Bourdieusian social theory, habitus is the acquired system 
of lasting and transposable dispositions which, by integrating past experiences 
and functioning as a matrix of perception and actions, allows social actors to 
adjust their subjectivity and the external objective influences (by family, educa-
tion system, peer groups, environment). Furthermore, said concept makes it 
possible for social researchers to understand the subconscious reasons that 
drive men and women in making their own choices or, in particular, their political 
decisions. Therefore, habitus itself represents an objective confutation of the 
ideal of representative democracy and especially of the fundamental principle 
óone man one voteô, as it leads us to suppose that votes are for the most part 
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actually made by people who do not know what they are doing or, at least, do 
not know the reason why they are doing it. 

This can make it clear why Bourdieusian views are rather pessimistic. In fact, 
on the one hand Bourdieu thinks that both political competence and citizenship 
competence are far from being innate skills in men and women or universal 
aptitudes that one can take for granted. On the other hand, he accuses the so-
called ódemocraticô societies of pretending to enhance human nature and of be-
ing, on the contrary, mendacious and unequal systems perpetuating the domi-
nation of the weak by the strong (Bourdieu, 1997). 

 
 

3. The critique of political democracy and the crisis of the mass par-
ties 

 
In order to better understand Bourdieuôs point of view, it may be helpful to 

briefly distinguish among three different types of representative democracy cri-
tique.  

Firstly, it has to be noted that reactionary thinkers and conservative liberals 
criticize representative democracy because it favours equality and, by reducing 
the social distance between the classes, produces what the reactionary body 
interpret as a catastrophic levelling down of individuals, families and groups. 

Secondly, it should be kept in mind that many Marxists and left-wing radicals 
criticize representative and óformalô democracy because, in their opinion, it is 
associated with a precisely formal and non-substantial idea of equality. 

Finally, there is a third kind of criticism which must not be confused with con-
servatism or radicalism. In this case, representative democracy is accused of 
validating unrealistic and anti-social concepts of both human beings and co-
existence. And it is precisely this approach, which is adopted by Emile Durkheim, 
the great classical sociologist who deeply influenced Bourdieu in many respects, 
both in a general sense and concerning the particular subject dealt with in this 
essay (Susca, 2011). 

Durkheim (1990: 138) rejected the formal and liberal democracy of his times 
because he thought that it was founded on a concept of human beings seen as 
atomistic and self-sufficient individuals. Therefore as he influenced the Bour-
dieusian theory of democracy and citizenship competence (Bourdieu, 2000, 
2005), one can talk about a kind of genealogy connecting these two social the-
orists as they reflected on the fundamental categories of politics underscoring 
the atomistic idea of voters/citizens expressed by the liberal model (Durkheim) 
and the depoliticization that is caused by the neoliberal model (Bourdieu). 

However, talking about a conceptual link must not lead us to forget the obvi-
ous differences between the two. On the one hand, Durkheim aspired to go 
beyond democracy by enforcing the various intermediate groups and introduc-
ing corporations. By contrast, Bourdieu asked himself what needed to be done 
in order to improve the quality of contemporary democracy. And that was pre-
cisely the basis on which he looked at the crisis of mass political parties, that 
had started at the end of the 1900s and is now more acute than ever in several 
European countries. 

According to Bourdieu, as ordinary people are politically incompetent and 
then forced to suffer óalienationô from a political point of view, they can be alien-
ated in two different ways: by the dominants, who want to preserve their su-
premacy and exploit the dominated (both in a material and a symbolic sense) 
or, alternatively, by large political parties or labour organizations (trade-unions) 
that recruit them and teach them what to do and what to think. Nevertheless, as 
Bourdieu considered the second way much better than the first one, he came 
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to a somewhat contemporary conclusion and observed that, far from being an 
achievement, the current crisis of mass political parties is principally an addi-
tional problem for low-level workers and poor people. 

 
 

4. Fighting against depoliticization 
 
To sum up Bourdieuôs idea, one could say that Bourdieu thought Rousseau 

was wrong. In his opinion, human nature does not constitute a valid support for 
political sphere, that the general will far from being the mere result of elections, 
is something which has to be constructed. In other words, it is the possible result 
of an advancement in the level of rationality. Furthermore, according to Bour-
dieu, the liberal idea of democracy is unrealistic and hypocritically optimistic be-
cause, ignoring or perhaps assuming that people are different with diverse abil-
ities, it thus refers to an empty ideal of majority as it actually abandons citizens. 

However, it is to be noted that, within this framework, where the majority is 
composed of individuals who are politically and even technically speaking in-
competent, political socialization is essential. But which role should or could 
schools and universities play? To what extent is it possible that they develop a 
process of socialization which moulds the competent citizens of tomorrow? 

As a matter of fact, Bourdieu doesnôt seem to give his definitive answers. He 
rather offers a few interesting but partly contradicting suggestions about the 
possibility that most rational schoolwork and teaching methods reduce disad-
vantages for students from families of modest means. Furthermore, he suggests 
the need for new forms of political and labour representation in order to help 
ordinary people express themselves and demand their rights, or for the need to 
keep the ócultural fieldsô sheltered from the economic laws of profit. Finally, he 
suggests there is a risk that public education works as an instrument for the 
stateôs symbolic violence. Moreover, once again he comes across as being ra-
ther pessimistic or at least sceptical about the possibilities of change. In fact, he 
thought that it would be necessary that a comprehensive political action be car-
ried out by óenlightenedô political classes in order to increase the general level 
of political involvement, and not simply secondary aspects such as electoral 
turnout. However he was aware that, unfortunately, this was unlikely to happen, 
considering that, to put it in Bourdieusian terms, political competence could be 
conceived also as an unfairly distributed «political capital» (Swartz, 2013) and 
those who profit from the current distribution have no interest or wish to change 
things by fighting against depoliticization and improving the quality of our de-
mocracies. 

All things considered, then, one might say that Bourdieu did not have high 
hopes about the ruling classes or education systems. On the contrary, mostly 
in his later years, he was convinced that political action aimed at improving the 
citizensô political competence could only be undertaken by intellectuals. This is 
because, as opposed to the politicians who usually want to prevail over com-
petitors, intellectuals tend to believe in universal values (such as truth, human 
dignity, equality) and fight for common causes (Susca, 2011). 

Of course, one could argue that óintellectualsô are not infrequently professors 
and teachers employed in schools and colleges and that, in any case, class-
rooms and university halls are probably the best places to teach students to 
think in a rational manner also on political issues and to push forward with so-
cialization both from a general point of view and from a political perspective. But 
for Bourdieu, for whom education rightly meant above all to honestly and fairly 
transmit cultural contents, the political and cultural fight had to be conducted at 
a more general societal level rather than within the educational system.  
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From this perspective, one can better understand the meaning of the battle 
against neoliberal policies and for the welfare state that Bourdieu fought in his 
final years, when he distinguished the óright handô of the state (substantially 
army, police and repression) from the óleft handô (devoted to education, care and 
health) and, most importantly, incited the employees of that left hand to vigor-
ously oppose cuts in public expenditure (Bourdieu, 1998, 2001, Laval, 2018). 

 
 

Conclusions 
 
Bourdieu wrote enlightening pages both on the role played by education in 

reproducing inequalities and on the political exclusion or óexpropriationô of the 
majority and of the disadvantaged ones. However, one has to recognize that he 
tended to investigate those two issues separately, mostly in different writings 
and occasions, and that, generally speaking, he was not inclined to conceive 
education as a means of bridging the gap between the politically competent and 
the incompetent. Moreover, his views naturally donôt completely answer the sig-
nificant question of citizenship competence or even bring us closer to a definitive 
answer to the questions I raised at the beginning about the possibilities of trans-
mitting ócivic artô.  
Nevertheless, Iôm convinced that Bourdieusian thought on the democratic 

involvement proves to be interesting for at least two reasons. In the first place 
because, although it doesnôt provide immediate solutions, it goes deeper into 
the issue by reconsidering what we usually take for granted. I am referring spe-
cifically to the reflections previously mentioned above and derived from Durk-
heimôs lesson, which underline the distinction between democratization and 
democratic representation pointing straight at the heart of the liberal doctrine, 
i.e. to the idea of an absolutely rational and self-sufficient human subject. 

The second reason for interest, in my view at least, lies in the plea to counter 
neoliberal economic policies addressed to employees in education and health, 
who face the effects of poverty on a daily basis and are fully aware that citizen-
ship is an ideal to laboriously achieve, not an established starting point. Bour-
dieu was not wrong in believing that the battle fought by the left hand was not a 
corporative reaction but an expression of commitment in favour of universal val-
ues and, hopefully, as a way of coming out of the current democratic crisis. 
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Introduction 
 

Over the years, the attention to Sustainable Development has become in-
creasingly important. This is shown by the growing number of events and initia-
tives organized on a national level, the multiplication of university courses and 
educational insights in schools, the increase in the number of debates and po-
litical interventions on the subject. But this is not just a matter of numbers, but 
also of increasing sensitivity and awareness. It is, after all, there for all to see 
the need to undertake a transformation process capable of combining economic 
growth, rights and social integration and protection of the natural environment. 
Great goals such as those required by this new paradigm of Sustainable Devel-
opment cannot be considered achieved if cultural, social and ethical resources 
are not activated, and the creation of networks between the actors is not pro-
moted.  

The aim of this paper is, first, to describe the role of educational institutions 
for Sustainable Development. The school must put forward the change that is 
taking place, as well as, be an incubator of innovative teaching methods in which 
sustainability is the keystone in which all aspects of school life are addressed. 
The school, along this path, which is virtuous but absolutely tortuous, is the main 
driving force behind the pursuit of the training objectives identified as priorities 
by the various national and international entities, such as equality, inclusiveness, 
the culture of the exchange of ideas and knowledge between public and private 
realities.  

For this reason, this paper aims to define the basics of a theoretical frame-
work useful to understand the importance of the network approach to achieve a 
sustainable growth. Given the objective of this work, in the final part of the chap-
ter, in fact, it is highlighted how the need to meet common objectives (among 
the schools) of concretization of the outgoing students, staff training and im-
provement of the quality of services provided in the perspective of sustainability, 
has led to the creation of a network of schools, ReSS - Network of Schools for 
Sustainable Development - as one of the first experiences of coordination and 
sharing between Italian schools, of different order and degree, committed to the 
issues of social responsibility and environmental sustainability. 
 

 
1. Collaborating for education for sustainable development 
 

The role of propeller attributed to school education is promoted by the indi-
cations contained in the objectives of 2030 Agenda. Indeed, with the Goal 4 
óQuality Educationô, the Agenda identifies the school as a carrier to spread sus-
tainability in every field of society. School has also to support the sustainability 
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from an educational, scientific, technological, cultural and educational point of 
view. Therefore, itôs evident that the school is not an institution that welcomes 
the principles that derive from the observance of the provisions contained in 
Goal 4 but is recognized as the body that allows the promotion of the entire 
system which revolves around Sustainable Development. This to represent an 
effective lever for promotion for the adoption of the entire 2030 Agenda. This is 
acceptable, since knowledge is a transversal element for change: the spread of 
the principles and of sustainable development in the culture of the new genera-
tions, the acquisition of knowledge and skills for a sustainable lifestyle, appear 
indispensable elements for the dissemination of virtuous models of responsible 
production and consumption and for the creation of a conscious and active citi-
zenship. 
 

FIGURE 1. SDG 4: correlation between goals and network of target 
 

 
source: elaboration by authors 

 
Reference to the 2030 Agenda and the implementation of the Sustainable 

Development Goals, one of the specificities that emerges is the clear correlation 
between the 17 goals (Fig. 1). And itôs this correlation that must also be encour-
aged among the bodies and organizations of the various sectors involved in the 
2030 Agenda, as it is not guaranteed that any result will be achieved unless 
work is stopped in compartments within the system of Sustainable Development. 

If the institutions would work together, more results would be obtained. The 
success of the Agenda will be possible only through a joint action of the various 
actors in the community. In fact, the ability to organize and manage education 
based on principles of sustainable development implies the existence of strong 
and cooperative institutions able to initiate inclusive, representative and reacting 
decision-making processes, involving various reference stakeholders through 
the creation of network, the creation of networks, and the interaction between 
different educational institutions. In this way, schools collaborate for sustainable 
development, sharing resources, tools and, above all, know-how. The virtuous 
circles triggered by the collaborative approach stimulate, indeed, the crossed 
fertilisation of innovative and sustainable ideas and projects, able to overcome 



PROCEEDINGS of the 1st International Conference of the Journal Scuola Democratica 

EDUCATION AND POST-DEMOCRACY 6-8 June 2019, Cagliari, Italy 

_______ 
Page 37 

the limitations of the «mental models» (mix of knowledge, experiences and skills) 
of the single subjects. (Fiorani, Di Gerio, 2017). 

Actively participating in sustainable networks, creating solid partnerships, in 
a scenario that sees sustainability as a fundamental factor for development, in-
evitably generates advantages, since it guarantees the sharing of knowledge 
and skills, resources and knowledge that an organization can have internally, 
often not sufficient, on their own, to face a rapidly changing reality. Being part 
of a sustainable network certainly means giving (sharing a part of your know-
how) but also receiving (being able to have a greater number of ideas, sugges-
tions, information). 

Still, a further advantage lies in being stimulated to change, thanks to the fact 
that participation in a network makes it possible to face the difficulties that a 
change brings with it: one learns to consider it as a positive push, as an oppor-
tunity for growth and comparison with other realities. We must not forget that 
organizations are made up of people who sometimes struggle to change their 
beliefs and behaviours. 
Third advantage concerns the possibility of feeling part of a community. Itôs 

like be part of a group that, sharing the same reality, reduces the risk of suffering 
the adverse effects of adverse situations and allows to seek solutions to the 
problems that are found in organizations operating in the same compartment. 
So the logic of network creation and the care of relationships are found to be 
basic aspects for the development of sustainable approaches and methods. For 
this reason, the patrimony of collaborations established between schools allows 
to optimize the realization of new project ideas, to share good practices and to 
implement interventions and activities in a synergistic way, directing the com-
pass needle towards the pursuit of sustainable development in the field envi-
ronmental, social, economic and institutional for the entity itself and for the com-
munity and the reference territory. In this perspective, in the following paragraph, 
it will be possible to analyse what is developing in the Italian school context 
through the establishment of the Network of Schools for Sustainable Develop-
ment (ReSS) through which the commitment that the participating schools are 
implementing for the pursuit of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
 
 

2. The Italian schools, sustainable development and the network ap-
proach: the network of schools for sustainable development 
 

The marked interest in a collaborative approach between educational insti-
tutions has found a positive foundation in the Regulation containing rules on the 
autonomy of educational institutions, introduced with the D.P.R. 275/99 (imple-
mentation of art. 21, of the law 15 March 1999, n. 59), which, introducing the 
so-called óSchool networksô, provided the appropriate tools to actively involve 
the various schools, helping to promote growth and maturity of responsibilities 
connected with autonomy, creating projects with significant impact on the inno-
vation of the current education system. Subsequently, the Italian government, 
with the Law of 13 July 2015, n. 107, has finally provided the conditions and 
bases for reforming the national education and training system. The reform, 
which has precisely the purpose of affirming the central role of the school in the 
knowledge society and raising the levels of education and the students and stu-
dentsô competences and preventing and recovering abandonment and disper-
sion, has provided for in paragraph 70 of the art. 1, the establishment of net-
works of scholastic institutions of the same territorial finalized scope for the up-
grading of professional resources, the joint management of administrative and 
administrative tasks, as well as the creation of projects or educational, 
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educational, sports or cultural initiatives of territorial interest, to be defined on 
the basis of scholastic autonomy agreements of the same territorial area, de-
fined as «network agreements». Subsequently, the MIUR, in the ministerial note 
of 7 June 2016, defined in detail the operating methods for the constitution of 
networks between schools, as well as suggested an organization of the net-
works at two levels, or two types of network: i) the area network, which regularly 
brings together all the state schools in the territorial area identified by the Re-
gional School Office; private schools participate in the area network, in relation 
to the actions and activities that involve finality and fiction; ii) the networks of 
purpose, which spontaneously constitute themselves between the schools, 
even beyond the sphere of belonging, for the pursuit of specific goals that are 
reflected in the priorities identified for the territory of the area or in more specific 
local and national needs. 

