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Abstract

Citizenship education is an important part of current debates about fu-
ture education. In contrast, educational philosopher Gert Biesta calls for
a shift “from teaching citizenship to learning democracy”. This study
wants to contribute to this shift. A Delphi-method is applied on a Dutch
case study, presenting a way to collect and analyze data from experts that
can be applied in different political, cultural and geographical contexts.
The Delphi panel consists of experts from three categories of expertise in
the field of democracy and Dutch education. A thematic analysis of the
data collected through two succeeding rounds showed four emerging
themes when turning the scope from citizenship to democracy: the dis-
tribution of responsibility of teachers and school leaders, the questions
revolving around the freedom of education secured by the Dutch consti-
tution, the nature of citizenship education, and most importantly, the
school as a playground to practice democracy. This final theme was sin-
gled out by the experts as a higher purpose of democracy in education.
This study argues that the concept of the school as a playground to prac-
tice democracy should be the focus to make the shift from teaching citi-
zenship to learning democracy.

Keywords: democracy, citizenship education, Delphi method, responsi-
bility, expert analysis



Introduction
Over the past decades there has been a revitalization of interest in

questions about education and democratic citizenship, engaging edu-
cators, scholars, policymakers as well as politicians (Osler & Starkey,
2006; Arthur, Davies & Hahn, 2008; James & Cremin, 2012; Banks,
2017). This is partly because of international concerns about social co-
hesion and political participation of young people (McLaughlin, 1992;
White, Bruce & Ritchie, 2000; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004; Ruitenberg,
2008; Lawy & Biesta, 2006; Biesta, 2013; Straume, 2016). The idea
that democratic citizenship does not develop naturally led towards and
emphasis on the role education has to play in the development of
democracy and citizenship education (Dewey, 1916; Gutmann, 2004;
Parker, 2004; Nussbaum, 2010; De Winter, 1995; De Groot, 2013). For
example, scholars have analyzed how policy around citizenship educa-
tion developed in different countries on all continents (see, for example:
Kerr, 2000; Ross & Munn, 2008; Bron & Thijs, 2011; Xu, 2016; Waghid
& Davids, 2018). Furthermore, there are several examples of concep-
tualizations of citizenship in scholarly literature, from “global” to “crit-
ical-democratic” citizenship (see for example Veugelers, 2007;
Ruitenberg, 2008; Cabrera, 2010; Straume, 2016; Blaauwendraad,
2016). Additionally, governments from different European countries as
well as the European Commission initiated research and reports to fur-
ther develop or implement legislation around democracy and citizen-
ship education (European Commission, 1997; De Winter, 2004; Osler
& Starkey, 2006; Dutch Education Council, 2012).

However, Biesta (2013 p. 6) argues that, without downplaying the
importance of citizenship education, it is “at most a partial response
to an alleged ‘crisis’ in democracy”. He argues that “there is a need to
shift the focus of research, policy and practice from the teaching of cit-
izenship education towards the different ways in which young people
‘learn’ democracy” (Biesta, 2013 p. 6). Following his call to shift from
teaching citizenship to learning democracy which we will explain fur-
ther below, this Dutch case study moves the scope from citizenship to-
wards democracy, exploring how experts with different grounds of
expertise, but nevertheless taking part in the same debate, give mean-
ing to democracy in respect to education. Therefore, this research is
both empirical because of the collecting qualitative data from experts,
and hermeneutically informed through the focus on meaning-making.
The main research question is: what are the emerging themes about
democracy in Dutch education according to scholars, policy experts,
and operational experts? We asked experts from three categories of ex-
pertise in the field of democracy and/or Dutch secondary education to
participate in a Delphi panel and we use a Delphi thematic analysis to
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analyze the data of this panel. Two rounds of online surveys are set up
to seek and analyze emerging themes. By doing so, this article presents
a methodology that could be applied as an instrument in different po-
litical, cultural and geographical contexts to analyze how agents with
different expertise engage in debates about future citizenship and
democracy education. The aim of this case study is to show the themes
that appear when turning the scope from citizenship to democracy.

