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Political culture in the school and clagssroom:
Preparation for Democratic Citizenship
by Peter Schuetz

Ladies and gentismen: | would like to start my presentation by apologizing not only for my poor
English but also tor putting a guestion mark behind the toplc I'm talking about. 1 guess it shouid be:
Political cutture in the school and classroom: Preparation for Democratic Cltizenship?

It seems to be necassary to add a question mark simply to Indicate that we are dealing with problems
rather than stating a fact. | understand that the tarm political culture - at |east in academic discussion -
Implies value-loadad as well a8 value-neutral connotations. Education,however, cannot be value-
neutral.

If we can agree on this we conasequently have to recognize that political culture in the school and
classroom as a means of preparation for democratic citizenship cannot ba value-neutral either. It
should rather be seen as a function of predominating educationa) goals in general and those of civio
aducation In particular. It is the |atter | would ke to concentrate an.That may be justitiad by the fact
that civie education [s the schao! subject which is specifically dedlcated to prapare etudents for
democratic citizenship.

Let me therefore make afew remarks on the fundamental goals of clvlc education tirst. Only then are
we in a position of telling which ingredients of political culture in the school and clageroom may be
seen as favourable to preparing students for democratic citizenship.

Fundamental goais of clvic education

Needless to say there is no generally accepted setof goalsfor civic education neither within a nation
nor between different nations- et least not in demacratic socleties. Nevenheless there Is a broad
agreement that civic education in democratic sociaties must bas rooteq in thosa tundamental
democratic beliefs iike human dignity and indivisible human rights.

1 would like to focus on three goals of civic education that may be iooked upen as being essentld
Civic education should .

(a) help students ta bacoma self-confident, well informed citizens who are able to think
rationally and who are committed to the values of human dighity and human rights

®) try to foster the willingness and capacity to participate in political aflalrs on all
levels: local, national and international

(©) tty to develop a strong recognition of the need to balance individualism and seff-interest
with human interdependenca and social as well as environmental responsibility

Civic aducation dedloated to these goals implies the development of knowledge, skills and values.

Let me add one remark: When enumerating the thres main goals of civic education | consclously
chosa the terms help students to, try to foster and try to develop®.Thists to Indicate that
educational efforts can never be morethan .showing the way". We cannot produce good citizens
but we 0an help young people to lead responsible livas as democratio citizens in free demoaatlc

societles,
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Political culture in the school and classroom

These remarks may provide the background leading to the question whether political culture in the
school and classroom can be a preparation for democratic ciizenship. Or to put it more accurately:
What sort of political oulture in the school and ciassroom can be expacted to be supportive in terms of
democratic citizenship.

There is no straightforward answer. f we can agres on the fundamental goals of civic education as
outlined above, political cutture in our-contaxt may be described like this: 1 ig the set of these
predominant values, attitudes and ways ot Interaction Including formal and Informal rules which
characterize school and claserocm life and which are favourable for reaching those goals.

Thus, political culture in the school and classroom may be Identified as being dependent on
-what Istaught
-how His taught
- how members of the school community interact

| do not intent to refer to the aspact what ig taught. it I8 needless to say that political culture cannot
grow In Isolation from cortent. Good curricula and textbooks are essential for civic education. But
thay alone can never create poiitical cultture nor can they lead to active democratic citizenship. This
leads to the predominant roles leachers play in tarms of political cuitura.

Let me therefore draw your altention to four aspects of poiftical culture in the classroom that may
particularly contribute to preparing students far democratic citizenship.

(a) ‘ Classroom climate

Abave dll, it is essantial to create a classroom climate of trust, kindness, care and raspeat
for persons.Where classroom climate is poliuted by prejudice and fear, educational
efforts are not [Ikely to be successtul. it is equally Imporiant to cregte an ethos of
mutuality and reciprocity of rights and obligations on both sides of the classroom.

it seems to be a fatal misconception to assume that exerciging a strong educationa)
leadarship meanas baing authoritarian. Damocracias have never defined themselves as
“anything-goes-societies® .Therefore,to foeter politioal culture, achool and classroom
afike should be sean as places where studenta can experience rules and [aws as belng
facilitative, protective and promotive, rathar than belng rastrictive and punative.