In this context, the Network of Schools for Sustainable Development is in-
serted, a network created during the Summer Camp 2018 - Inspire Sustainable 
Innovation in the School Stakeholder Engagement and Participatory Design for 
the Creation of Shared School-Territory Value. This was organized by the Uni-
versity of Rome Tor Vergata and formally established on October 2018, repre-
sents, as already mentioned, one of the first network experiences among all 
schools engaged in environmental sustainability and social responsibility issues. 
Currently, the network is made up of 17 founding members and 52 ordinary 
members. The choice to build this network was an important change of pace 
that today allows us to create systemic paths, positive relationships, and ex-
changes of good practices. It also shows that, despite common opinions, edu-
cational institutions are open to change and accept the challenge of guiding and 
guiding them, thanks to the transmission of knowledge, skills and knowledge 
they carry out every day during their training activities. 

The need that led to the establishment of a network of schools engaged in 
following a sustainable path lies mainly in three reasons, related to the ad-
vantages mentioned in the previous paragraph. i) share experiences and best 
practices, already used by individual institutes: on the theme of sustainability, 
the Summer Camp event highlighted how a good number of participating 
schools already had in their activity a wealth of sustainability-oriented experi-
ences that, through the creation of a network, could have been easily transfer-
able, in terms of knowledge and skills, to all other participating schools. Com-
municating best practices also allows the nascent Network to act as a stimulus 
for other schools, not particularly virtuous in terms of sustainable development, 
to take concrete actions on sustainability issues; ii) satisfy the common interest 
in the design of methodological and didactic paths aimed at the realization of 
the outgoing profile of the students and students, the training of their staff for 
the development of professional skills and the improvement of the quality of the 
services provided, with a view to sustainability; iii) the creation of a community, 
necessary to manage activities that, each institute, would struggle to  govern on 
its own. 

The Network, an expression of collaboration between schools of different or-
der and degree present on the Italian territory, represents a network of purpose, 
since it is spontaneously established between institutions beyond the sphere of 
belonging. Among the aspects that have favoured the birth, it includes the pos-
sibility of contributing to the adoption, among other things, of more effective ini-
tiatives to combat the phenomena of social and cultural exclusion such as the 
dispersion and school dropout, and the search for the best strategies for the 
scholastic insertion of disabilities, for the improvement of the quality of learning, 
for the educational success and to ensure a greater homogeneity of the quality 
of the training offer on a national scale, as well as to define an effective training 



PROCEEDINGS of the 1st International Conference of the Journal Scuola Democratica 

EDUCATION AND POST-DEMOCRACY 6-8 June 2019, Cagliari, Italy 

_______ 
Page 39 

of internal staff, perfectly in line with the objectives of the 2030 Agenda. In gen-
eral, in fact, the institutional rationales that the Network sets itself are those of: 

a. transforming the network of the institutional collaboration as generative 
of new systemic, coordinated and essential arrangements. From this 
point of view, the education and training system enters into collaboration, 
contaminating itself with sustainable issues of relevance; 

b. promote ideas, experiences and projects that have already been suc-
cessfully implemented by one of the members who, by communicating 
the results obtained and the way they operate, makes it possible to 
spread and transmit knowledge and useful skills so that others can also 
develop their own initiatives; 

c. train not only students about sustainable development issues, but also 
technical-administrative staff and teachers who are the first spokesmen 
for disseminating knowledge; 

d. develop innovative methodologies, transdisciplinary approaches and 
participatory methods to actively involve students; 

e. develop awareness-raising campaigns on a local, regional and national 
scale that involve all stakeholders that revolve around the educational 
institution: 

f. collaborate with the University of Rome óTor Vergataô which acts as a 
support for network coordination, project supervision; 

g. to foster collaboration, through agreements and conventions, with actors 
from the public, private and non-profit world who intend to give their sup-
port in achieving specific objectives. 

The attention to the constitution of the Network allows to bring out how in 
schools committed to sustainable development a cultural change is beginning 
to take place. The result of a commitment that involves the entire school com-
munity. The key role is undoubtedly played by the school managers and the 
teachers who are the first convey knowledge; nevertheless, the commitment of 
the students, called to adopt sustainable behaviours and lifestyles, as «sustain-
ability multipliers» (Calvano, 2017) inside and outside the school premises be-
comes strategic. Itôs in fact the very value that the school recognizes for the 
students that leads them to rethink the way of teaching, focusing on an active 
participation with the learners and among the institutes present on the local and 
national territory in order to activate educational and training courses capable 
of generating not just knowledge, but to construct and incorporate the ways of 
thinking that make sustainable development understand the guiding principle of 
social development, questioning its fundamental values and relating them to 
other social orientations. 
 
 

3. Limitations and future directions 
 

In this paper, the analysis of a case study in an embryonic stage does not 
allow us to adequately conceive the potential of the network. In this sense, in 
order to understand more deeply the ReSSôs ability to trigger virtuous inter-
scholastic mechanisms in favour of sustainable development, an empirical anal-
ysis must be added to a purely descriptive study. A survey among the partici-
pating schools would allow, in fact, to bring out possible changes in the way of 
working to respond to global challenges. 
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Conclusions 
 

The path that schools need to take is long and very complex. Itôs a road in 
which the current educational systems must be rethought and where must be 
placing the goals of the 2030 Agenda at the centre, in order to create a full 
synergy between the knowledge system and sustainable development. Think-
ing today of a new educational paradigm, open to the integration of social re-
sponsibility and environmental sustainability logics and capable of responding 
to the changes brought by modernity, globalization and innovations, also inte-
grating the objectives of the 2030 Agenda, represents a way for the same edu-
cational institutions can ask themselves about ódoing schoolô. This to improve 
and transform existing educational programs and paths. Itôs a fascinating chal-
lenge, ambitious but extremely complex, to which schools have to respond by 
opening their eyes to the world. With a strongly collaborative spirit, widening the 
boundaries and sharing the initiated initiatives, relaunching them vigorously and 
extending them throughout the national territory, in to allow more human, health-
ier, more sustainable growth. Therefore, the newly established ReSS presents 
enormous potential in bringing schools closer to sustainability and its principles, 
focusing on the diffusion of culture and good practices on sustainable develop-
ment to all stakeholders, putting initiatives and skills together to increase the 
positive impacts in environmental, ethical and social terms of the actions put in 
place individually by the schools and at the same time strengthening the recog-
nisability and value of the Italian experience at national and international level. 
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Introduction 
 

The implementation of the Agenda 2030 is becoming increasingly urgent for 
society and the planet. Schools are being urged by society to participate actively 
as demonstrated by the rising wave of young protesters all over the world. 
Global citizenship and sustainable development education are among the polit-
ical answers that many countries endorse to meet this need. The Italian protocol 
of understanding between ASviS (Alliance for Sustainable Development) and 
the Ministry of Education in 2016 foresaw teacher training in Sustainable Devel-
opment Education, considering it to be a cornerstone for achieving the Agenda 
global goals. This paper synthesizes milestones as well as lost opportunities 
along this path. 

The recent approval of Italian Law no.92 August 20, 2019, on civic education 
re-introduces a school subject that the Italian school has already repeatedly 
found on its path (Cavalli, 2019). A stumbling block that, since 1955, has been 
named in different ways: Moral and civil education, Civic education, Education 
for democratic coexistence, Education for civil cohabitation, Citizenship and 
Constitution, Education for active and global citizenship (ADI, 2019). Originally 
this teaching was combined with physical activity (DPR 503/1955), then it was 
considered as an addition to history (DPR 585/1958) (Chiosso, 1992); then it 
was included in history, geography, social studies and knowledge of social life 
(DPR 104/1985); also it was accounted for within all the subjects of the curricu-
lum (Ministry decree 58/1996; Law 53/2003, Ministry Decree 59/2004); the topic 
has also been the subject of national experimentation (Law 137/2008, L. 
169/2008); it was combined with the study of the constitution of Italy and Europe 
(DPR 89/2010 and Ministry Decree 211/2010, Law 107/2015). It was, eventually, 
seen as transversal and vertical teaching (Law 92/2019) as a transversal topic, 
thus reflecting the trend of major European school systems (Eurydice, 2017). 

The elasticity of the terms used to address this subject and the various com-
binations with disciplinary matters bring both confusions as well as the risks of 
not exploiting what has already been done and/or not considering the theme 
with the new framework introduced by the Agenda 2030.  
To overcome these limitations, it is useful to adopt UNESCOôs (2018) defini-

tion of Global Citizenship Education (GCED):  
 
any educational effort that aims to support the acquisition of skills, values, atti-
tudes and behaviours that encourage students to take active roles to face and 
solve global challenges and to become proactive contributors in a more peaceful, 
tolerant, inclusive and safe world. The GCED feeds the following three funda-
mental dimensions of learning: the cognitive dimension (to acquire knowledge, 
understanding and critical thinking on global problems and the 
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interconnection/interdependence of countries and different populations); the so-
cio-emotional dimension (to cultivate a sense of belonging to a common humanity, 
sharing values and responsibilities, sharing empathy, solidarity and respect for 
differences and diversity); the behavioural dimension (to act responsibly at local, 
national and global levels for a more peaceful and sustainable world) 
 

The tortuous path reiterating civic education in school reflects the evolution 
of the nations' awareness in considering civic collective problems as being cen-
tral alongside mathematics, mother tongue, and science. Such understanding 
is sustained by OCSE (2018) cultural position introducing a new assessment in 
PISA standard tests, related to global citizenship competencies.  

The evolution of the approach to civic education can be summarised to five 
main trends: from the caring approach of sustainable development of the 1970s 
and 1980s, we must rapidly make transition to the concept of urgent 'education 
for global citizenship' today, striving to take steps that are still not at all consoli-
dated (Eurydice, 2017): 

- Assistance-based charitable approach (first generation) 
- Development approach and the emergence of development education 

(second generation) 
- Education for critical and solidarity development (third generation) 
- Education for human and sustainable development (fourth generation) 
- Education for global citizenship (fifth generation) 

The landmark Rio Conference in June 2012 led to the report The future we 
want, defining the basis of the current Agenda 2030 with its 17 Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SGD) and 169 Targets, accounting for inter-generational jus-
tice. Intergenerational justice is a concept introduced in 1987 Brundtland Report: 
«Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs» (UN, 1987). 

 
 

1. National policy context: teacher training in 2017/2018.  
 

The 2017/2018 school year saw the launch of an agreement between the 
Italian Ministry of Education, University and Research and ASviS (Italian Alli-
ance for Sustainable Development) signed in order to promote the dissemina-
tion of the culture of sustainability in view of the implementation of the Agenda 
2030 sustainable development goals in Italy. One of the main actions envisaged 
by this protocol relates to teachers training and its application in Italy represents 
an effective example of the operationalization of a policy aimed at pursuing Tar-
get 4.7:  

 
By 2030, ensure that all students acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to 
promote sustainable development through, among other things, education for 
sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equal-
ity, the promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and 
valorisation of cultural diversity and the contribution of culture to sustainable de-
velopment 

 
Scientific research highlights how the pursuit of Target 4.7 - education for 

sustainable development and global citizenship - has a fundamental role in the 
design of effectiveness for achieving the Agendaôs objectives, because it di-
rectly affects the quality of instruction. This is due to the fact that the same con-
tents that refer to the field of education for sustainable development have the 
potential to transform the teaching-learning as well as the way of reading the 
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contributions of the individual disciplines; but also from the fact that the active 
pedagogies used or favoured in this context also contribute to the development 
of competences of global citizenship (Laurie et al., 2016). 

In 2017/18 in Italy, sustainable development was taught through 3-hour clas-
ses for all newly qualified teachers, together with 2 hours on-line multimedia 
content to be autonomously followed. Working teachers were instead offered 
the possibility to access 20-30 hours Training Units on the topics of Education 
for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship, within the national in-ser-
vice teacher training plan. 

 
 

2. Outcomes 
 

The implementation of the teacher education policies in education for sus-
tainable development for the year 2017/18 is mirrored by the number of teach-
ers benefitting from the training: approximately 32.000 newly qualified teachers 
took part in the three-hour training workshops and in two-hours online self-train-
ing. However, the brevity of the face to face training is not enough to allow 
teachers to bring to their classesô themes of this complexity. Nevertheless, for 
37% of teachers in 2017/18 this stimulus was sufficient to make a connection 
with the experimental teaching activity in their classroom. 

As for in-service teachersô training, about 60.000 working teachers success-
fully completed 25-30 hours Training Unit on topics related to Global Citizenship 
and Sustainable Development 2017/18. This training, although it is relevant 
from the point of view of contents, it is not systematized within the framework of 
vision and values assigned by the 2030 Agenda, risking the loss of the unity of 
the sustainability design underlying the Agenda itself. 

The experience of 2017/18 leaves behind a national pool of trainers who 
have ventured into workshops with 32.000 teachers; we can continue to invest 
in these trainers also with the result of óbest practicesô being returned and shared 
in a possible national repository. 

 
 
2.1. Social Return on Investment (SROI) of new qualified teachersô workshops 

The impact analysis of the action related to training on sustainable develop-
ment for all newly qualified teachers can be enriched through the use of the 
SROI (Social Return on Investment) methodology (2012). 

The Social Return on Investment (SROI) is an approach for measuring and 
reporting the value created or not by certain actions. The concept of value within 
the SROI integrates social, economic and environmental costs and benefits in 
the analysis, returning a figure related to the change produced by those actions 
in the world (in terms of environmental inequality and degradation, improvement 
of well-being, etc.). Although the value created goes well beyond what can be 
rendered in financial terms, the latter constitutes a type of shared, measurable 
and accounted value, therefore the SROI measures social, environmental and 
economic outcomes using monetary values to represent them. This allows to 
calculate a relationship between benefits and costs. The result of the application 
of the SROI methodology is a ratio of X:Y which indicates that an investment of 
ú X generates ú Y of social value (Human Foundation, 2012). This complex 
calculation - which we have carried out only for new qualified teachers in year 
2017/18 led to SROI=1,68. This value represents the relationship between cost 
and social value generated by the action being examined. A value of 1.68 
means that in the face of an investment of ú 1, the social value generated by 
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the investment for sustainable development education training of newly hired 
teachers as implemented in 2017/18 is ú 1.68.  

 
 

Conclusions 
 
The SROI calculation highlights a positive social value of the teachersô train-

ing initiative put into action in 2017/18. More than 33.00 newly qualified teachers 
and about 60,000 in-service teachers have met sustainable education content 
and a consistent pool of trainers has been engaged in this action throughout the 
entire nation. These actions can be a good basis for interpreting and applying 
the new upcoming law on civic education in Italian primary and secondary 
school.  

Among the missed opportunities, the one with the greatest impact for the 
diffusion of the culture of sustainability, is the possible shift in the school year 
20/21 to the reintroduction of civic education in first and second grade schools: 
this may be a controversial provision. «Approving a law is not enough to change 
reality» as sociologist Alessandro Cavalli states (2019). 

The second opportunity lost at national level concerns the failure to adhere 
to PISA 2018 test on Global Competence which included in addition to the pro-
vision of context questionnaires for students, schools and families, also a series 
of cognitive tests for the detection of Global Citizenship skills designed in ac-
cordance with the dimensions of the Framework. For Italy, data deriving from 
context questionnaires will be analysed and published in 2020, which will pro-
vide many useful elements for reflection. 