In the theory section, we will shortly outline the Dutch context and
elaborate on the shift from teaching citizenship to learning democracy.
Then, we will clarify our reasons for choosing the Delphi method and
present the application for this study, followed by the selection criteria
for the panel experts and a description of our research process. In the
findings section we present the four emerging themes found in the data
from the Delphi panel. Finally, we will argue that the shift from teach-
ing citizenship to learning democracy for education means to further
conceptualize “the school as a playground to practice democracy”, a
theme which appeared from this study. If educators, scholars and pol-
icymakers want to anchor democracy more strongly within (future) ed-
ucation and move beyond teaching citizenship, the conceptualization
of this theme should be the starting point.

Theory
As presented in previous research (Lozano Parra, Bakker & Van

Liere, under review) the debate around democracy in respect to edu-
cation in The Netherlands is rooted in the beginning of the twenty-first
century. A multitude of educational policy innovations from the nineties
onwards led to the installation of a governmental committee by the
Dutch government to investigate the practical implementations of
these innovations. Their conclusions were clear: tunnel visions of the
responsible politicians led to educational policies without broad public
support (Commissie Onderwijsvernieuwingen, 2008). Parallel to this
debate, societal unrest grew due to the political murders of politician
Pim Fortuyn in 2002 and tv-director Theo van Gogh in 2004. Possible
radicalization of Dutch youngsters and the actual leave of radicalized
Dutch citizens to fight in Iraq and Syria increased the focus on the field
of education and possibilities to stop appearing radicalization. In 2004,
Dutch professor of pedagogy Micha De Winter wrote a voluminous
essay commissioned by the Dutch Scientific Council for Government
Policy with the title “Education for the Common Good: The Need for a
Democratic-Pedagogical Offensive”. De Winter argued that socializa-
tion of pupils should be a more important part of Dutch education. In
2006, the Dutch government obliged schools to promote active citizen-
ship and develop “the willingness to be part of society and to actively
part of it”. This change in educational legislation was meant as both
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an encouragement and a commitment that could now be controlled by
the government, giving Dutch schools the opportunity to outline and
organize their own aims and practice of citizenship education. As a re-
sult of both the climate of revisioning the goals of good education, the
political and societal unrest on international as well as national level
and the new legislation around citizenship, the emphasis on the con-
cept of democracy and the obligation and encouragement placed by the
Dutch government, led to a still ongoing debate between policymakers,
scholars, school leaders, teachers, students and pupils.

For this research, the main concept is democracy. In order to answer
our research question presented in the introduction, we will confine
ourselves to the conceptualizations presented by the experts taking
part in this Delphi study. For this research we follow Biesta’s claim to
shift from teaching citizenship to learning democracy. In contrast to
De Winter (2004), he emphasizes the importance to see beyond the so-
cialization character of democratic education, not only to realize more
realistic expectations for the contribution of education to citizenship
or society as a whole, but also to develop a way to see citizenship not
as “a matter of individuals and their knowledge, skills, and disposi-
tions (…) but the need to focus on individuals-in-interaction and indi-
viduals-in-context (…), moving beyond “the trend to see the domain of
citizenship in social terms, that is, in terms of ‘good, socially adaptive
and integrative behaviour’” (Biesta, 2013 p. 2 emphasis as in original).
For Biesta, this means to go against current trends of seeing citizen-
ship as communities of sameness. Alternatively, he suggests focusing
on democracy and the plurality it entails, emphasizing the importance
of processes and practices that challenge the status quo instead of un-
derstanding as a way to include newcomers in an existing socio-politi-
cal order (Biesta, 2013). Therefore, the focus in this study does not lie
on citizenship, but on the sensemaking of democracy in respect to ed-
ucation by experts. In order to turn this scope, we formulated two
rounds of discussion points and questions based on previous research
(Lozano Parra, Bakker & Van Liere, under review). In this research,
we found that in the debate about future education, the meaning of
democracy can be divided into four dimensions: the term democracy
was used to describe 1) preferred organizational changes within the
school itself, 2) the relation between the government and the educa-
tional field concerning vertical versus horizontal control, 3) democracy
as knowledge and skills for pupils and 4) a conceptualization of democ-
racy as a way to express a more all-encompassing goal of education. As
a starting point for the thematic analysis, we formulated questions
based on these four dimensions. We will now set out the method strat-
egy of analyzing the data collected.
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Method
The Delphi method is an iterative process to collect and analyze