(b) Oaanqnmwnwwoﬁ

It is essential to introduce, foster and implement a kind of classroom communication that
may be dascribed as open, cooperativa , fair and, above ali, contant-based. Where civic
education degenerates into an informai chat about this and that, t misses its goala
Communicatlon Is the only way to solve problems, in the schoo! and In society. Thus,
teachers must do anything to enhance dialogicel abilitles tor classroom discourse. That
implies the ability and willingness to use language and technical tarms adequately.
There can bte no poiltical culture without the abiiity to disouss and judge poiitical issues
rationally and reflectively.

Students must be encouraged to utter thelr opinions without fear and to consider them
in the light of other opinions.

Teachers must bear In mind that they may be the only adulte with whom students can
discuss political questions. it would not contribute to poiitical cuture if teachars confined
their roles in digcussions to those of ‘neutral modarators. Studants do have the rightto
know what their teachers think and it is the teachers duty to giva reasons as well es to
discuss them with their students.

-2-
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More often than not ciassroom communication seems to conslst of an endless series of
questions asked by the leachar and answers given by students. What we need in view
of political culture are students who are able and willing to ask questions, Asking
appropriate questiona may {ell more about a studsnt ‘s achlevement than giving an
answer, This impiies that at times teachers may have to admit they do not know an answer
_immediatedly. | reckon it is & misconception if teachsre look upon such a situstion as
being unpleasant becausa their authority might be undermined. In political issues
there are rarely ready-at-hand answers.

©) No indoctrination

Civic educators must avold any form of indoctrination. Poltical cuiture and indoctrination
are incompatible, Indoctrination may come along in many guises and in more or less
subtle forms. it may even bs well-intentioned at imes.

But students do have a good sense of manipulation. It is the teacher's task to provide
controversial materials, to imroduoe aspecta into a discussion that may not ba seen by
their students. Teachers may maka ingreciants of political cuiture particuianty available

In situations when students and teacher share specific views unanimously. it is the
teacher’s duty then to introduce missing aspects of the issue at stake, evan though he
or she may not share the views implied.

(d) Use of leaming and teaching methods

Wa have to bear in mind that political culture in the classroom must bs learned by
experienca rather than by mera cognitive implementation. Therefore it is assential to
make broad usse of thoss leaming and teaching methods that enhance the students’
ability to work indepsndently as well as in cooperation with others.To promate political
culture students must be given the chance 10 learmn how 10 [eam and how to apply their
skilla, it s equally important 1o learn how to work effectively with others, how 1o persuade,
bargain and compromiga. Group work, case studies and simulation games may be seen
as particularly effective methods in this context,

Much of what has been said about the classroom can be applied to the school at large. Uke inthe
classroom political cutture in the school Is highly dependent on the way the mambers of the school
community behava, on the way they interact and communicate. Thus, every teacher should feel
obliged o contribute to political cutture, no matter which subject he or she may teach.

Ot course, schoola should provide broad chances for students to participete in decision-making
[rocesses - WInin the limits given, School Is not just a microcosm of a democratic soclety . That
implies that not every decision to be made in the school Is to be made by means of fres vote of all
members of the school community. Nevertheless, students and parents alike can be invoived - and
thay shouid be wherever possible. Régular institutionalized meetings of staff. parents and students
could be away to discuss questions of common interest.This is the only way to soive problems and
conflicta. And it could be a good way to practica paotitical culture. _

Ladies and gentlamen: I'm convinced that teaching knowledgs, skifls and values that are meant ©
lead to democratic citizenship will provide no - or even worse - negative resuits unless teaching takes
place In an amblence and amosphere of democratic political cutture as described above. More often
than not education in school gseems to suffer from a fatal incongruity between the messagas
deliversd and the daily behaviour of those who deliver them. That can and must be avoided. We all
know itie a difficult and demanding task. But itis worth the effort. _

3-
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