We must approach the stumbling block of sustainability in order to support 
greater equality and equity among schools, even in our country. Just as at an 
international level the Agenda 2030 has overcome the idea of third world coun-
tries in favour of a common struggle of all countries to reach the SDGs, so at an 
intra-national level the Agenda 2030 could contribute to better pursue Goal 4 - 
Quality Education: it can do this by overcoming the geographical, social and 
economic gaps that characterize our country. Strengthening teacher training in 
this area is one of the keys to opening up this scenario. At the national level, 
until guidelines related to civic education in school will be issued as envisaged 
by the law, it will be important to renew the MIUR-ASviS agreement which can 
remain a sound common ground for global citizenship education. 

 
 

References 
 
ASviS, https://asvis.it/ 
Cavalli, A. (2019), Social Sciences and Civic Education, speech given at the 1st 

International Conference of the Journal Scuola Democratica, Education 
and post-democracy,6-8 June, Cagliari. 

European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, (2017), Citizenship Education at 
School in Europe; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/euryd-
ice/content/citizenship-education-school-europe-%E2%80%93-2017_en 

Human Foundation, (2012), Guida al Ritorno Sociale sullôInvestimento, 
https://www.humanfoundation.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/SROI-
Guide_ITA_completa.pdf 

Laurie, R., Nonoyama-Tarumi, Y., Mckeown, R., Hopkins, C. (2016), «Contribu-
tions of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) to Quality Education: 
A Synthesis of Research», Journal of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment, 10(2), pp. 226-42. 

https://asvis.it/
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/citizenship-education-school-europe-%E2%80%93-2017_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/citizenship-education-school-europe-%E2%80%93-2017_en
https://www.humanfoundation.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/SROI-Guide_ITA_completa.pdf
https://www.humanfoundation.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/SROI-Guide_ITA_completa.pdf


PROCEEDINGS of the 1st International Conference of the Journal Scuola Democratica 

EDUCATION AND POST-DEMOCRACY 6-8 June 2019, Cagliari, Italy 

_______ 
Page 45 

OECD, (2018) PISA 2018 Global Competence Framework, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-2018-global-competence.htm 

UN (2015), Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment, 70(1); https://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?sym-
bol=A/RES/70/1 

UN, (1987), Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, 
óOur Common futureô, https://sswm.info/sites/default/files/reference_at-
tachments/UN%20WCED%201987%20Brundtland%20Report.pdf  

https://www.scuolademocratica-conference.net/
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-2018-global-competence.htm
https://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1
https://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1
https://sswm.info/sites/default/files/reference_attachments/UN%20WCED%201987%20Brundtland%20Report.pdf
https://sswm.info/sites/default/files/reference_attachments/UN%20WCED%201987%20Brundtland%20Report.pdf


VOLUME 1 

Politics, Citizenship, Diversity and Inclusion  

_______ 
Page 46 

Learning to Learn Assessment: The KC-ARCA Model 

Davide Capperucci, Università degli Studi di Firenze, 
davide.capperucci@unifl.it 
Ilaria Salvadori, Università degli Studi di Firenze,  
ilaria.salvadori@unifl.it 
 

Keywords: Learning to learn, Assessment, Key competences, Rubrics, Au-
thentic tasks. 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

The present paper outlines a research-training process carried out with a 
sample of primary and lower secondary school teachers aimed at assessing the 
key competence of citizenship learning to learn. For this purpose, an assess-
ment model was developed called KC-ARCA Model (Key Competences - As-
sessment, Rubrics, Certification of Achievement Model) which was tested in an 
exploratory way within the schools involved in the research. 

 
 

1. Theoretical framework: from the development to the assessment 
of competences 
 

In recent decades, the construct of competences has been one of the most 
innovative issues within the framework of the scholastic curriculum. These 
changes have had an impact not only on curricular design, but also on learning 
assessment (Viganò et al. 2011). Therefore, it is necessary to use a variety of 
assessment tools able to detect not only thanks to a solid knowledge base but 
also the ability to apply it in real problematic situations. The aim should be to 
construct tools capable of detecting transversal skills such as problem analysis 
and problem solving, learning to learn and reflecting on oneôs own experiences, 
exploiting the past ones to be able to experiment in new fields of action (Luci-
sano, Corsini, 2015). 

Referring to the studies related to the issue, the theoretical model that in-
spired this research is óAuthentic Assessmentô which aims at developing multi-
dimensional methods of assessment able to overcome the rigidness sometimes 
attributed to the testing assessment (McClelland, 1994). In this case, the task 
of assessment is really intended to provide information on the processes that 
generate learning and how the knowledge acquired is put into practice through 
effective behaviours inside and outside the school. Authentic assessment fo-
cuses on how the student builds up his/her own personal learning operating 
actively in different situations, rather than on standardization of the results. In 
so doing, it can also promote a new way of thinking of the assessment pro-
cesses inside the school, referring to direct forms of performance assessment: 
authentic assessment doesnôt assume any predictive or projective function, but 
evaluates the action produced directly in the field. Learning is seen as a product 
of contextualized knowledge accordingly, transferable in similar situations of 
use (near transfer). In this case it is useful to refer to the so-called «authentic 
tasks» or «reality tasks» (Wiggins, 1990).  

An authentic task requires the use of internal capabilities and knowledge, skills 
and competences that students have learned at school or in other non-formal/in-
formal educational contexts. Authentic assessment is therefore founded on the 
belief that academic achievements are not given by the accumulation of 
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knowledge base, but are based on the ability to generalize, modeling, identifying 
relationships, transfer the acquired knowledge in real contexts. 

 
 

2. The in-field research 
 
2.1 Research context 

Over the last few decades within the Italian school system, the issue of com-
petences has been supported by several regulatory measures. An important 
contribution was provided by the National Guidelines for curriculum (MIUR, 
2012), as well as by decree no. 139 of 22 August 2007 which clearly indicated 
the key competences of citizenship to be developed in the course of compulsory 
education, recalling those provided for by the European Recommendation on 
key competences for lifelong learning of 2006, as updated in 2018. The KC-
ARCA Model was designed to respond to the need of schools to plan shared 
assessment tools that can evaluate a complex competence such as learning to 
learn. 
 
2.2 Research methodology: objectives, questions, phases, instruments 

The research objectives were to choose and/or build assessment tools to 
learn how to learn competences that are valid and reliable within the sample 
schools; to contribute to the professional development of teachers regarding the 
assessment of competences. The research question was how to develop a 
methodological model that can support teachers in the assessment of learning 
to learn, so that it can be recognized in subsequent grades of schooling. 

The research sample was represented by 7 schools in the province of Arezzo 
that established a network following a grant from the Regional Scholastic Office 
of Tuscany to carry out experiments for innovation and improvement of teach-
ing. The research was attended by 52 teachers (29 from the primary school and 
23 from the lower secondary school), 

The research was conducted through the following steps: 
1. setting up of the research-training group: 7 teachers in charge (1 per 

school), 3 researchers from the University of Florence and 1 delegate 
from USR Tuscany; 

2. definition of the research design: sharing of the research methodology 
and of the tools to be used (rubrics and authentic tasks); 

3. setting up of work groups aimed at constructing rubrics and authentic 
tasks on the competence of learning to learn; 

4. peer review of the designed instruments; 
5. socialization and dissemination of the evaluation tools designed within 

the schools involved in the training research project. 
One of the activities that most involved the research group before the defini-

tion of the survey design was to identify a shared definition of the competence 
of learning to learn. We started from the analysis of some studies developed 
within two main research paradigms: a) the cognitive psychology paradigm 
which considers the mechanisms used to assimilate the knowledge base, and 
b) the social cultural paradigm which is focused on the process of learning em-
bedded in social context (Stringer et al., 2010). In these perspectives, learning 
to learn refers to the ability to access, gain, process and assimilate new 
knowledge and skills, followed by the ability to critically reflect on the purposes 
and aims of learning. For other authors it is a complex mix of dispositions, ex-
periences, social relations, values, attitudes and beliefs that coalesce to shape 
the nature of an individualôs engagement with any particular learning opportunity 
of individual students (Deakin Crick, Broadfoot, Claxton, 2004). Learning to 
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learn has to be seen also as óthe ability and willingness to adapt to novel tasks, 
activating oneôs commitment to thinking and the perspective of hope by means 
of maintaining oneôs cognitive and affective self-regulation in and of learning 
actionô (Hautamäki et al., 2002: 39). Therefore, learning to learn involves a set 
of principles and skills which can help learners learn more effectively and so 
become learners for life. The belief that learning is learnable represents the core 
principle. 

These studies were then compared with the provisions of the reference leg-
islation and with the Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 18 December 2006 on Key Competences for Lifelong Learning 
(2006/962/EC) and Decree no. 139, August 22, 2007. 

In view of the breadth of the processes underlying a complex competence 
and referring to McCormick's studies (2006), the research group decided to 
break down the competence of learning to learn in specific indicators easier to 
be considered in the construction of specific rubrics and authentic tasks. For the 
first circle of education the competence has been made to coincide with the 
ability to: 1. self-evaluation; 2. identification and selection of information; 3. use 
of information and acquisition of a study method; and 4. organization of school-
work. 

 
 

3. Research products and results 
 
Having established a shared definition of the competence of learning to learn, 

vertical work groups, made up of teachers of primary and lower secondary 
school have been set up for each indicator, so as to proceed to the construction 
of the instruments to evaluate it (rubrics and authentic tasks). 

In a second step in order to share the tools and verify their reliability both 
internally and transversely to the various working groups, peer review groups 
were set up with the task of revising the products fostering the triangulation of 
points of contact between teacher and researchers. 

 
3.1. Setting up assessment rubrics 

The assessment rubrics were designed to highlight the progression of the 
indicator considered in the different classes of primary and lower secondary 
schools (Danielson, Hansen, 1999). Table 1 shows an example of competence 
descriptors for primary and lower secondary school classes referring to the in-
dicator: óSelf-assessmentô. 
 
3.2. Planning authentic tasks 

According to Authentic Assessment theories it is necessary to consider the 
construction of specific reality tasks for the assessment of competences. A re-
ality task: 1. Is based on real tasks and not on evidence which have a predictive 
value; 2. requires judgment and innovation, as it leads to the solution of prob-
lems that may have more than one right answer or multiple ways of solving the 
problems; 3. asks the student to participate in the construction of knowledge, 
identifying, recognizing and processing the main structures of the subjects; 4. 
requires the effective use of a repertoire of knowledge and functional skills to 
deal with complex tasks; not just to show the amount and extent of knowledge, 
skills and competences acquired, but to highlight the plasticity, integration, con-
nectivity of knowledge among them and the surrounding reality; 5. gives the 
opportunity to select, repeat, test pattern of action, check resources, get feed-
back and improve performance by increasing levels of mastery (Wiggins, 1990). 
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TABLE. 1. Assessment rubric of óSelf-assessmentô in primary and lower sec-
ondary school 
 

 1st Class 2nd Class 3rd Class 4th Class 5th Class 

 

C
o

m
p

e
te

n
c

e
 d

e
s
c
ri

p
to

rs
 

The pupil can 
ask for help 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If guided, the 
pupil recog-
nizes the out-
come of his 
work at a 
global level 

The pupil rec-
ognizes and 
communi-
cates the diffi-
culties en-
countered 
 
 
 
If guided, the 
pupil uses er-
ror recognition 
and self-cor-
rection strate-
gies  

The pupil rec-
ognizes and 
communi-
cates the diffi-
culties en-
countered, 
talking about 
his own work 
 
The pupil in a 
mostly auton-
omous way 
uses (some-
times asking 
for help) error 
recognition 
and self-cor-
rection strate-
gies 
 
The pupil 
identifies new 
learning 

The pupil recog-
nizes and com-
municates the dif-
ficulties encoun-
tered, talking 
about his own 
work 

 
The pupil in a 
mostly autono-
mous way uses 
error recognition 
and self-correc-
tion strategies  
 
 
 
 

The pupil identi-
fies new learning 

The pupil moti-
vates his/her 
own work  
 
 
 
 
 
The pupil 
uses autono-
mously error 
recognition 
and self-cor-
rection strate-
gies  
  
 
 
 
The pupil iden-
tifies new 
learning and 
can use it in 
new context  
  
The pupil iden-
tifies, by de-
scribing them, 
the main 
strengths and 
weaknesses 
of the task per-
formed, pro-
posing possi-
ble procedural 
and executive 
alternatives 

 
 

1st Class 2nd Class 3rd Class 

 
C

o
m

p
e

te
n

c
e
 d

e
s
c
ri

p
to

rs
 

The student explains his 
own work 
 
 
The student recognizes 
his own weaknesses 
and, if guided, knows 
how to use his own 
strengths 
 
 
The student autono-
mously uses strategies 
to recognize errors 

The student explains 
and analyses his own 
work autonomously 
 
The student recognizes 
his own weaknesses 
and, if guided, knows 
how to use his own 
strengths to face a task 
autonomously 
 
The student autono-
mously uses error 
recognition and self-cor-
rection strategies 
 
 
The student chooses 
the most effective learn-
ing strategies  

The student motivates his work 
in a knowledgeable way 
 
The student is aware of his 
weaknesses and can use strat-
egies to deal with difficulties 
 
 
The student autonomously and 
consciously uses error recogni-
tion and self-correction strate-
gies 
 
The student chooses the most 
effective learning strategies  
 
The student identifies new 
learning and knows how to ap-
ply it in new contexts 

 

An authentic task designed for the assessment of the indicator óSelf-assess-
mentô is exemplified below (Table 2). 
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TABLE. 2. Authentic task - indicator óSelf-assessmentô in primary and lower 
secondary school 

Competence Learning to learn 

Indicator Self-assessment 

Authentic task 
typology 

Self-assessment questionnaire or cognitive biography related to the realization of an indi-
vidual and / or collective task 

Recipients 5th grade primary school class ï 1st grade lower secondary class 

Activities  Compilation of a questionnaire or construction of a cognitive biography 
 
óAnswer the following questions. When requested, indicate how satisfied you are with your 
job (not satisfies, not very satisfied, quite satisfied, very much satisfied, delighted with)  
 
Was the task you have just realized difficult/easy? Explain the reason why 
 
Did you encounter any difficulties during the realization of the task? 
If yes, what were they? 
How did you solve them? 
Did you need to ask for help? 
Were the aids provided useful? 
 
What were the mistakes you made? 
Were you able to correct them? If yes, how? 
 
How and what would you improve on the final product? 
 
What do you like most about the work you have done? What least? 
 
What did you learn anew? 
 
How could you reuse what you've learned? 
 
What did you like most about working on the task that was proposed to you? What less? 
 
How did you feel during the entire performance of the task (at the beginning, during, at 
the end)? 
 
(in case of group work) Did you collaborate easily in solving the task? 
How did you set up the work at the beginning of the task? ... and how did you finish it? 
What choices did you make during the task? 
Were there any reasons for dispute among you? 
If yes, how did you overcome them (or were they not exceeded) 
 
Would you like to be engaged in a similar task again?ô  
 

Products questionnaire / cognitive biography and analysis of the answers 

 
3.3. Research group internal validation of the products  

Once the planning of the assessment rubrics and of the authentic tasks was 
completed, the reliability and the degree of sharing among the participants in 
the research-training course was verified. 

The following aspects were considered: clarity and progression of the de-
scriptors of the assessment rubrics; the ability of the rubrics to discriminate qual-
itatively different behaviours with reference to the criteria of complexity, accu-
racy, extent, transferability of the expected actions; validity and consistency of 
the descriptors of the rubrics with the types of authentic tasks proposed; sus-
tainability and viability of the designed authentic tasks. To this end, a process 
of triangulation relating to the products and to the teachersô and researchersô 
point of views has been set up through peer review (Sluijsmans et al., 2004). 