judgements of experts using multiple rounds of questionnaires (Hsu &
Sandford, 2007; Skulmoski, Hartman & Krahn, 2007). Originally, the
method was used in the American business community; it has since
been used within different fields, including health care (Kangasniemi,
Arala, Becker et al., 2017), policy-making (Adler & Ziglio, 1996), and
education (Alexander, 2004). The Delphi-method has a flexible charac-
ter, making it applicable for quantitative and qualitative research
(Adler & Ziglio, 1996; Mason, 1996; Hsu & Sandford, 2007; Brady,
2015). It can also be applied to accomplish different aims such as facil-
itating group problem solving, program planning, and structuring ad-
ministration (Linstone & Turoff, 1975; Delbeq, Van de Ven &
Gustafson, 1975; Rowe & Wright, 1999; Aichholzer, 2009). In this study,
the Delphi method is used to gain a more detailed understanding of
the themes about democracy in relation to Dutch education, using it
“to make sense or interpret the phenomena in terms of the meaning
the participants place on them” (Adler & Ziglio, 1996; Skulmoski, Hart-
man & Krahn, 2007, 9).

The decisive reason for our use of the Delphi method is its pragma-
tist tackling of four methodological problems (Kirk & Reid, 2002, 30;
Hsu & Sandford, 2007, 2; Brady, 2015, 2; Bryman, 2016, 418). Firstly,
pragmatism is evident in the Delphi method because of its applicability
for purposive sampling. This enabled us to select experts with expertise
in democracy and education. Also, the use of digital questionnaires
makes the Delphi method affordable and eases the logistics and plan-
ning of the research. In addition, the anonymity of the individuals on
the Delphi panel rules out influences of dominant individuals and/or
peer pressure. More importantly, digital questionnaires offer experts
flexibility thereby increasing their willingness to participate. Further-
more, experts will not be distracted or influenced by other experts or
feel pressured to conform to other arguments.

According to Skulmoski, Hartman & Krahn (2007, 11), a Delphi con-
sisting of two succeeding rounds makes it easier to understand nuances
and fill in knowledge gaps. By using Bazely’s work (2009) and her
threefold strategy to describe, compare, and relate emerging themes,
this study attempts to implement rigor into the analysis used in the
Delphi method.

Selection of experts
The choice of the experts for a representative Delphi panel was

based on our definition of certain categories of expertise and on certain
selection criteria. Above all, we had to formulate what makes someone
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an expert. In this study, a person is recognized as an expert if “he or
she possesses an institutional authority to construct reality” (Meuser
& Nagel, 2009, 19). Expert knowledge is characterized by the possibil-
ity for the expert “to become hegemonial in a certain organizational
and functional context within a field of practice’ and could, therefore,
be potentially ‘influential in structuring the conditions of action for
other actors (…) in a relevant way” (Meuser & Nagel, 2009, 19).

According to Aichholzer (2009, 255), experts on a Delphi panel
should cover one of the following three categories: factual knowledge,
operationalization, and empirical investigation. We adjusted the latter
to “educational research” to fit the expertise relevant for this specific
study. Furthermore, these three categories of expertise were attached
to three inclusion criteria for individual experts, namely scholarly re-
search, business, and governmental administration (Aichholzer 2009,
p. 261). The following selection criteria were formulated by connecting
the criteria of expertise to previous research:

1. Factual Knowledge – Governmental Administration

Respondents are involved in policymaking and/or lobby for innova-
tions with respect to one of the four dimensions of democracy in Dutch
education (Lozano Parra, Bakker & van Liere, under submission).

2. Operationalization – Business

Respondents are working in educational practice outside of the
school, implementing programs and/or offer training for educational
staff in one of the four dimensions of democracy in Dutch education.