 
 

Conclusions 
 

Despite the limits linked to the narrowness of the reference sample, the KC-
ARCA model has represented a pilot project capable of stimulating the teachers 
to build new assessment tools and a more aware use of the rubrics and authen-
tic tasks. 
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The added value of the research-training experience linked to the KC-ARCA 
model lies precisely in having broadened the range of teachersô assessment 
skills, looking beyond the fence of knowledge and disciplinary skills, to project 
itself towards more inaccessible and little known paths such as those related to 
the development of transversal skills and learning to learn. 

The limits of the present research depend not only on the narrowness of the 
sample, but also on the external validity and the generalizability of the results 
that instruments such as those examined here are able to provide (Grange, 
2017), but which are important since they may become heuristic devices able 
to widen the knowledge on the ways of competences construction and on how 
to evaluate their acquisition starting from the school context. 
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Introduction 
 
The Eurydice report on Citizenship Education at school in Europe (2017) has 

highlighted the latest developments in the field of civic and citizenship education 
(CCE) and has stressed the new, and also recurrent, challenges related to this 
area of school education. As shown by the report, CCE delivery at school is 
characterized by the use of different approaches, the curriculum content is mul-
tidimensional and broad in scope, there is still a lack of regulations or recom-
mendations on the development of prospective teachers, and the assessment 
of studentsô knowledge and skills in this area is still a problematic issue. Find-
ings from the IEA-ICCS (International Civic and Citizenship Education Study) 
provide a rich and in-depth overview and analyses on the characteristics and 
delivery of CCE in 24 countries across the world at grade 8th (Schulz et al., 
2016, 2018; INVALSI, 2018). 

This contribution uses Italian data from ICCS 2016 (mainly collected through 
the School and Teacher questionnaires) to delve into some of the key aspects 
highlighted in the Eurydice Report for 8th grade, i.e. CCE delivery and concep-
tualization in Italian schools (approaches to CCE, CCE most important aims 
reported by teachers and principals) and teachersô preparation and training on 
CCE related topics and teaching methods. 

 
 

1. The International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS 
2016) 
 

The International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) is an inter-
national large-scale assessment promoted by the International Association for 
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) aiming at investigating how 
eight graders are prepared to undertake their roles as citizens in 24 countries 
across the world. 

The IEA promoted the first cycle of ICCS in 2009 (Schulz et al., 2010); ICCS 
2016 is therefore the second round of the survey and shares with the former 
study its main objectives, i.e. analysing studentsô civic knowledge and under-
standing of civic and citizenship education and their attitudes and activities re-
lated to CCE; examining the differences across countries in relation to CCE 
outcomes; investigating how contextual data (e.g. student characteristics, 
school and community contexts, and national characteristics) are associated 
with cross-national differences.  

The study is based on national representative samples of students, for a total 
of 94,000 students selected in 3,800 school and involved 37,000 teachers 
across the 24 participating countries. In Italy 3,766 students in 170 school and 
2,000 teachers were sampled. 

ICCS 2016 adopted the same research instruments as the previous cycle: 
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- the student test of civic knowledge 
- the student questionnaire related to studentsô background, attitudes 

and engagement 
- teacher and school questionnaires (learning context) 
- regional student questionnaires (for Europe and Latin America) 
- contextual information provided by national centres (National Context 

Survey). 
 
a. CCE delivery and conceptualization in Italian schools 

The ICCS 2016 school questionnaire included a question asking school prin-
cipals how CCE is delivered at target grade. The items included in the question 
were focused on five different delivering approaches: 1) It is taught as a sepa-
rate subject by teachers of subjects related to civic and citizenship education; 
2) It is taught by teachers of subjects related to human/social sciences (e.g. 
History, Geography, Law, Economics, etc.); 3) It is integrated into all subjects 
taught at school; It is an óextra-curricular activityô; 4) It is considered the result 
of school experience as a whole.  

Majority of Italian principals reported that CCE is taught by teachers of sub-
jects related to human/social sciences (94,4%), that is considered the result of 
school experience as a whole (81,2%) and is integrated into all subjects taught 
at school (61,3%). Civic and citizenship education is an educational area char-
acterized by different conceptualizations both at national level (i.e. top-level reg-
ulations) and at school level (principalsô and teachersô perceptions). The ICCS 
study addresses this issue including a question on CCE aims in the two instru-
ments aimed at gathering information on the learning context.  

Principals and teachers were asked to indicate the three most important aims, 
according to their point of view, within a list of 10 CCE goals grouped into three 
main areas concerning the development of:  

- civic and political knowledge and skills: knowledge of social, po-
litical and civic institutions; skills and competencies in conflict res-
olution; knowledge of citizensô rights and responsibilities; critical 
and independent thinking; 

- sense of responsibility: respect for and safeguard of the environ-
ment; capacity to defend oneôs own point of view; developing of 
effective strategies to reduce racisms;  

- active participation: participation in the local community; partici-
pation in school life; future political engagement. 

As shown in Table 1, most of principals across the participating countries 
selected the items ópromoting knowledge of citizensô rights and responsibilitiesô 
and ópromoting studentsô critical and independent thinkingô (respectively 61% 
and 64%) as the most important aims of CCE. 
Italian principalsô answers followed the ones of their international counter-

parts, stressing the relevance of ópromoting knowledge of citizensô rights and 
responsibilitiesô (75%, more than 10 percentage points above the international 
average) and ópromoting studentsô critical and independent thinkingô (68%). The 
aims related to ópromoting respect for and safeguard of the environmentô, ópre-
paring students for future political engagementô were considered less important 
by Italian principals compared to the international average (with percentages 
significantly below the ICCS 2016 average) as well as the items focused on 
ópromoting the capacity to defend oneôs own point of viewô and ópromoting stu-
dentsô participation in school lifeô (with percentages more than 10 points below 
the international average).  
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TABLE. 1. Percentages of students at schools where principals reported differ-
ent aims of civic and citizenship education as one of the three most important 
aims   

Italy ICCS 2016 

Promoting knowledge of social, political and civic institutions 38 37 

Promoting respect for and safeguard of the environment 28 s 38 

Promoting the capacity to defend oneôs own point of view 3 q 21 

Developing studentsô skills and competencies in conflict resolution 46 44 

Promoting knowledge of citizensô rights and responsibilities 75 p 61 

Promoting studentsô participation in the <local community> 24 24 

Promoting studentsô critical and independent thinking 68 64 

Promoting studentsô participation in school life 13 q 25 

Supporting the development of effective strategies to reduce racism 8 8 

Preparing students for future political engagement 4 s 10 
More than 10 percentage points above Average ICCS 2016 p  
Significantly above Average ICCS 2016 r  
Significantly below Average ICCS 2016 s  

More than 10 percentage points below Average ICCS 2016 q 

 

Findings from the same question encompassed in the teacher questionnaire 
(Table 2), were mostly in line with those of the school questionnaire. Both teach-
ers across participating countries and Italian teachers reported that ópromoting 
knowledge of citizensô rights and responsibilitiesô and ópromoting studentsô criti-
cal and independent thinkingô were the most important aims of CCE. Differently 
from their international counterparts, Italian teachers also considered as rele-
vant CCE objectives ópromoting knowledge of social, political and civic institu-
tionsô and ósupporting the development of effective strategies to reduce racismô 
(for both items we have found percentages significantly above ICCS 2016 av-
erage). The other items included in the question were deemed less relevant by 
national respondents, as they all register percentages significantly below the 
international average (ódeveloping studentsô skills and competencies in conflict 
resolutionô recorded percentages more than 10 points below ICCS 2016 aver-
age). 
 

TABLE. 2. Percentages of teachers selecting different aims of civic and citizen-
ship education as one of the three most important aims  

Italy ICCS 2016 

Promoting knowledge of social, political and civic institutions 37 r 29 

Promoting respect for and safeguard of the environment 48 s 51 

Promoting the capacity to defend oneôs own point of view 12 s 21 

Developing studentsô skills and competencies in conflict resolution 32 q 47 

Promoting knowledge of citizensô rights and responsibilities 69 p 55 

Promoting studentsô participation in the <local community> 15 s 20 

Promoting studentsô critical and independent thinking 62 61 

Promoting studentsô participation in school life 14 s 23 

Supporting the development of effective strategies to reduce racism 18 r 12 

Preparing students for future political engagement 4 s 8 
More than 10 percentage points above Average ICCS 2016 p  
Significantly above Average ICCS 2016 r  
Significantly below Average ICCS 2016 s  

More than 10 percentage points below Average ICCS 2016 q 

 

b. Teachersô preparation and training on CCE related topics and teaching meth-
ods 

The teacher questionnaire also included two questions aimed at gathering 
information on teachersô self-reported preparation to teach CCE-related topics 
and skills and teachersô participation in professional development (PD) activities 
focused on CCE-related topics and skills and teaching methods and ap-
proaches. 
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As shown in table 3, more than half of the teachers across participating coun-
tries reported that they felt quite or very well prepared in teaching ócitizensô rights 
and responsibilitiesô (90%), óequal opportunities for men and womenô (90%), 
ócritical and independent thinkingô (89%), óhuman rightsô (87%), óemigration and 
immigrationô (76%), óthe constitution and political systemsô (73%), óthe European 
Unionô (73%).  

The majority of Italian teachers felt to be prepared in teaching the same top-
ics, with percentages significantly above ICCS 2016 average for the items re-
lated to óhuman rightsô (96%) and ócitizensô rights and responsibilitiesô (98%), 
while for the items related to óemigration and immigrationô, óthe constitution and 
political systemsô and óthe European Unionô we found percentages more than 
10 points above the international average. Italian teachers felt to be more pre-
pared than their international counterparts in teaching issues related to óthe 
global community and international organisationsô while, on the other hand, they 
felt less prepared in relation to óresponsible Internet useô and óconflict resolutionô 
(with percentages significantly below ICCS 2016 average).  

The same list of items was included in another question in the teacher ques-
tionnaire asking whether teachers had the opportunity to take part in profes-
sional development activities (during in-service, pre-service or both).  

Table 4 shows that, at the international level, more than 50% of responding 
teachers have attended trainings related to óconflict resolutionô (65%), órespon-
sible Internet useô (61%), ócitizensô rights and responsibilitiesô (59%), óhuman 
rightsô (58%), óthe environment and environmental sustainabilityô (58%), óequal 
opportunities for men and womenô (53%).  

With regard to Italian teachers participating in the survey, the situation differs 
substantially from the previous question on self-reported preparedness, as the 
majority of Italian respondents reported to have had fewer opportunities to be 
trained in almost all the CCE-related topics and skills compared with the inter-
national average. With the exception of the items related to óresponsible Internet 
useô and óemigration and immigrationô, where percentages of Italian teachers 
are in line with the ones of their international counterparts, we found percent-
ages significantly below or more than 10 points below the international average 
for all the remaining items. 
 

TABLE. 3. Percentages of teachers who felt very well or quite well prepared to 
teach the following topics and skills   

Italy ICCS 2016 

Human rights 96 r 87 

Voting and elections 80 81 

The global community and international organisations 81 p 67 

The environment and environmental sustainability 87 84 

Emigration and immigration 94 p 76 

Equal opportunities for men and women 93 90 

Citizensô rights and responsibilities 98 r 90 

The constitution and political systems 90 p 73 

Responsible Internet use (e.g. privacy, source reliability, social me-
dia) 

72 s 79 

Critical and independent thinking 91  89 

Conflict resolution 83 s 87 

The European Union 91 p 73 
More than 10 percentage points above Average ICCS 2016 p  
Significantly above Average ICCS 2016 r  
Significantly below Average ICCS 2016 s  

More than 10 percentage points below Average ICCS 2016 q 
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TABLE. 4. Percentages of teachers reporting having participated in training 
courses on civic-related topics during pre-service and/or in-service training  

Italy ICCS 2016 

Human rights 47 q 58 

Voting and elections 18 q 46 

The global community and international organisations 27 q 44 

The environment and environmental sustainability 49 s 58 

Emigration and immigration 44 45 

Equal opportunities for men and women 31 q 53 

Citizensô rights and responsibilities 43 q 59 

The constitution and political systems 34 q 49 

Responsible Internet use (e.g. privacy, source reliability, social me-
dia) 

62 61 

Critical and independent thinking 36 q 61 

Conflict resolution 47 q 65 

The European Union 33 s 43 
More than 10 percentage points above Average ICCS 2016 p  
Significantly above Average ICCS 2016 r  
Significantly below Average ICCS 2016 s  

More than 10 percentage points below Average ICCS 2016 q 

 

Regarding teachersô participation in training courses on teaching methods 
and approaches (during pre-service, in-service training or both), findings high-
lighted that, at international level, majority of teachers have attended courses 
on pair and group work, problem solving and classroom discussion. Trainings 
on role play and research work were selected anyway by more than half of the 
respondents. Italian teachers, instead, had less opportunities to be trained in 
research work, role play and classroom discussion, namely those approaches 
generally considered more active and óless traditionalô. For those items, we 
found percentages either below the international average or 10 points below 
ICCS 2016 average. (Table 5) 
 
TABLE. 5. Teachers reporting having participated in training courses on teach-
ing methods and approaches during pre-service and/or in-service training  

Italy ICCS 2016 

Problem solving 72  75 

Research work 63 s  69 

Role play 55 q 70 

Classroom discussion 62 q 75 

Pair and group work 80 83 
More than 10 percentage points above Average ICCS 2016 p  
Significantly above Average ICCS 2016 r  
Significantly below Average ICCS 2016 s  

More than 10 percentage points below Average ICCS 2016 q 

 
 

Conclusions 
 
As shown by ICCS 2016 results, the delivering of CCE at individual school 

level is characterised by the adoption of more than one approach consistently 
with the schoolsô autonomy in planning their educational activities. This is prob-
ably due to different reasons: the individual school culture, the ófamiliarityô of 
each individual school in developing cross-curricular projects, the availability of 
resources ï in terms of teachersô preparation and competences ï inside each 
individual school. 

At the same time, these results show a lack of a systematic teacher prepa-
ration, both at the initial and in-service training levels. These results seem to 
confirm one characteristic of civic and citizenship education already identified 
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by several international studies (such as those of the Council of Europe): the 
gap between declarations of principles and general aims attributed to this area 
of school education and the implementationôs measures needed to make it more 
effective. 
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Introduction 
 
The scholarship of education demands a special kind of criticality. In our ed-

ucational space critique is insufficient. In responding to transformations in our 
society it is incumbent upon us to build social capacity for action in the midst of 
uncertainty.  

This paper tells a story of an engagement in critical design that began when 
we were asked by the government of the state of South Australia to develop a 
program that would improve the capacity of new teachers to teach STEM (sci-
ence, technology, engineering and mathematics) óauthenticallyô and linked to 
óreal world industrial contextsô. As advocates of authentic learning this task was 
essentially a good fit. The governmentôs insistence on the common policy dis-
course of industry need for so called óSTEM skillsô, however, was at odds with 
workforce research (see for example Smith, White, 2019) and this created a 
lingering doubt. Why are we being resourced to develop programs to address 
problems that do not seem to exist? 

A response to these doubts is presented in this paper in two parts. Initially 
we will engage in the development of critique and explore the wider discursive 
and policy context of STEM education. In doing so we will argue that STEM is 
actually something quite a different thing from a simple acronym for science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics and that it is intended to drive an ep-
istemic shift in education regarding the scientific disciplines that is consistent 
with other post-democratic transformations in our society.  

Our purpose here, though, is not simply critique but critical design. In the 
second part of the paper we will consider how it is possible to take critical design 
action in response to educational policy directions. In this case we have ended 
up with a program that uses engagements with óreal worldô industry to develop 
teacher knowledge and understandings of the kinds of expertise that can actu-
ally support democratic participation in our transforming societies. 

 
 

1. STEM and the art of expertise 
 
The idea of real-world connection is strong in STEM policies and strategies 

across the world. It is typically accompanied by a discourse that STEM jobs are 
the jobs of the future and the foundation to prosperity. Being critically engaged, 
however, we noted that the data supporting this widely held policy position is 
remarkably poor and it is actually hard to identify a real growth in demand for 
high-skill jobs in the STEM fields (Smith, White, 2019). As educational designers, 
therefore, we were forced to ask that if the evidence for workforce need is 
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actually quite poor, why is the STEM agenda being driven so strongly? The 
growing interest in education in post-democracy provides a critical opportunity 
to engage with this kind of practical problem. 

 
 

2. Education and modern democracy 
 
Schools and universities have been an essential component of modern lib-

eral democratic states since they emerged in the seventeenth century as edu-
cation is foundational to sovereignty in these states. The creation of a sovereign 
state vests ultimate power and authority in the state. By definition this requires 
individuals to give up some degree of personal power and freedom to the state, 
an act that requires some basis for common consent.  

In Western states before the enlightenment the basis for common consent 
was religion, typically with the monarch holding sovereignty anointed by God. 
With the enlightenment, however, the basis for consent to sovereignty shifted 
to expertise. In simple terms, in the age of reason, citizens agreed to give up 
power to the state because it was accepted that the state could marshal the 
expertise make better decisions. The modern democratic states never engaged 
in participatory democracy. Rather the citizens of these states handed over au-
thority to their representatives in the parliaments, and to the experts located in 
institutions such as the civil service, the universities and the professions. Such 
institutional arrangements required a system of education that could supply both 
experts and, just as importantly, a capacity to understand the authority of ex-
perts. 
In recent decades, however, our educational institutions and societyôs rela-

tionship with expertise have been radically transformed in line with the wider 
neoliberal project. In this paper we are particularly concerned with the impact 
the ideologies of neoliberalism have had on education in the sciences, and how 
that impact has been consolidated under the construct of STEM ï notionally an 
acronym for science, technology, engineering and mathematics, but discur-
sively so much more than that.  

As presented in policy, politics and professional discourse around the world, 
STEM is actively shifting the epistemological foundations of education in the 
sciences. It is not simply a blurring of the boundaries of a set of aligned disci-
plines. Rather, it sets out to radically change the very purpose of education in 
and around those disciplines that sees the curriculum focus from ócuriosity about 
the worldô to óthe development of skills needed in a transforming economyô. 
These outcomes of education, of course, lie on a continuum, but the policy dis-
course around STEM is almost always anchored on industry workforce needs. 
The need for a scientifically informed citizenry does usually get a secondary 
mention. Romantic ideas like the intrinsic value of knowledge, however, have 
been pushed to the very margins of the educational endeavour with the STEM 
discourse. 

The discursive shift that is STEM echoes the criticisms of the sciences made 
by Hayek (1945), upon whoôs thinking so much of the neoliberal project is 
founded and appears to contribute to a trend towards post-democracy. Writing 
against the backdrop of the two world wars, and arguments that those wars had 
demonstrated the power of the total state to manage society, Hayekôs critique 
quite openly questioned the expertise of modern science, scientists, and pro-
fessionals. He argued strongly that the óscientificallyô managed state, led by ex-
perts, had led to an unreasonable impingement on personal freedom and, no-
tably, to the entrenchment of bad ideas.  

https://www.scuolademocratica-conference.net/


VOLUME 1 

Politics, Citizenship, Diversity and Inclusion  

_______ 
Page 60 

Hayekôs alternative to the total state that had emerged in Europe and the 
United States in response to war was the free market and what was to become 
neoliberalism. His advocacy for the use of markets was not limited to the trade 
of goods and services. Hayek believed that a market approach should also be 
used to test ideas quickly and efficiently. Strongly critical of the forms of 
knowledge production that had been established in the universities and profes-
sions he called instead for the sort of useful knowledge employed by entrepre-
neurs. This critique is alive and well today in the ópopulistô antagonism for óelitesô 
in which elite is not a signifier of wealth so much as of expert within the system 
created by the modern state. Entrepreneurial knowledge, however, is a different 
type of expertise all together. While the knowledge of science seeks general-
isable truths, entrepreneurial knowledge has little interest in truth and seeks in-
stead advantage. 
Radical in the 1940s, Hayekôs way of thinking has become engrained in our 

educational thinking of today. Our teacher education programs, for example, no 
longer have room for mediation on the nature and purpose of education but 
instead are driven by the need to ensure our graduates are óclassroom readyô. 
They require entrepreneurial knowledge. STEM is like this. STEM education 
drives a óvocationalô agenda for education in the scientific disciplines and openly 
positions the skill needs of the market at the top of this educational agenda. 

This shift has not occurred simply because of the critique of Hayek and the 
concerted political efforts of those sharing his philosophy and we must be care-
ful to avoid simplistic critique. For example, STEM can also be seen as a re-
sponse to the changing nature of scientific expertise itself that has been so thor-
oughly examined in the scholarship of science studies since the late twentieth 
century. This work has powerfully shown that science does not have the special 
access to truth that had perhaps been assumed in modern societies, and that 
post-modern society no longer thought that it did (Collins, Pinch, 1993). The 
declining confidence in scientific expertise can be seen in the widespread rejec-
tion of the science of climate change and vaccination. Unlike Hayek, though, 
the scholars of science studies have recognised that their critique opens up a 
new problem. It is easy to agree that that societyôs technical decision making 
should be opened up beyond a core group of experts, it is a much more difficult 
task to determine how far this opening up should go (Collins, Evans, 2002). 
From a neoliberal mindset, however, the question of óhow far?ô is illegitimate. 

The question implies that an expert is making a decision on how far non-experts 
can intrude on their domain. From this mindset, this is a matter that can be 
resolved by competition within a market. And despite the fact that neoliberalism 
has clearly favoured a small and powerful oligarchy, the neoliberal mindset 
would see this question of óhow far?ô as being entirely undemocratic.  

This is a brief report, so we will come to the argument against which we sit 
the second part of the paper. The argument is this. STEM is not simply an edu-
cational fad. Rather, it is the outcome of very significant transformations occur-
ring in our society and part of a paradigmatic shift. While advocating an in-
creased participation in scientific education, STEM may actually be post-demo-
cratic in the sense that it is eroding the institutional arrangements of expertise 
established in the modern democratic states. This is an extraordinary and un-
certain context in which to be designing educational programs. Why are we be-
ing resourced to develop programs to address problems that do not seem to 
exist? One reason seems to be that it fits so very well with Hayekôs vision of the 
primacy of entrepreneurial knowledge and that it is a good way to transform the 
arrangements of state to fit such a vision. And that might be valid, we might 
agree with that and want it as an outcome. Clearly many people do, or we would 
not have seen the rise of neoliberalism and populism. But it is not the reason 
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that is being given. Our position as scholars of education provides the oppor-
tunity both for critique and design. In the second part of this paper we outline a 
design response that has shifted the focus of óreal-world STEMô from workforce 
skill development to a critical engagement with the nature of expertise.  

 

 
3. Designing industry engagement in Teaching for Tomorrow. 

 
Teaching for Tomorrow is a now nearly four-year-old project in which pre-

service teachers undertake an industry experience with a corporate partner. The 
project works with STEM industry partners as diverse as aerospace, fashion 
design, and blockbuster cinematic special effects. The experience varies de-
pending on the partner, but students typically spend 10-20 hours observing the 
work of the partner and discussing the problems and challenges that the partner 
faces in their business. Following the experience, students work in cross-disci-
plinary teams to develop a unit of work for school that is connected to both the 
problems they have identified through their experience and the Australian Cur-
riculum. 

This educational design here diverges from the dominant STEM discourse in 
that it is fundamentally different to a work placement. Rather than being asked 
to simply replicate the activities of the workplace, students in this program are 
required to actively explore the ways in which expertise is used in the context. 
This is an enacted learning design, drawing guidance from the likes of (Dewey, 
1954) to Lave and Wenger (1991) to (Engeström, 2006). It is enacted in the 
sense that we are asking our pre-service teachers to engage in the type of 
learning we want them to design for their students when they are in schools. 
That is, we are not simply telling them to use problem-based learning, we are 
actually asking them to engage in problem finding, and to respond to that prob-
lem using the real tools of the profession they are about to enter. 

It is also enacted in the sense that we are asking them to use the real world 
around them as a learning resource. The philosophical and cognitive basis for 
understanding learning in this way is still relatively new in the west. It probably 
starts with the translation of the works of Vygotsky into the western languages 
and has been driven more recently in English language by people like Clark 
(2003) and Hutchins (2010). This body of scholarship is providing us with com-
plex ways of understanding the mind in society that we are only beginning to 
explore in education. 

 
 

4. A design in progress 
 
Our purpose here is to advocate for critical design in the face of post-democ-

racy over and above showing the learning achieved through the particular de-
sign. Never-the-less, it is worthwhile noting that we are clearly seeing a discur-
sive shift in the project. The policy documents for STEM learning have a strong 
jobs focus. For example, the strategy document in our state begins by stating 
that ó[w]e know that 75% of the fastest growing occupations now require STEM 
skills and knowledge. It is critically important that we make sure that our children 
are learning the skills that they will need to fulfil these rolesô (Government of 
South Australia, 2016).  

Discussion within the project, however, has been far more nuanced. Here we 
find our industry partners talking about a wider purpose with reflections such as 
óthey got to understand that despite all the underlying theory I still use a great 
deal of creative thinking in problem solving, I still consider all the broader social, 
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economic and regulatory issues and as the definition of engineering says óthe 
application of science for the benefit of societyô (MacGregor, White, 2018). Sim-
ilarly, our students are identifying the opportunities that industry-based learning 
provide for developing essential skills beyond the workplace with comments 
such as óSTEM is important because with the advancement in technology, stu-
dents today are very aware of the life skills they need and the skills they might 
not need. Subjects like Maths and Science are being misunderstood because 
students are viewing them as unnecessaryô.  

 
 

Conclusions 
 

When we as educators are confronted with substantial social change like the 
neoliberal changes we have been living through, and the post democratic 
changes we have considered in this conference, we have a choice. We can be 
swept along by the bubbles of fast knowledge so favoured by Hayek, or we can 
contribute to developing new forms of expertise for our times. 

The long-term outcomes of the Teaching for Tomorrow project remain to be 
seen, but as an example of critical educational design it provides an important 
example of taking action in the face of an uncertain, and possibly post-demo-
cratic world.  
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Introduction 
 

Educational processes are widespread within a plurality of environments that 
only partially coincide with the institutions formally responsible for education or 
instruction. Even if international studies show that both urban public outdoor 
spaces offer a richness of educational experiences (Bourke, 2017), the educa-
tional value of public spaces is often neglected or underestimated. It is not the 
case that in western cities children seems to be increasingly ópushed awayô from 
the public domain (Valentine, 2004).  

Educational institutions must reflect on how to understand and experience 
public spaces with different degrees of anthropization, so that the experiences 
one has in/of these spaces are significant for the practices these institutions 
embrace. 

 
 

1. Outdoor education  
 
Donaldson and Donaldson (1958: 17) defined outdoor education (OE) as 

«education in, about, and for the outdoors». This definition indicates the place, 
the topic and the purpose of OE (Ford, 1986). This idea allows to identify the 
large number of possibilities of the settings of OE (school yard, playground in 
the city, but also forest in the wilderness), the necessity to put learning pro-
cesses outside and the purpose of sustaining learning processes for the sake 
of the ecosystem.  

Priest (1986: 13-14) suggest that OE is to define as «an experiential process 
of learning by doing, which take place primarily through exposure to the out-of-
doors. In OE the emphasis for the subject of learning is placed on relationships, 
relationships concerning people and natural resources». Priest point the atten-
tion to six elements: the first is that outdoor is a method for learning, the second 
regard the process of learning defined as experiential and referred to Comenius, 
Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Dewey; the third is that outdoor gives the «inspiration for 
learning»; the fourth empathizes the role of all senses and all domains for learn-
ing: the fifth indicates an interdisciplinary curriculum and the sixth highlights the 
relationships between natural resources, people and society (interpersonal, in-
trapersonal, ecosystemic, ekistic). Priest put in evidence two main approaches 
in OE: one referred to adventure education and one to environmental education.  

Mannion and Lynch (2016) reports 3 emphases in OE: environmental edu-
cation, personal and social development and outdoor activities. They also high-
light that in the last fifty years the value of experiences in nature became more 
relevant. According Quay and Seaman (2013) studies, Mannion and Lynch re-
port an overemphasis of personal and social development and outdoor activities 
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in the relation with outdoor experiences, and a reduced interest for environmen-
tal education. Even referring to Quay and Seaman (2013) studies, they recall 
the definition of Donaldson and Donaldson suggesting that óinô, óaboutô and óforô 
should have the same importance, putting people, place and activity in connec-
tion.  

Around 50 years are passed and even if place is recognized as central in 
outdoor settings (Mannion, Lynch, 2016), in our country less often outdoor is 
considered important as a context for educational experience (Farné and Agos-
tini, 2014; Guerra, 2015). 

 
 

2. Childhood and urban public spaces 
 

2.1. What does ópublic spaceô mean? 
The importance of public spaces for childrenôs social and physical well-being 

has been well documented (Fincher and Iveson 2008). Nevertheless, what con-
stitutes a ópublic spaceô differ across place and time (Leahy Laughlin and John-
son, 2011). 
Public spaces are often considered óspaces in betweenô and include squares, 

sidewalks, parks, and open spaces (Atkinson, 2003), but also shopping malls, 
community centres and schoolyards (Carr et al., 1992). According to the óChar-
ter of Public Spaceô provided in 2003 by the óBiennial of public space publicô, 
ópublic spaceô is any place of public ownership or public use accessible and 
enjoyable by all, free and without a profit motive (http://www.inu.it/wp-con-
tent/uploads/Inglese_CHARTER_OF_PUBLIC_SPACE.pdf). The expression 
ópublic open spaceô describes a wide concept that consists of a variety of spaces 
within the urban environment that are freely and easily accessible to the wider 
community, generally intended for amenity and recreation (Papageorgiou et al., 
2016).  
 

2.2. Children at risk 
Space matters, especially for children, that in the early years they experience 

it by organizing their life in the units of their immediate surroundings (home, 
neighbourhood, infant-toddler, preschool). Thus, space is structured through a 
sort of ósystem of spacesô, initially fragmented, that should gradually evolve in a 
single unit structure (Papageorgiou et al. 2016). Although, these multiple spaces 
are increasingly remaining disconnected and understood as óadult spacesô 
where children are assumed to be óin the wrong placeô (Jenks, 2005; Bourke, 
2016).  
Children are essentially pushed away and ósegregatedô in specific spaces 

(e.g. structured playgrounds), limited in their interactions with other specific so-
cial categories (e.g. young people, adults), viewed with suspicion or concern, 
either a threat to the space or threatened by it (Valentine, 2004). As a conse-
quence, they are namely limited in their whole environmental and social experi-
ence and development. Opportunities to engage in free play in open spaces 
(e.g. neighbourhood parks or town squares) and to experience the risk-taking 
and to test the limits of oneôs own abilities are consequently restricted. 

As Malone (2007: 513) pointed out, while in the past children used to play in 
the streets or walk to school alone, and were used to socialize freely with other 
community members «the changing environment and climate of fear has meant 
that many parents are restricting childrenôs movements to such an extent these 
children will not have the social, psychological, cultural or environmental 
knowledge and skills to be able to negotiate freely in the environment. That is, 
by bubble-wrapping their children, many parents are failing to allow children the 
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opportunities to build the resilience and skills critical to be competent and inde-
pendent environmental users» 

Walking (as biking) is a means through people (including children) relate their 
self to the landscape (Creswell and Merriman, 2011). When an adult bike to 
work, or a child walk to school, his/her pathway offers to him/her a sensory ex-
perience that shapes how he/she construct a sense of belonging to the contest 
(the neighbourhood, the village, the city) (Bourke, 2017). 

Children, particularly, map the óenvironmentô with their bodies. óExploringô is 
a way of making the space their own.  