3. Educational Research – Scholarly Research

Respondents published educational research about one of the four
dimensions of democracy in Dutch education.

An invitation to participate in the Delphi panel was sent to thirty-
five individuals by email: eight to experts from the domain factual
knowledge, ten to experts from the domain operationalization, and sev-
enteen from the domain scholarly research, in the hope to achieve at
least five experts from each domain. The invitation contained informa-
tion about the aim of the study and the two-round design of the Delphi
process. Participants were encouraged to participate in both rounds.
Eventually, sixteen experts agreed to participate (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Selected experts and their expertise.

Research Design
After the formation of the Delphi panel, the discussion points were

formulated, and the discussion points were sent. The experts were
given a month in which they all responded. Furthermore, these data
were analyzed and coded. Based on this analysis, questions for round
two were formulated and sent to the experts. The last step was the
analysis of these data. Together with the data collected in the first
round, the emerging themes were formulated. Before presenting the
emerging themes that we found, we outline the design of the question-
naires and the research process of the research.

Figure 2. First-round discussion points presented to the Delphi panel.

For the first round (see Figure 2), the online software Surveymonkey
was used (Baarda & Julsing, 2011; Baarda et al., 2013). For the the-
matic analysis of the data collected through the Delphi panel, NVIVO
software for Mac was used. Due to the incompatibility of Surveymon-
key and NVIVO, the online software Google documents was used.1 The
data ranged from short sentences to a few words, to longer statements
and arguments. During the first phase, data were read several times
in order to understand the content. After that, a single word, a few
words and/or sentence(s) were coded and analyzed in order to define
themes. Subsequently, six questions were formulated to further specify
and clarify the points made by the Delphi-panel in a second round of

Expertise: Factual knowledge
– governmental
administration

Expertise: Operationalization
– business

Expertise: Educational
research – scholarly research

Expert C Expert D Expert A
Expert I Expert J Expert B
Expert K Expert L Expert E
Expert N Expert M Expert G
Expert Q Expert P Expert H

Expert O

1. Teachers should have more influence on the school policy and organization of the school as
institution.

2. School leaders should be more supporting and facilitating instead of having a more navigating
and decision-making role.

3. Education in the Netherlands has a top-down character but should be organized from the
bottom up.

4. The Dutch government should give schools more possibilities to shape their own vision of a
good education.

5. Democracy in school means teaching pupils knowledge and skills about the Dutch rule of law
and parliamentary democracy.

6. Good citizenship is less related to knowledge about the rule of law and skills necessary in a
parliamentary democracy than to citizens’ freedom to be critical about these concepts.

7. Dutch education is mainly focused on the qualification and socialization of pupils and does not
pay enough attention to the subjectification of pupils.

8. Additions
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questions (Figure 3). A brief introduction with a short recapitulation
and experts’ quotes from the first round preceded every question. These
quotes were included to make them part of the overall knowledge of
the experts and motivate them to participate. The aim of the second
round was to further build and clarify the themes found in the first
round.

Figure 3. Second-round questions presented to the Delphi panel.

Findings
Responsibility

The first theme to emerge was responsibility, used and emphasized
by experts in the first round. Expert K stated that “there is freedom
within boundaries [in the Netherlands], [however] people [in the edu-
cational system] should point out better who is responsible for what.”
Expert O observed that the debate about more teacher influence and
the role of school leaders should be “about the distribution of responsi-
bilities in a right way.” Expert O pointed to a study conducted by the
Dutch journal Elsevier in which 3000 teachers were interviewed about
their jobs. Expert O argued that many of these teachers mentioned “a
lack of freedom” in relation to their work. In contrast, Expert O em-
phasized the absence of the concept of responsibility, stating that the
conversation about responsibility is absent within schools. Expert H
observed that “the influence of teachers should be compliant to their
different roles and responsibilities’, because everyone wanting influ-
ence should be prepared to be responsible.” For Expert A, it seemed
clear that “when it comes to school policy, I think it is important that
it is made clear where someone’s responsibility begins and ends.”