 
 

3. Exploring democratic engagement in public spaces 
 
3.1. An exploratory research 

There is a lack of research on these issues in Italy and a partial recognition 
of the quality of the outdoor educational experience for children, teachers and 
families (Farnè, 2014; Guerra et al., 2017). 

In order to fill this gap of knowledge in the field of Early Childhood Education, 
our research focuses on the exploration of outdoor public spaces made by Ital-
ian toddlers and preschoolers. Particularly, our reflections refer to a critical read-
ing of the BRIC project, a project funded by the EU (Comenius KA2 14-17), 
involving the democratic engagement of young children in public spaces in their 
communities (http://www.bricproject.org/). The project, led by Tim Waller, Patri-
zia Benedetti and Monica Hallborg, involved some educational institutions of 
three European countries (Barnpegagogiskt Forum from Sweden, Azienda 
Servizi Bassa Reggiana from Italy and Anglia Ruskin University from United 
Kingdom) on the topic of the relationship between childhood, urban public 
spaces and natural environment (Benedetti and Ferrari, 2019).  

BRIC project aimed to achieve the following objectives: 1) an exchange of 
ógood practiceô between preschool teachers; 2) systematic education and train-
ing around democratic engagement in public spaces; 3) the development of 
open educational resources and targeted activities to engage early childhood 
professionals, parents and key stakeholders (e.g. local politicians). 

In brief, following participatory action research (Bitou and Waller, 2017) and 
polyvocal methods (Tobin, Hsueh and Karasawa, 2009) preschool teachers, 
young children (toddlers and preschoolers), parents, citizens, policy makers and 
researchers were involved in an investigation about meninges and practices 
concerning public spaces. 

 
 

3.2. Parks, squares and courtyards 
Focus of our study was on haw children participate to their social contest, 

that is make the urban environment their own through spatial exploration and 
creative changes. 

The spatial contexts of the experience under examination were public parks 
(urban natural environment), squares and courtyards (urban artificial environ-
ment) settled in villages from the province of Reggio Emilia (Italy): Boretto, Bres-
cello, Gualtieri, Guastalla, Novellara, Luzzara, Poviglio e Reggiolo. 

The project involved children (N = 101) from infant toddler centers and pre-
schools managed by ASBR (Azienda Servizi Bassa Reggiana).  

Children were free to explore these urban public spaces during specific jour-
neys organized by their teachers and educators. Their explorations were filmed 
by an atelierista (an educator with background in the arts that works in the infant 
toddler centers and preschools) trained to create documentation. Video-
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documentations of the childrenôs explorations (behaviors and interactions) were 
analyzed by two junior researchers supervised by two senior researchers from 
the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia.  

 
 

3.2. Exploring the physical space, artifacts, natural materials and sym-
bolic play 

The study intended to compare public spaces with a greater or lesser pres-
ence of natural elements. Particular categories of behaviors implemented by 
children in the public spaces were analyzed: óexploring the physical spaceô (e.g. 
walking, run, roll over, to flip, get in climb up), óexploring the artifactsô (e.g. fea-
tures, artworks, street furniture, benches), óexploring natural materialsô (e.g. 
leaves, stones, woods) and ósymbolic playô (e.g. pretend play).  

Exploration behaviors were considered indicators of the way children map 
and make their own the environment, symbolic play behaviors an indicator of 
the way children symbolically create and change the environment. 

The analysis of data collected permitted to highlight the peculiarities of the 
exploration made by children in the two types of environments (natural vs artifi-
cial) and therefore to define the characteristics of affordance in these contexts 
(Table 1).  

 
TABLE. 1. Frequency recording per kind of public space 
  Environment 

Natural Artificial 

Exploring the physical space 
126 441 

31,50% 39,03% 

Exploring artifacts 
42 510 

10,50% 45,13% 

Exploring natural materials 
213 156 

53,25% 13,81% 

Symbolic play  
19 23 

4,75% 2,04% 

Total 
400 1130 

100% 100% 

 
Even if in the natural environment (parks) there is a greater presence of in-

teraction with natural materials (53%) and in the artificial environment (squares 
& courtyards) with natural materials (45%), parallelly, in both environments (nat-
ural and artificial) a significant amount of time is spent by children in the óexplor-
ing the physical spaceô (31-39%). 
óSymbolic playô is twofold present in ónaturalô then in óartificialô urban environ-

ment. 
 
 

Conclusions 
 

There is general consensus amongst scholars from many disciplines, includ-
ing geography, sociology, pedagogy, anthropology, and environmental studies, 
that the physical environment has an impact on childrenôs learning and well-
being (Clark, 2010). Therefore, the different óplacesô lived by children could be 
considered as a useful conceptual lens in understanding their developmental 
experience.  
Educational institutions need to reflect on how to live óout of their doorsô 

spaces, in particular, public spaces, so that the experiences in these spaces are 
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significant and consistent with their goals, among which we have promoting the 
capability to exercise full citizenship.  

Our findings confirm international educational studies that highlight the 
greater complexity and richness of children behaviours and play in the natural 
environment (Niklasson, Sandberg, 2010). Play is an important but largely ne-
glected aspect of peopleôs experience of urban society and embraces a wide 
variety of activities which are spontaneous, irrational and risky (Stevens, 2007). 
In this sense, órisk-takingô can be understood as exposure to failure without con-
sequences. 

The research offers interesting didactic insights concerning the potential of 
education in urban public spaces and indications for politicians and administra-
tors about how to characterize these environments according to international 
studies (Luchs, 2016). Indeed, putting place at the centre of the reflection is also 
very important for educators as Mannion and Lynch (2016) suggest in their Man-
ifesto for place-responsive teaching. 

Nevertheless, the results point to a need for further research into the every-
day practices of childrenôs urban lives, to investigate the óordinaryô (Yiô En, 2014, 
212) and to explore childrenôs perspectives on their engagement with the public 
domain. 
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Introduction 
 

The aim of this study, part of a broader Erasmus+ project (STEP-Pedagogy 
of Citizenship and Teacher Training: an Alliance between School and Territory), 
was to identify different dialogue styles and explore the relationship between 
modes of teacher intervention and differential dialogical critical thinking skills in 
children. School as a democratic venue, where knowledge is also co-con-
structed via debate, offers opportunities for pupils to take on active and respon-
sible roles in experiential contexts.  

The teacher can play a key role in supporting the development of dialogical 
competence by encouraging classroom debates on socially acute questions. 
Dialogical practice is a vehicle for enhancing meaningful pupil engagement and 
increasing the quality of classroom interaction and pupilsô reasoning abilities. 
However, even today, teachers tend to make greater use of monological prac-
tices than of dialogical ones. 

There is also a marked gap between theorizing on the verbal and non-verbal 
language required to foster learning and empirical research tapping into the type 
of communication that teachers actually implement in the classroom. This back-
ground informed our exploratory study, in which we assessed selected class-
room dialogues, with the additional goal of fostering the professional develop-
ment of the participating teachers. 
 
 

1. Citizenship education in primary school  
 

The aim of citizenship education is to lay the foundations for civil coexistence 
in democratic societies. Citizenship is a polysemic term. In our own research, 
we take it to mean the conditions that allow individual to express themselves, 
and to exchange views and make joint decisions with others (Losito et al., 2001). 

In light of key changes in European society over the past decade, the edu-
cation ministers of the EU Member States have reaffirmed the crucial role of 
citizenship education in the construction of European society. They have even 
more strongly endorsed the guiding principles already formalized in Strategic 
Framework: Education and Training 2020 (OJ 119, 28.5.2009), which are based 
on the values of tolerance, freedom and non-discrimination, inclusiveness and 
the active exercise of oneôs rights (Eurydice, 2015).The EU has identified four 
areas of citizenship education viewed as strategic to attaining target democratic 
citizenship outcomes: 

- Area1: Interacting effectively and constructively with others, including per-
sonal development (self-confidence, personal responsibility and empathy); 
communicating and listening; and cooperating with others.  

https://www.scuolademocratica-conference.net/
mailto:claudia.fredella@unimib.it
mailto:luisa.zecca@unimib.it


VOLUME 1 

Politics, Citizenship, Diversity and Inclusion  

_______ 
Page 70 

- Area 2: Acting in a socially responsible manner, including respect for the 
principle of justice and human rights; respect for other human beings, for other 
cultures and other religions; developing a sense of belonging; and understand-
ing issues relating to the environment and sustainability.  

- Area 3: Acting democratically, including respect for democratic principles; 
knowledge and understanding of political processes, institutions, and organiza-
tions; and knowledge and understanding of fundamental social and political con-
cepts.  

- Area 4: Thinking critically, including reasoning and analysis, media literacy, 
knowledge and discovery, and use of sources.  

Area 1 competences are most actively pursued at the lower levels of educa-
tion. As children come up through the school system, the ability to interact is 
attributed progressively less importance. The ability to think critically is among 
the least developed aspects of citizenship education in Europe (Eurydice, 
2017). 
We understand the term ódialogic Interactionsô to mean exchanges in which 

students ask questions, explain their points of view and comment on other 
ideas. The Dialogic Teaching perspective is informed by the studies of Vygotsky 
and Bruner on the development of language as a social practice. Learning to 
speak entails more than acquiring a set of linguistic resources; it also involves 
discovering how to use them in conversation with a variety of people and for a 
variety of purposes. Dialogical teaching and inter-thinking are reciprocal, sup-
portive, cumulative, and purposeful practices (Alexander, 2018). 

The ability to interact effectively and constructively with others presupposes 
the ability to listen to others and to verbal express oneôs own ideas and emotions. 
Our understanding of the development of dialogical competence and our ap-
proach to teaching it in the classroom are based not only on the proven rela-
tionship between the development of thought and that of language ï especially 
in relation to fostering the development of cognitive abilities ï but also on the 
connection, also proven, between language and oneôs cultural values. Teaching 
children how to engage in dialogue is thus not to be solely understood as offer-
ing them a medium for self-expression and action, but as an end in itself, in 
terms of the construction of individual and social identities within democratic 
societies (Alexander, 2018, Daniel et al., 2015).The classroom (and the school 
more generally) is one of the key places where citizens are formed.  
 
 

2. Participation and Dialogical Critical Thinking 
 
Dialogical skills are the basis for effective participation. Learning to think crit-

ically is conceptualized as the acquisition of the competence to participate criti-
cally in the communities of which a person is a member and their social prac-
tices. If education is to further the critical competence of students, it must pro-
vide them with the opportunity, at the level of the classroom and the school, to 
observe, imitate and practice critical agency and to reflect upon it. Learning con-
texts that students can make sense of must be made available, so that students 
can develop a sense of responsibility for the quality of their dialogical practices 
(Ten Dam, Volman, 2004). 

The existing scholarship on critical thinking is extremely broad and interdis-
ciplinary. Its roots stretch back to ancient and modern philosophy, and it has 
spanned the Galilean revolution, Descartes, Kant and the Enlightenment move-
ment. In education, Deweyôs pragmatic philosophy and pragmatic linguistics 
formed the theoretical bases for an interdisciplinary construct that is hotly de-
bated to this day (Abrami et al., 2015).Critical thinking implies logical and 
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creative thinking; it signifies reasonable and reflective thinking that enables one 
to decide what ought to be believed or done. Thinking critically entails the ability 
to reflect and analyse oneôs own statements or questions, justify them, and dis-
cuss them: all of these are cognitive operations that prevent prejudice and form 
a moral disposition to engage with other points of view. The habit of thinking 
critically is complementary to an empathic emotional attitude and to self-moni-
toring of prejudices and stereotypes. Here, we draw on the work of M.F. Daniel 
and colleagues (Daniel, Gagnon, 2011: 422-23), who for over a decade empiri-
cally analysed the development of critical thinking in children aged three to 
twelve years across different disciplinary domains. These authors found that the 
development of critical thinking requires drawing on four modes of thinking: log-
ical, creative, responsible, and metacognitive. It goes through three distinct 
stages defined by distinct perspectives that we now define. 

The self-centered perspective means that a student's representations are 
simple and centered on the self and beliefs and opinions are expressed as cer-
tain. Affirmations concern concrete facts from the pupilôs specific personal ex-
perience, are focused on simple units (as opposed to interrelated ones), are 
typically not justified, lack nuance, and are formulated using the pronoun óIô. 
Post-egocentric language may be observed when the facts referenced by the 
child are extended to his or her family and intimate social circle, and the pronoun 
óweô begins to be used. Children make concrete statements with the beginnings 
of an underlying tendency to generalize that is grounded in their familiar envi-
ronment (parents, friends). The only justifications observed are egocentric in 
form, i.e. predominantly self-referential. The pre-relativist and relativist perspec-
tive reflects a plurality of points of view and a certain reflexivity among students. 
Formulated using a generic óweô (we must love everyone) or generalized ótheyô 
(parents love their children), affirmations at this stage are justified explicitly and 
in detail, ideas tend to be independent units linked via simple relationships, and 
the preferred formulations are based on the óyouô, óweô or generalized ótheyô pro-
noun forms. And finally, the intersubjective perspective enables students to pro-
duce representations that are complex, nuanced, aimed at furthering the com-
mon good, and marked by uncertainty and questioning; this entails an evalua-
tive type of reflection. Utterances present concepts are justified, and take the 
form of questioning, doubting or constructive evaluating diverse points of view. 
There is an evident striving to identify or accept other points of view. Arguments 
are presented as the outcome of negotiation and can encompass self-correction, 
the expression of doubt, and the drawing of connections with the ideas of inter-
locutors. 

 
 

3. Research questions and methodology 
 
Dialogical practice is a vehicle for enhancing pupil engagement at a deep 

level and raising the quality of classroom interaction and pupilsô reasoning abil-
ities. However, even today teachers tend to make greater use of monological 
practices than of dialogical ones. 

Our aim in this study was to identify different dialogue styles and the link 
between teacher intervention and childrenôs dialogical critical thinking skills. 
What kind of DCT (Dialogical Critical Thinking) process would be correlated with 
an analytical citizenship education approach? How would childrenôs DCT de-
velop in the course of an ongoing citizenship education project? What role would 
be played by the teacher? Is there a relationship between teachersô epistemo-
logical perspectives and their habitual modes of intervention?  
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The data we analyze in this study was collected in the context of case studies 
involving two Primary School classrooms (Clericetti 5th grade and Cornaredo 
3th), respectively located in Milan and Cornaredo, a town on the outskirts of 
Milan. The Clericetti class was accustomed to dialogue and the teacher was 
expert in dialogic teaching, while the class in Cornaredo experienced classroom 
discourse in the form of dialogue for the first time in the context of the case study. 
The first two conversations analysed in Cornaredo were facilitated by a teacher 
with no specific expertise or background in moderating dialogue in the class-
room, while the third conversation was facilitated by the researchers. We ana-
lyzed six typical debates (Table 1), two led by the classroom teacher and one 
led by the researchers, recorded at different stages of the research process and 
analyzed using a combined coding system that encompassed both DCT (Daniel, 
Gagnon, 2011) and Teacher/Child Interaction around SAQs (Socially Acute 
Questions) and was both data-driven and theory-driven (Krippendorf, 2012), 
 
TABLE 1. Data  

Conversation Date Time 
Transcription 

lenght 
Note 

COR Mirò 10th October 2016 23' 11064 whole classroom 

COR Corti 28th March 2017 21' 10944 whole classroom 

COR History/Citizenship 16th October 2017 19' 9317 small group 

CLE welcoming 11th November 2016 46' 21798 whole classroom 

CLE migrants 8 February 2017 56' 28678 whole classroom 

CLE final reflection 4 May 2017 17' 8636 whole classroom 

 

4. Results 
 
The positive correlation between type of intervention by the adult and level 

of DCT attained in Cornaredo (third graders, age 8-9 years) (Table 2. Co-oc-
curences Cornaredo) suggests that when the teacher stimulated active partici-
pation and supported the dialogical process, the children produced a higher 
number of pre-relativist arguments that went beyond egocentric reasoning. The 
dialogues enabled the children to change their point of view; however, they were 
still largely unable to justify their ideas or make meaningful generalizations. It is 
interesting to note that all types of intervention had the same level of impact on 
post-egocentric forms of thinking. This may imply that monological and rhetori-
cal recitative discourse elicits non-problematizing and non-complex responses 
from children. 

 
TABLE 2. Co-occurences Cornaredo  
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I1 Teacher 
interventions Gr=15 

6 11 3 2 2 0 0 0 

I2 IRE Gr=15 0 11 2 0 1 0 1 0 

I3 Interventions that  
stimulate participation  
Gr=20 

6 10 19 9 9 2 0 4 

Gr Groundedness of a Code (number of quotations coded by a code) 
 
The outcomes of the Clericetti class (fifth graders, age 10-11 years) (Table 

3. Co-occurences Clericetti) also included a positive correlation between 
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intervention based on scaffolding and supporting authentic participation and the 
expression of relativist (18) and intersubjective (22) epistemological perspec-
tives on the part of the children. In this class, all the levels of development of 
DCT were represented, reflecting both the individual characteristics of the stu-
dents making up the class group, and the fact that some students were simul-
taneously engaging in different ways of thinking. This in turn prompts us to hy-
pothesise that the development of higher-order thinking skills does not proceed 
in a linear fashion. 

 
TABLE 3. Co-occurences Clericetti 
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I1 Teacher  
Interventions Gr=25 

10 2 3 3 11 20 2 0 

I2 IRE Gr=0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

I3 Interventions that 
stimulate participation 
Gr=22 

7 2 2 18 9 22 2 1 

Gr Groundedness of a Code (number of quotations coded by a code)     
 
The gradual increase in dialogical interventions on the part of the teachers in 

the Cornaredo class is also clearly reflected in the data (Table 4. DCT Develop-
ment ï Cornaredo). In the course of one year, there was a significant increase 
in the childrenôs pre-relativist statements, reflecting key gains in terms of their 
depth of reasoning and self-questioning abilities.  

 
TABLE 4. DCT Development ï Cornaredo 

  
Mirò Corti History 

Citizenship 
Totals 

I1 Teacher interventions 2 9 3 14 

I2 IRE 4 3 1 8 

I3 Interventions that stimulate participation 35 25 52 112 

Egocentricity 0 0 6 6 

Post- Egocentricity 38 17 6 61 

Pre-relativism 21 22 34 77 

Relativism 11 4 13 28 

Pre-inter-subjectivity 1 14 10 25 

Inter-subjectivity 0 8 2 10 

DialogueBetweenChildren 7 7 16 30 

DialogueTeacher/Child 4 4 10 18 

CSC 0 2 1 3 

TransformativeDialogue 0 3 4 7 
Gr: Groundedness of Codes (number of quotations coded by a code) or Documents (quotations created for a document) 
GS: Number of documents in a document group or number of codes in a code group 

 
In the case of Clericetti, no development in the childrenôs thinking skills were 

observed. This was likely because they were already accustomed to receiving 
dialogical teaching before the study began (Table 5 DCT Development - Cleri-
cetti). Forms of egocentric and inter-subjective thinking were present simulta-
neously although the latter appeared to dominate. It would appear that if chil-
dren are used to discussing socially acute questions, reflecting on them and 
constructing a shared perspective on them via dialogical exchange, this miti-
gates the impact of directional and unidirectional intervention on the part of the 
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teachers. While individual teachers display a dominant communication style 
with specific characteristics, all teachers draw on a variety of modes of commu-
nication which do not necessarily appear to form a coherent whole.  

 
TABLE 5. DCT Development ï Cornaredo 
CLERICETTI Welcoming Migrants Final  

reflection Totals   

I1 Teacher interventions 11 14 0 25   
I2 IRE 0 0 0 0   
I3 Interventions that stimulate participation 7 13 2 22   
Egocentricity 17 0 3 20 Gr=26 
Post-egocentricity 2 2 1 5 Gr=21 
Pre-relativism 2 4 1 7 Gr=41 
Relativism 3 6 13 22 Gr=35 
Pre-inter-subjectivity 7 14 3 24 Gr=34 
Inter-subjectivity 22 21 8 51 Gr=53 
DialogueBetweenChildren 7 6 1 14 Gr=30 
DialogueTeacher/Child 6 8 0 14 Gr=24 
CSC 1 2 1 4 Gr=5 
TransformativeDialogue 0 0 1 1 Gr=5 

Gr: Groundedness of Codes (number of quotations coded by a code) or Documents (quotations created for a document) 
GS: Number of documents in a document group or number of codes in a code group    

 
 

Conclusions 
 
On the one hand, the results illustrate the effectiveness of our professional 

development-research methodology in helping the teachers to construct cross-
disciplinary pathways and in enhancing their awareness of the educational top-
ics addressed, and openness to taking the points raised by the children into 
account. On the other hand, the outcomes also point up resistance on the part 
of teachers to changing the way they manage classroom debates, even when 
their current approach risks inhibiting the childrenôs self-confidence and nega-
tively impacting on the quality of the childrenôs interventions. We also identified 
a significant difference between the micro-structure of the dialogues led by the 
teachers and those led by the researchers, which corresponded to markedly 
different patterns of reactions on the part of the children, confirming the out-
comes of studies conducted in English-speaking countries (Alexander, 2018; 
Lyle, 2008)  

Contrary to what one might expect if we view teachers as experts in educa-
tional communication, teacher professional development focused on communi-
cation themes is virtually non-existent in Italy. The teachers we worked with on 
this project found themselves thinking about their own communication styles for 
the first time; in the course of their meetings with the researchers, communica-
tion skills emerged as a key factor in the teaching-learning process. However, 
it is crucial that the conceptual paradigms and values informing teachersô think-
ing should be socio-constructivist in nature and oriented towards fostering criti-
cal thinking. When teachers view critical thinking as a key educational objective, 
they are more likely to develop an impactful verbal communication style. Mean-
while, analysis of their own discursive practices is a powerful tool for accessing 
the most latent and implicit meanings in their complex vision of themselves as 
teachers. 
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Introduction 
 
In July 2015, a legal duty came into force requiring that óspecified authoritiesô 

in England, which included schools show ódue regard to the need to prevent 
people from being drawn into terrorismô. This is popularly referred to as the óPre-
vent Dutyô (Counter Terrorism and Security Act 2015),Prevent, developed by 
the Home Office in 2003 out of full public scrutiny, and only fully operationalised 
following the 7 July 2005 London bombings , has consistently been the most 
controversial and contentious element of the UK Government counter terrorist 
strategy CONTEST. 

The first responsibility of government is traditionally that of protector (Hobbes 
1651) and hence in the UK, as in any other state, the desire is for national se-
curity. The Prevent duty is situated within this context where real and perceived 
threats of terrorism have brought this responsibility to the fore front. The context 
is complicated by the fact that we are also witnessing a period of time, when 
liberalism and neoliberalism economics are being strongly challenged: a period 
of economic and cultural insecurity when some argue that the liberal progres-
sive consensus is breaking down and economics and politics are moving in a 
post-liberal direction (Pabst, 2017; Brender and Pisani, 2010; Mason, 2015). In 
essence there is a requirement to debate theories of neoliberalism which have 
become a normative and political construct. My work, in the spirit of critique and 
scholarship, wishes to think through the utility of the concept of neoliberalism 
around issues of education and education policy. 

 
 

1. Foucault 
 

I am using Foucault as a theoretical lens to explore how to think differently 
about how we problematise, research and make sense of education, in this case 
the óPrevent dutyô and its perceived impact on selected English secondary 
schools. What would Foucault, as a disruptive scholar, write about óthe Prevent 
dutyô in this óAge of Angerô (Mishra, 2017)? How can we use Foucault to think 
differently, how can we apply Foucaultôs method to Education and to Education 
Policy, to the óPrevent dutyô, and should we ask how and not why and examine 
practices not solutions? 

Using Foucault it is now possible to describe a new populist dispositif. One 
in which economic populism is rejecting globalisation. Within this emerging pop-
ulist dispositive, Foucault ,in his lecture course in Paris (1981-84) and in Berke-
ley (1980-1983) provides modern scholars with a further very interesting tool , 
the ancient concept of parrhesia, truth telling or ófree-spoken-nessô , and within 
it the possibility to identify both good and bad parrhesia. Can we detect bad 
forms parrhesia that appeal to base, xenophobic instincts in the prevailing global 
economic/cultural populist discourse, and specifically in the UK? 
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My research is examining if and how the óPrevent dutyô has been shaped by 
this emerging parrhesia.  

My work draws on Stephen J. Ball and analyses policy enactment in this case 
of a contemporary statutory education policy and seeks to understand how it 
has been interpreted and enacted by school leaders. 

My own context is that for over thirty years I worked as a secondary school 
teacher in London teaching history and citizenship and for twenty of those years 
I was a secondary school leader and head teacher working in a range of diverse 
schools. 

 
1.1. Method 
Four years on from the introduction of the óPrevent dutyô my key research 

aim is to find out how the óPrevent dutyô has been enacted by school and college 
leaders in secondary schools and colleges in England; and additionally to dis-
cover to what extent, if any, the óPrevent dutyô has ósecuritisedô education and 
what effect, if any, it has had on free speech in schools and colleges. 

I am applying a pragmatic mixed methods approach to my research combin-
ing qualitative and quantitative methods including in-depth, semi-structured in-
terviews as well as questionnaires.  

I have carried out my interview research in three different geographical loca-
tions, London, Manchester and Kent. I have identified these areas in order to 
interview school and college leaders in a range of schools with different student 
populations and serving different communities. Comparisons can be made be-
tween responses from London, with culturally diverse schools with a sizeable 
(over 30%) Muslim population, and the North of England some with a sizeable 
Muslim population others with a predominantly white population and in Kent, 
where the schools identified have different school populations some with high 
levels (70%) of white British children. I have identified Manchester because of 
the 2017 bombing. The schools identified include LEA schools, academies, 
schools with Post-16 provision, at least one faith school and one single sex 
school. 
 
1.2. Foucault as Educator 
I am utilising Foucaultôs ideas and in particular his concept of dispositif - ideas, 

laws, activities, policies, speeches, actions (Ball, 2013). Dispositif is a word not 
easily translated, often the English word apparatus is used but for Foucault dis-
positif refers to the systems that support a discursive formation which can be 
administrative, institutional and material. In the case, for example, of the dis-
course of educational leadership a range of different objects and practices make 
up the dispositif which can include structures, qualifications, training, profes-
sional development, courses and events (Gillies, 2013. 

When asked about his work he wrote «my objective, instead, has been to 
create a history of the different modes by which, in our culture, human beings 
are made subjects» (Foucault, 1982: 777). Prevent therefore needs to be 
viewed in the dynamics of social policy/educational policy and within its relation 
to the state and located within policy discourse. How are policies represented 
and disseminated, how do key speeches articulate the policy and how does the 
policy work at all levels? How indeed, as Foucault notes, are óhuman beings 
made subjectsô?  
In this óAge of Angerô (Mishra, 2017) that we are living through, an anger has 

been created by the practice of neoliberalism as a reaction to its failings and 
shortcomings. Using Foucault it is possible to identify a recent period of ruptures 
that have occurred including the economic crisis of 2007/2008, which has seen 
a ócrisis of capitalismô and linked to it a ócrisis of liberalismô. From these dynamics 
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the different responses and reactions have supported a global rise of populism 
and anti-democratic non-liberal forms of government. Neoliberalism whilst still 
dominant has and continues to be challenged as there has been a shift away 
from neoliberalism, both economically and culturally, with the rise of the concept 
of economic populism. This political discourse can be seen across the world 
including in China, India, Brazil, Russia, USA, Italy, Hungary, and the UK. (Ma-
son, 2015, 2018; Pabst, 2017).  

Foucault enables scholars to consider and describe a new populist dispositif. 
One in which economic populism is rejecting globalisation ï this discourse is 
articulated by amongst others Steve Bannon and Donald Trump with his 63m 
twitter followers. Within this emerging populist dispositive Foucault in his lecture 
courses in Paris( 1981-84) and in Berkeley(1980-1983) provides modern schol-
ars with a further very interesting tool, the ancient concept of parrhesia, truth 
telling or ófree-spoken-nessô, and within it the possibility to identify both good 
and bad parrhesia. I have argued that there is an emerging economic populist 
apparatus (dispositif) challenging and overlapping with the neoliberal apparatus 
and in my research evidence that we can detect forms of bad parrhesia that 
appeal to base, xenophobic instincts in the prevailing global economic/cultural 
populist discourse, and specifically in the UK. 

Additionally it is possible to identify a primary discourse relating to the óPre-
vent dutyô specifically around the implementation of a statutory duty and the 
need for safety and security but beneath that to identify a secondary discourse 
of how schools deal with this duty, what it is like to be a school leader and how 
the spaces created are filled? 

 My work finds that there is a compliance culture because of the high stakes 
of implementing this statutory duty or not, failure to fully implement the duty can 
lead to a poor Ofsted report or indeed dismissal. On the other hand, I also find 
that there is disaffected consent, contestation and other responses. Analysing 
how schools have organised or re-arranged themselves, their systems and 
structures to deal with the duty is an illuminating strand of my research. 

In outlining my theoretical context, I return to Stephen J. Ball and his influen-
tial óthink pieceô çWhat is policy? Texts, Trajectories and Toolboxes (1993) in 
which he writes of óthe complexity and scope of policy analysisè (Ball, 1993: 10) 
and in asking the question what is policy he finds that «policies are also pro-
cesses and outcomes» (Ball, 1993: 11).  
 
 

2. The Messiness of policy enactment 
 
In order to analyse leadership, ópolicy workô and óthe paradox of enactmentô I 

utilise the policy actors or positions identified by Ball et al (2011) as a heuristic 
device and as a thinking tool. Actors in schools take up different positions in 
relation to policy including positions of indifference or avoidance or irrelevance. 
The positions are: 

- Narrators 
- Entrepreneurs 
- Outsiders 
- Transactors 
- Enthusiasts 
- Translators 
- Critics  
- Receivers 

I interviewed a secondary school leader (JJ) who led a mixed, large (1,700 
students), local authority secondary school with a sizeable Muslim population 
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(30%). In the analysis of the interview I applied the different policy actor posi-
tions described by Ball et al (2011) to school leadership. Below is an extract: 

 
JJ óAt Thorpeside we had overall very good relations with all of our communities. 
Prevent and the duty got in the way [é] well initially it did. The training I was on 
was pretty poor and so obviously biased against Muslims- you know lots of pic-
tures of dark-skinned would-be terrorists but with one at the end white to make it 
not looked biased.ô 
 
óI had been at the school a long time so knew the families and communities and 
they knew and trusted meéé. We didnôt really ever use the term Prevent ééit 
was interesting that at the beginning some more Muslim parents came to school 
events, parents evenings maybe they were checking out what we were up to. I 
do remember one difficult meeting with a parentébut things did calm down and 
the hot issue turned to knife crimeô. 

 
It is possible to use the policy actor framework to place JJ as, 1) a narrator; 

2) an entrepreneur; 6) a translator; 7) a critic, and possibly from the full interview, 
8) a receiver.  
I also place the óPrevent dutyô within the messy context of school policy and 

Ballôs theory of enactment. I place the school at the centre in the complex web 
of discourses and institutions, as well as focus on two key elements of the óde-
livery chainô, Heads and Senior Leadership teams, passing on the pressures to 
perform. 
 
 

3. Shadow Boxing 
 
Below are extracts from three of the semi-structured interviews I have under-

taken.  
 