The second indication of responsibility as a theme to emerge from
the first round, was the experts’ frequent emphasis on two things:
teachers’ unawareness of the liberty the Dutch Constitution gives them
to increase their participation and influence at school and, conse-
quently, their inability to use that liberty. Except for 2 experts, 14 were
convinced that teachers could increase their influence through this lib-
erty. In the words of Expert N: “the question should not be about the

1. In response to the above, where begins and ends the responsibility of the teacher in his/her
activities at school?
2. In response to the above, where begins and ends the responsibility of the school leader in
his/her activities at school?
3. Is it possible to state that Article 23 of the Dutch constitution about the freedom of education is
experienced as a prison without bars?
[The introduction to this theme described two aspects of citizenship education that had emerged
from the first round: 1) citizenship as knowledge and disposition all pupils need, and 2)
democracy as doing, where pupils learn democracy by doing.]
4. Do you agree with this dichotomy when it comes to citizenship education? If so, what does
doing democracy actually mean?
5. What does democracy in an educational context actually mean?
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enhancement of participation, it should be concentrated on how to in-
crease the ability to act.” According to Expert Q, teachers “should gain
more influence, because they have the space to do so. What is lacking
is time; teachers also feel that school leaders offer insufficient support.”
Expert L explained that “the structures [of teachers’ participation] are
there through the construction of school teams and participation in de-
cision-making. But if it is unclear which purpose education has and
what the goal of increasing participation would be.”

In the light of these remarks, the experts were asked to further spec-
ify the responsibilities of teachers and school leaders. The data pointed
out that the Delphi-panel had no problem presenting the responsibili-
ties of teachers, often listing them in a hierarchical degree of impor-
tance. For Expert K, “the teacher is an educational professional and is
therefore responsible for his or her education and should be given the
liberty to act accordingly. Apart from this responsibility, the [educa-
tional] professional is also partly responsible for the atmosphere in the
team and the organization of the school fitting his or her tasks.” Strik-
ingly, the experts of the operationalization group gave very specific an-
swers to questions about teachers’ responsibilities. Expert D implied a
clear hierarchy by numerating the responsibility of the teachers: “1)
[responsibility for] his or her own classes, 2) [responsibility for] the
team to work together and learn from one another, 3) this should all
exist within the school’s mission and educational vision that is drafted
by school leaders and the team of teachers together.” Incidentally, Ex-
pert L used the same kind of hierarchy while emphasizing a different
kind of vision: “teachers’ responsibility begins with the quality of the
relation with their pupils. They are also responsible for establishing
good relations in their team. Additionally, there is the responsibility
for the development of a vision about the content of learning and di-
dactics.”

However, the experts disagreed on the responsibilities of the school
leader. A variety of responsibilities were suggested. For Expert C, a
school leader has the responsibility to “navigate, inspire, facilitate, to
challenge and to ask questions.” Expert G emphasized the responsibil-
ity “for the well-being and functioning of teachers and other personnel,
and also indirectly for the pupils”, not to mention the “external respon-
sibility in relation to the school association, parents, the municipality,
etc.” For Expert H, “the school leader serves others and should enable
teachers to do their job.” This task has organizational as well as moral
aspects, “for example to control and stimulate the conversation about
professionality [of individual teachers] and a professional culture in
school’’ Expert O argued that “the school leader is a good employer and
pater/materfamilias.” Expert K was more explicit about the difficulty
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in grasping the responsibility of the school leader, stating that ‘it is not
possible to present an unambiguous description of what an ideal school
leader should be like.” Hence, the responsibilities of the Dutch school
leader for this Delphi-panel remain unclear.

Freedom of Education
The second theme to emerge from the Delphi panel of experts is free-

dom of education. In the first round, experts were unanimous with re-
spect to the possibilities schools have to shape the education they offer.
As Expert C stated briefly: “there is plenty of space”. In addition, expert
M stated clearly: “the space for that is big in the Netherlands.” Some
of the experts emphasized this by referring to the Dutch constitution.
Expert L stated that “Dutch education is one of the most decentralized
educational systems in the world. Article 23 of the Constitution pro-
vides maximum space. The Government limits itself to determining
the soundness of education.” According to Expert K, “the establishment
of our educational system is unique in the world. There are educational
goals fixed by law, but the school board has the responsibility to further
shape the content, [which] is a great achievement.” According to Expert
C, “we should cherish the existing balance between shared ambitions
and the freedom [provided] to (groups of) citizens.”

However, during both the first and second round, experts said that
this freedom and the liberty provided by Dutch law is insufficiently
used. Expert J claimed that “there are no schools anywhere that have
the freedom schools in the Netherlands have”, but wonders whether
“the available space is indeed used.” Expert E expressed the same
point, claiming that “there seems to be space for schools to have their
own vision. The question is, how do you stimulate and support schools
to formulate their vision? How do you get schools to utilize this space?”
Expert B already observed some movement in this respect: “with re-
gard to the space to act I think that there is already a lot of available
space and it is getting used more often.” Expert L did not agree, em-
phasizing that “the structures and the system are there, but what is
missing is the support and content to fill in these structures.” Espe-
cially experts from the operationalization group made bold statements
about this inability. Expert J thought that “educational professionals
find it hard to handle the freedom that is available. People are hesitant
to act.” Expert P implied that “more importantly, there is plenty of
space that people do not use because of certain habits.” Expert D went
even further: “the problem is not oppressing rules, but weak teams at
school. If people experience a lack of freedom, it is because teams are
too weak to make choices on their own. A strong team of teachers, to-
gether with a good school leader, has an enormous amount of freedom.”
Expert H seemed to agree and concluded that “in my opinion, schools
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have to maximize the use of their possibilities within the boundaries
of the law. If people don’t, they surrender to self-pity and do not act
professionally. For me, this indicates that we are far from a self-con-
scious and strong professional community who stands tall within its
own domain.”

According to most experts from the Delphi-panel, the Dutch consti-
tution enables schools to shape the education they offer. Expert Q even
stated that “according to the OECD, the Dutch educational system is
the most decentralized system in the world.” Expert E agreed and men-
tioned that “the freedom of education in the Netherlands does not end
with religions [using the freedom to start a school], but also gives the
freedom to different pedagogical beliefs [to start schools].” Strikingly,
three of the six scholarly experts emphasized the historical roots of the
Dutch law in relation to the freedom of education, problematizing the
characterization of the law as a way to enable decentralization, while
it was built to resolve deep religious differences in nineteenth-century
Dutch society. Expert A outlined the relation between religion and the
Dutch constitution, suggesting that “it is important to be aware of the
fact that the freedom of education was forced upon and appeared in
the [Dutch] constitution, because of big underlying religious divisions
that had to be acknowledged. This [constitutional] article was never
meant to function as the basis of a decentralized system. In my opinion,
it is therefore somewhat curious to judge the article on this meaning
and/or function.” Experts B added that “the position of the freedom of
education within the Dutch constitution is complex, because of pacifi-
cation within the constitution”, referring to the alignment of funding
for public schools and schools with a religious identity in 1917. In sum-
mary, the main problem for the scholarly experts seemed to be that
freedom of education has gained a contemporary meaning that is dif-
ferent from its original historical one: it is viewed as the basis of a de-
centralizing structure whereas at the time of its construction it
functioned as a political solution for religious divisiveness within nine-
teenth-century Dutch society.

Narrow view on citizenship education
The third theme to emerge from the data was the risk of a narrow