From the 90s onwards with the introduction of OFSTED inspections, we went 
through a period which maybe we are now starting to come out of, but through 
most of my headship we went through a period where there was more é there 
was a greater centralisation and more expectation of compliance by school lead-
ers, Prevent perhaps fits into that, but it was by no means the only é there 
seemed to be more and more things that we were told that we had to do, whether 
or not they were necessarily going to be in the best interests of our own schools 
and our own school communities. I think it varies from school leaders to school 
leaders depending perhaps on your own background and your own experi-
ence. é I do think that the best most effective school leaders feel able to use a 
degree of judgement and autonomy and are resistant perhaps to those instruc-
tions from government agencies that they feel genuinely will not be in the interests 
of their school community. (GEOFF)  

  
Some staff havenôt liked Prevent, they think it will criminalise, but weôve shadow 
boxed that, we know é as a school I think with most things we kind of é theyôre 
controversial, we shadow box ï what will be the key concerns éwe are liberals, 
we know what it is, but we also know about safety. So when staff say óOh but if 
we do that we criminalise itô ï because I have to have faith in the Prevent strategy, 
I have to have faith that itôs not going to criminalise. I donôt have faith in it to be 
honest ï I wouldnôt say that out there, because I have a duty, a legal duty, and 
also a duty to make them feel that Iôm calm. Because they know me I think they 
have faith that Iôm not going to criminalise the children. (MARIA) 
 
I think there could be more in leadership training, thereôs a deficit model in lead-
ership training currently compared to what it used to be, and that may come back 
to bite the system ultimately. Also, not enough leaders, good leaders at the right 
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stage to move up ï some moving up too quickly. I think those in large multi acad-
emy trust chains, itôs all kind of very regimented and corporate, and you know the 
feeling, the understanding of walking around a building, being able to feel things 
you know, not having to do things according to how the whole group does it but 
how you feel as an individual, and as a professional how you manage ï so I do 
worry about all of that. Because it is about experience and it is about being able 
to hear those who have had the experiences and learn from them through really 
good quality training. (HELEN) 
 

 

4. Emerging themes 
 

Key themes that have emerged from the analysis so far of my data include 
an over- arching finding that school leaders see the óPrevent dutyô as very much 
fitting in with their and their institutionôs Safeguarding responsibilities and rarely 
question or critique its place therein. Yet the responses of leaders to the ódutyô 
varies across a continuum from compliance to resistance and can depend on 
local circumstances, the prevailing school culture and the age and experience 
of the school leader.  

- Other themes include  
- Master/Policy /School discourse - populism 
- Secondary discourse ï how schools talk and deal with policy 
- Policy acceptance ï Policy contestation 
- Safeguarding 
- óResponsibilisationô 
- óSecuritisationô 
- Professionalism 

 
 

Conclusion  
 

Omand (BBC July 2017), the creator of the original Prevent strategy, now 
expresses some doubts that Prevent, by joining together the need for counter-
terrorism and the need for some form of community cohesion and agreed set of 
values, can succeed in its present form. He cites the lack of trust and perceived 
hostility and concludes óthat if it is not accepted then it is not going to work.ô 
These new priorities require nuanced responses both within our communities 
and within our schools and colleges. The Prevent programme permeates the 
entire UK education system yet there is little evidence that the securitisation of 
education is contributing to the creation of more peaceful conditions within or 
outside the classroom (Novelli, 2017), 

Much of the literature about Prevent in education thus far has focused on the 
criticisms and negative implications of the policy but my research is showing 
that the response and actions of School leaders is much more complex and 
nuanced. Indeed, for some school leaders the space that has been created in 
some institutions has stimulated debate amongst students and staff and within 
the space has created positive opportunities. For some the reaction has been 
to comply but for others there has been the opportunity to challenge, contest 
and even resist or as Maria says, óshadow boxô. 

There are key questions raised about the training offered particularly at the 
outset of the ódutyô in 2015 but also since. My data raises questions about the 
need for both good quality local and national training. Many school leaders point 
out that the existence of far-right extremism has been missed or under-played. 
So, what does the ódutyô mean for the professionalism of school leaders today 

how much are they compliant, óresponsibilisedô participants or are or can they 
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operate using a professional degree of judgement and autonomy? Where and 
what is the balance between accountability and autonomy? 
Finally I return to Foucault, to óthe how of powerô, to the concepts of dispositif 

and parrhesia, to óhow we are made subjectô, for we need to think differently 
about education and learning and we must continue to be disruptive scholars in 
this óAge of Anger. 
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1. The overall project 
 
Over the last ten years, ólearning to learnô (L2L) has assumed a central im-

portance in both European and in non-European policies (EC, 2006; EC, 2018), 
international organizations documents (OEI, 2010), education systems and na-
tional curricula. This importance comes also from the impetus to the debate 
provided by international studies (Kupiainen et al., 2008; Deakin Crick et al., 
2014; Stringher, 2016). From this perspective, the research work presented 
here is part of the international research project óLearning to learn in Italy, Eu-
rope and Latin Americaô coordinated by INVALSI across five countries: Brazil, 
Ecuador, Spain, Italy, and Uruguay. In a comparative international perspective, 
the project includes two interconnected phases. The first phase of the project 
aims to explore the L2L construct both through a systematic analysis of interna-
tional literature, with particular reference to Latin America and partner countries, 
and through a comparative analysis of compulsory education systems and cur-
ricula currently in use in Italy, Spain and Latin America (Patera, 2018). Further-
more, in this first phase, a óqualitativeô descriptive exploratory research (through 
a semi-structured interview) is being carried out. The aim is to explore the local 
and contextualized school practices on L2L of each country involved from a 
cultural and situated perspective. Specifically, considering the meanings at-
tributed to these daily practices by teachers of three student-age groups (5, 10, 
15 years old), a definition of L2L will be identified for each country taking into 
account differences and common points among them (Denzin, Lincoln, 1994). 

 
1.1. Research question and research objective 

For the first research phase, consistently with the research objectives of the 
overall project, the article responds to the research question: How is L2L framed 
in the curricula and educational systems for compulsory education in Italy, Spain 
and Latin America? 

Therefore, the research objective is: Carry out a comparative analysis of na-
tional educational systems and curricula for compulsory education currently in 
use in Italy, Spain and Latin America in order to explore L2L characterisation 
for each country. 

 
 

2. Methodology 
 

The research methodology used by our analysis of national educational sys-
tems and curricula for compulsory education is ódescriptiveô and it is based on a 
qualitative-quantitative approach with two levels of research strategy: 

Level 1: 
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The first level is based on an exploratory research strategy with a descriptive 
analysis strategy of quantitative data aimed at comparing across Italy, Spain 
and Latin America: 

1.1) Educational systems for compulsory education with reference to: 
       - Articulation of compulsory education cycles for each country; 
       - Total duration of compulsory education and duration per educational 

cycle for each country; 
       - Compared education cycles by student-age according to a reinterpre-

tation of Erikson life-cycle (Erikson, 1981) for each country (*), 
 
(*) In order to compare different education systems, the eight stages of the 

psychosocial development life-cycle proposed by Erikson were differently 
merged. They were merged because of the analysed curricula for each country 
refer to different compulsory education systems that are often segmented into 
different cycles for student-age.   

 
1.2) National curricula for compulsory education in Italy, Spain and Latin 
America for some relevant variables for our research purposes:  

- Presence of at least one national curriculum; 
- Presence of more than one national curriculum; 
- Presence of the term ócompetenceô in the curriculum/a 
- Changes and updates to the curriculum/a in the last 5 years; 
- Changes and updates to the curriculum/a for the next 5 years; 
- Presence of resources and tools for supporting Teacher Training Ac-

tivities. 
 
Level 2: 
For this level of analysis, a double and complementary research strategy 

based on the use of ómixed methodsô has been adopted (Creswell and Plano 
Clark, 2011; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). In fact, the mixed methods, com-
plements both qualitative/quantitative and automated/manual research in the 
analysis of the content of national curricula. More specifically, this level try to 
compare the presence and characterization of L2L in the analysed curricula 
through: 

2.1) Explanatory research strategy (variable based) - top-down (deductive 
approach): research in national curricula about the presence / absence of 
L2L with its homologous forms and constitutive dimensions as defined in the 
main literature considered for the project (Stringher et al., 2014; Stringher, 
2016); 
2.2) Explorative research strategy (case based) - bottom-up (inductive ap-
proach): research in national curricula the ólocalô and óculturalô characteriza-
tion of L2L with reference to the context of use found in the curricula of the 
different partner countries.  

 
From this point of view, the first deductive research strategy offers an overall 

and preliminary exploration across different countries so as to highlight similar-
ities and differences. 

The second inductive research strategy is useful to explore in depth each 
country by investigating aspects related to a contextualized and situated char-
acterization of L2L. On the one hand, as Hyman (1967) points out, the nomo-
thetic approach, related to a nomological-deductive scientific explanation and 
based on confirmatory and inferential procedures, seems more consistent with 
an explanatory research strategy aimed at identifying connections among phe-
nomena able at leading to generalizations based on causal models or 
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inferences. This strategy, theory driven, uses a consolidated theory (explanans) 
for reading the phenomena (explanandum): it can be defined as ótop-downô. 

On the other hand, the idiographic approach, related to a statistical-inductive 
or interpretative perspective of scientific explanation, seems more coherent with 
an explorative research strategy aimed at reconstructing the sense of the phe-
nomena for arriving at a detailed representation of it. This strategy, since it does 
not use a consolidated theory (explanans) for reading the phenomena (ex-
planandum), can be defined as óbottom-upô. 

According to Bailey (1991), the explanatory research is attributable to the 
ócontext of justificationô, while the exploratory research strategy is attributable 
to the ócontext of discoveryô. In the first case, the concepts are constitutive of 
the theory and then operationalized while, in the second case, they have an 
indicative value in order to later bring out the definitions and components (in our 
case of L2L) that can be contextualized with reference to the curricula of each 
country. Therefore, the objects of analysis in the first case are the variables 
(variable based) while, in the second case, they are the social phenomena (case 
based) in their uniqueness and complexity. The choice to use both strategies is 
based on considering the heuristic value inherent in their complementarity.  

As Campelli (1996: 25) pointed out: «there is not a single act, neither a single 
research decision, which is not an inextricable mix of quality and quantity». In 
this meaning, the results of the first research strategy need to be studied in 
depth for each country by adopting the second research strategy. The reasons 
behind the methodological choice of using two research strategies lie in the het-
erogeneity of the underlying research context: 

- A changing political scenario in Latin American countries; 
- The growing proliferation of reforms of the general educational systems 

or of specific levels of the systems; 
- A high production of policies related to the educational systems;  
- Frequent changes in national Curricula with continuous amendments, 

modifications, step backwards, additions and withdrawals of the same 
changes already implemented; 

- Different and simultaneous Curricula for the same school year and 
level related to the introduction of new changes to the curriculum/cur-
ricula, or parts thereof. These changes concern some sub-regions of 
the same countries, either segments of compulsory education or some 
years and cycles of education. 

Taking into account this complexity, the research work needs to be consid-
ered óin progressô as the available information gets continuously updated. 

 
 

2.1. Sources 
Because of this complexity in finding the specific characteristics of each ed-

ucational system and national curricula, we have adopted a ótriangulation of the 
sourcesô (Greene and McClintock, 1985). This methodology has made possible 
to obtain reliable and complete data: 

- Source: INSTITUTIONAL INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS: Web-
sites and database (IBE UNESCO ï CURRICULAR RESOURCES; 
IBE UNESCO; UIS UNESCO; OREALC/UNESCO; OEI ï PAIS);  

- Source: INSTITUTIONAL NATIONAL: Websites and database (Gov-
ernment and Ministries of each country); 

- Source: Non-INSTITUTIONAL NATIONAL: Websites and database (e-
forum, websites and database, influence blogs), 
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In this regard, we adopt three criteria for selecting all sources useful for the 
analysis of educational systems and curricula: criterion of competence, hierar-
chy, opportunity and convenience. 

Concerning the sources storing the documents useful for the analysis, we 
choose the criterion of ócompetenceô aimed at identifying the major Institutional 
International Organizations (I.I.O.) dealing with issues related to education and 
training. The documents (i.e. policies and curricula) found out in the I.I.O. stor-
ages have been selected according to the criterion of óhierarchyô. Subsequently 
they have been compared with those available in the national official govern-
mental and ministerial websites of each country. We use the criterion of óoppor-
tunity and convenienceô in order to compare different documents found out in 
different storages. The aim is to select them by showing significant differences 
both in the mentioned policies, in the articulation of educational systems of com-
pulsory education as well as in the national curricula too.  

 
 

2.2. Unit of analysis and cases 
The unit of analysis for the cases considered are: 
Level 1: Official policies and documents adopted by education and training 

systems in the partner countries; 
Level 2: National and official Curriculum/a currently in use in the partner 

countries (**).  
 
(**)Taking into account the different meanings and practices of the term ócur-

riculumô used in each country of Latin America and Europe, we have adopted 
the main definitions of ócurriculumô proposed by UNESCO-IBE (2011) in the 
Glossary of Curriculum Terminology (2013) and by OECD (2003), 

For the purpose of our analysis, we have considered all countries currently 
involved in the research project including policies and curricula for each of them: 

Cases: Brazil, Ecuador, Spain, Italy, Uruguay. 
Policies: 8 documents of national laws and policies taking into account that 

some countries have more than one official national policy for education. 
Curricula:  12 national curricula taking into account that some countries have 

more than one official national curriculum.  
This analysis shows the results of the six case studies of the countries in-

volved in the research project. A more complete analysis has been carried out 
using the same criteria both for two European countries and for twenty Latin 
American countries included in the Organización de Estados Iberoamericanosôs 
list and excluding all countries of the Caribbean area. 

Thirty-six national official policies in force and fifty-two national curricula have 
been analysed for the twenty-two countries (Patera, 2018). This research has 
been carried out between January 2017 - February 2018 with two updates to 
the national curricula and the educational systems policies (December 2018 and 
May 2019), 

 
 

3. Results 
 

The results for the first level of analysis (1.1) for the six countries show a high 
heterogeneity of the educational systems: 

- overall duration of each cycle (pre-primary, primary, low-secondary, high-
secondary); 

- different naming of the cycles among the countries; 
- different start-age / end-age referred to each cycle.  
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Moreover, we argue that these compulsory education systems are very het-
erogeneous for the intrinsic characteristics of their different cycles (Table 1).  

 
TABLE. 1. Comparative diagram of compulsory education systems for level/age 
class 

 
Source: Authorôs own 

 
The results for the first level of analysis (1.2) show that all countries have at 

least one national curriculum, but some countries do not have a properly de-
tailed curriculum for all education cycles. In fact, all countries have a curriculum 
even if they assign different denominations to ówhat a curriculum isô that is not 
attributable to the definitions of ócurriculumô provided here. Furthermore, all an-
alysed countries carried out changes and updates to the curriculum/curricula in 
the last 5 years and they are planning changes and updates to the curricu-
lum/curricula for the next 5 years. Additionally, all countries manage resources 
and tools for supporting teacher-training activities. Almost all countries give at-
tention to the construct of ócompetenceô even if we found out some specific and 
local characterization due to the influence of western policies (Patera, 2019) 
(TABLE 2), 
 
TABLE. 2. Comparative table of the curricula for selected variables 

 
Source: Authorôs own 

 
Moving on to the second level of analysis (2.1), we now illustrate the results 

obtained from the application of the first deductive research strategy (variable 
based) are illustrated. These show the occurrence of L2L and its constituent 
components as adopted by the literature used in our research project. L2L has 
been found in the declarations of all curricula, while, in some cases, L2L occurs 
only in the curricula of specific cycles of education. In effect, it is increasingly 
present from childhood to secondary school and for particular components. In 
fact, consistently with the definition of L2L provided by the literature, L2L is 
mostly present in secondary educational cycles. This can also be observed tak-
ing into account the predominant presence of some constituent components of 
L2L compared to other components not clearly found out in the curricula of the 
different countries. This is in accordance with the different cycles of education 
compared through a re-elaboration of the life-cycle stages proposed by Erikson. 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