view on citizenship education. All three groups of expertise agreed on
this risk, especially the scholarly experts, emphasizing different points
of criticism. Expert B thought “it is important to teach children [demo-
cratic] knowledge and skills, but I would not call it ‘democracy at school’.
This suggests something else. Democratic citizenship, I would say, is
greatly dependent on a desire to live and live together democratically,
that is to say with a focus on freedom, equality, and solidarity.”
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For Expert A, “a conversation about social issues would be more effi-
cient than forcing the ‘right’ democratic values upon [pupils]. Democ-
racy is not something you will learn from a textbook. It is a practice.”
According to Expert E, there is “not much of a vision about citizenship
of young pupils and the role of the school in the development of citizen-
ship. That is why the already abstract ‘effort commitment’ [dictated by
Dutch constitutional law], very quickly dissolves into a project that
could easily be discarded.” Expert E also argued that a citizens’ initia-
tive within school “should not only be appreciated when it matches the
outcome already decided by people higher up, even if this were to be
true in our current society. To practice public participation should be
more than just fun. There should also be room for conflict under careful
surveillance.” Expert H agreed, suggesting that “it is good to ask what
kind of image of citizenship the government actually has? And educa-
tion? Of the “goody-good” citizen as a governmental policy instrument
actually. Or could citizenship equal deviation from the norm, rebellion,
resistance, civic disobedience?” The expert from the operationalization
group emphasized that pupils should engage in the act of doing democ-
racy. According to Expert D, “knowledge of the rule of law is of limited
value if pupils themselves cannot participate in the state of affairs at
school.” Expert P emphasized the point of pupils’ participation, arguing
that democracy “is taught by ‘doing’ democracy. The skills needed for
good citizenship cannot be taught theoretically within an autocratic en-
vironment. People become good citizens when they can practice democ-
racy in their own surroundings.” For Expert Q, this means “enabling
pupils to organize decision-making by letting them campaign, formulate
proposals, convince school boards, and join student councils.”

Just like the scholarly experts, governmental administrative experts
also find the presented view of democracy as knowledge and skills too
narrow. Expert I suggested that “practicing how to function in demo-
cratic partnerships and the application of basic [democratic] values are
more important.” Incidentally, governmental administrative Expert Q
turned the question around, agreeing that it is important to teach
pupils democratic knowledge and skills, but “it should also be about
what the pupils could contribute to democracy.” Strikingly, Expert C
stated “that [citizenship education] is an important educational goal,
but it also means the development of the school [as an organization].”.

During the second round, experts were asked to challenge this nar-
row view they were critical of. To provoke a broader definition of citi-
zenship education, the panel was asked to respond to a twofold
definition found in the first round. On the one hand, it contained the
experts’ consensus about democratic knowledge, on the other the
“doing” part of democracy presented by experts from the operational-
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ization group. Experts were asked if they could agree to this definition
and if so, to further specify what ‘doing’ democracy would entail. The
data showed that most experts found this twofold definition of citizen-
ship education not convincing. According to Expert G, “binary thinking
usually does not help, which is also the case here. Both meanings are
important and more exist.” Expert M also cast doubt on it, arguing
“that it is not a dichotomy. By ‘doing’ democracy you develop knowl-
edge, skills, and dispositions.” Expert B stated that “doing democracy
sounds misleading and too vague when it is presented from a compe-
tency perspective. Especially when people argue that democracy should
be instrumentally ‘done’ and organized for example as pupils’ partici-
pation or a student parliament.”

More importantly, in their efforts to answer the question about citi-
zenship education, the experts from all three groups of expertise also
mentioned other aspects that should be taken into account when talk-
ing about democracy and education. Expert K argued that “the school
is a small community on its own. Like society, it is a place where values
and norms have to be respected and things such as democracy and di-
versity work. Citizenship education also addresses pupils’ behavior
where necessary and contributes to pupils’ upbringing.” Expert L was
even more elaborate on what democracy actually means: “to be an ex-
ample, is to be conscious that every act, all communication with other
students is part of being a citizen. This does not only mean practicing
how to engage in a debate during Dutch classes, but also revolves
around group work during physical education. it is about giving pupils
responsibility to shape their own learning strategies and to ask them
to give feedback on your own lessons. It is about noticing when a pupil
is being bullied, which jokes to make. It is about the amount of collab-
oration within the section and the example you are when it comes to
working together. Knowledge constitutes a mere ten percent of what it
is all about in citizenship education.” In short, these two examples
show how two experts out of many try to articulate the higher purpose
of democracy in education, paving the way for the fourth theme found
in this Delphi.

The School as a Playground to Practice Democracy
The data about citizenship education show that experts used words

and expressions with a high level of abstraction, very often from the
same vocabulary. “Democracy is not something you will learn from a
textbook, it is a practice”, Expert A mentioned. For Expert E, “school
is the designated place to feel the complexity and vulnerability of
democracy.” Expert K suggested that “every classroom, every school is
a small democracy”, or in the words of Expert C “school is a small com-
munity on its own.” According to Expert G, “a school has to mirror a
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democratic and organic society in which everyone can participate and
is taken seriously.” For Expert J, it is important that “school is a place
where democracy is studied while practicing and engaging in the
process to discover how to live together.” According to Expert G,
“democracy is a state of being.” Expert O suggested that “democracy
expresses itself within the quality of intersubjective relations among
members of the community. In any case, democracy means shared re-
sponsibilities instead of foregrounding your own opinions and inter-
ests.” “It is about accepting uncertainty and being an example in a
world that is far from perfect and is not feasible”, expert L claimed. He
continued by arguing that “people are diverse and being part of a soci-
ety does not lead to a solution. Every day we have to deal with com-
plexity without the prospect of a definite solution. That is [the fact] we
have to face.” For Expert I, “[democracy] as a way of being is not there
for the taking but has to be developed at school by experiencing how to
interact with each other, how to deal with different views and ideas,
how to adopt a shared responsibility for the social and physical envi-
ronment. So, it is about practicing and reflecting consciously on under-
lying principles and values such as freedom, equality, and solidarity.”

The concept of “school as a playground to practice democracy” was
frequently mentioned when experts articulated their views on the
higher purpose of democracy in Dutch education. Expert I expanded
on this by adding a small detail, referring to “the school as a play-
ground to practice democracy in a broad sense.” Expert B found “it in-
teresting and in my opinion important to characterize the school as a
playground for practice.” According to Expert O, “knowledge and skills
come together in a school as a playground for society.” Expert H argued
that “democracy is a peaceful way of living together with others who
are not like you. School can be a place where practice can occur in a
safe environment without outside pressure. This practice should be
about what Dewey calls participating in activities of communication
with each other, and what Arendt is referring to when she talks about
plurality and [people that need] to act.” Consequently, this shows the
attempt of experts from all groups of expertise to articulate a higher
purpose of democracy with respect to Dutch education. In doing so,
they emphasize the same concept: the school as a playground to prac-
tice democracy.

Conclusion
By using a Delphi method and a thematic analysis, this study

showed four themes when turning the scope from teaching citizenship
to learning democracy. By doing so, this article presents a method that
can be applied in different political, cultural and geographical contexts
to gain insight in the construction of meaning on the topic of democracy

Curriculum and Teaching18 Vol. 35, No. 1, 2020



in respect to education. In our view, the conceptualization of the school
as a playground to practice democracy, pointed out with great consen-
sus by experts from all three different areas of expertise, should be the
starting point for further research to shift from teaching citizenship
towards learning democracy. The vocabulary used by the experts sug-
gest that this concept has a more all-encompassing character. There-
fore, the other three themes discovered should be taken into account,
but in line with this appearing concept. What are the responsibilities
of educators on such a playground? How does this decentralized system
function if the school is conceptualized as a playground to practice
democracy? We argue that the concept of the school as a playground to
practice democracy as sowed in this study would mean to go beyond a
narrow view on citizenship education, because of the aspect of “play-
ground” and “practice”. We argue to use this conceptualization to fur-
ther work out Biesta’s idea of learning democracy and the importance
of difference move beyond the socialization character of citizenship, by
emphasizing the playful character of practice, and the security of play-
ground that can be used as a safe space to try, to fall and get back up,
to get confronted with political others and their arguments. To do so,
there is need for a theoretical framework to conceptualize such a for-
mulation of the school as a playground to practice democracy, informed
by the collection of empirical data on the wants and needs of educators
to shape their practice in such a way they are enabled to move beyond
teaching citizenship on a playground to practice democracy.

Note
1 The surveys were constructed and sent using this online software in April

2018, six months before the new guidelines revolving around EU legislation.
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