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EURYDICE IN BRIEF June 2006

POINTERS TO 
ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP 
IN EDUCATION POLICIES 
IN EUROPE

School plays an important part in educating young people for citizenship. It may 

contribute to their grounding as active citizens through the content of its teaching, 

but also in encouraging pupils to assume responsibilities in the mini-societies that 

schools and their local communities represent. 

School opportunities for training in citizenship have been introduced in one form 

or another in all European countries. The position of citizenship education in the 

curriculum, its aims, recommended forms of active participation in school aff airs, 

and the training given to teachers so that they acquire the skills needed to off er 

this kind of provision are the central issues covered in a study by Eurydice in 2005 

entitled Citizenship Education at School in Europe.

This fourth issue of Eurydice in 

Brief is for those of you interested 

in active citizenship education. It 

draws attention to some of the 

main conclusions of our Network’s 

comparative study on this topic 

published in 2005. Readers will 

be able to explore this outline 

information in greater depth by 

turning to the original source (see 

website reference on the back page).   

The study also represents an 

initial contribution by Eurydice to 

ongoing eff orts to identify a range 

of indicators capable of describing 

present developments in this area 

and monitoring them. Given the 

growing signifi cance of citizenship 

education on the agenda of European 

cooperation in education, our 

Network will no doubt pursue these 

activities further in the near future 

with a view to enhancing the quality 

of information made available on the 

topic and, by the same token, our 

understanding of it.  

If you wish to let us have any 

comments or observations, please do 

not hesitate to e-mail us at:  

comments@eurydice.org

We hope you fi nd this latest issue of 

Eurydice in Brief of interest.

Patricia Wastiau-Schlüter

Head of the Eurydice European Unit

Avenue Louise 240

B – 1050 Brussels

mailto:comments@eurydice.org
http://www.eurydice.org


2

BE
de

LU

LI

CY

MT

BE
de

LU

LI

CY

MT

Primary level (ISCED 1) General lower secondary level (ISCED 2)

Active participation

Political literacy

Attitudes/Values

Recommendations 
regarding the three aims 

No specifi ed aims

Source: Eurydice.

Figure A: Aims of citizenship education as specifi ed in offi  cial documents, 
primary and general lower secondary education (ISCED 1 and 2), 2004/05

The active involvement of citizens in the political and daily life of society is at the heart of concerns 
expressed by European policy-makers and the European Commission. The Commission has recently 
undertaken several actions in this area, including the establishment of a research network for the 
development of indicators on citizenship education in the period up to 2010. This activity is being 
carried out by the Centre for Research on Lifelong Learning (CRELL) with support and assistance from 
the Council of Europe. Eurydice is taking part in the work of this network by providing the necessary 
background information on education policies in Europe.

The main thrust of the content in the study carried out by Eurydice in 2005 is summarised here. It 
concentrates on how citizenship education is taken into account in official recommendations for 
schools, and on the aims specified in the curriculum for primary and compulsory secondary education. 
The present overview sets out to meet the clearly expressed need for quantitative indicators to be 
prepared on the basis of qualitative data and input measures concerned with opportunities for formal 
learning offered by education systems. 

An integrated transversal approach predominates in school curricula

Everywhere in Europe, citizenship education is introduced into the school curriculum under a variety 
of names, from the beginning of primary education onwards. Almost all policy-makers have opted 
for an integrated approach (involving a combination with other school subjects and particularly the 
social sciences such as history, geography or philosophy) and/or a cross-curricular approach covering 
the entire curriculum. At primary level, six countries offer citizenship education as a specific lesson. 
In just two of them, namely Belgium (the German-speaking Community until September 2006) and 
Romania, this is the sole recommended approach for teaching the subject. 

The situation in which citizenship education is offered as a self-contained subject is more commonly 
encountered in secondary education. Even here, however, this very often coexists alongside the other 
approaches. In only three countries, namely the Czech Republic, Slovakia and the United Kingdom 
(England), does the curriculum for compulsory secondary education provide for citizenship education 
as a separate subject. 

These combined approaches are conducive to pursuing a variety of aims in which political literacy, 
the adoption of positive attitudes and active participation are all included together.

For younger pupils, the emphasis is primarily on the development of attitudes and active participation 

The aims associated with education for citizenship are formulated in a variety of ways and may be 
defined in general or more detailed terms, depending on the extent to which local authorities are 
decentralised and granted autonomy. Nevertheless, official documents almost everywhere include 
specific reference to three main groups of interrelated aims on a continuum reflecting the level of 
formal learning on the one hand, and the active involvement required from pupils on the other. In 
other words, on the completion of compulsory education, citizenship education should have taught 
pupils in Europe more than just theoretical knowledge of their civic rights and obligations and the 
workings of a democratic political system. They should also have acquired the attitudes and values 
needed to take an active part in civil society in general. Almost everywhere, active participation is 
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Figure B: Pupil participation in formal school bodies, 
primary and general lower secondary education (ISCED 1 and 2), 2004/05
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a declared aim at both levels of compulsory education. Only four countries make no mention of it 
whatever in their recommendations (see Figure A).

In primary education, the development of attitudes and values appears to be the focus of most 
attention. This objective is evident everywhere except in Luxembourg, which has no stated aim 
regarding citizenship at primary level. By contrast, training for political literacy is a less common aim 
at this level. Seven countries have not included it in their recommendations. 

Initiation into the European and international dimension is particularly evident in secondary 
education

Over and above the various European and international experiences that schools may offer pupils, such 
as cultural exchanges or participation in European clubs, many European countries have introduced 
this dimension into the curriculum and stress its importance in relation to citizenship education. 
The curriculum may include teaching about the rights and duties of European citizens, institutions, 
contemporary history, and the EU integration process, but also cultural diversity and economic and 
social issues linked to globalisation. In primary education, cultural aspects nearly always get priority. In 
general, it is in secondary education that more formal subject content including a historical dimension 
is covered. In six countries (Denmark, Germany, Luxembourg, Hungary, Iceland and Bulgaria), primary 
education considers none of these aspects of the international dimension. 

A school culture in which citizenship is learnt through daily practice exists from primary level onwards

In accordance with the stated aim of preparing young people for active and responsible civic 
involvement in society, recommendations in the great majority of countries stress the need to offer 
pupils opportunities for practical experience in daily school activities or in the local community. In 
many countries, it is firmly recommended that schools should involve pupils in the development 
of democratic projects, and encourage them to play an active part in internal decision-making and 
elect representatives. Pupil class councils as places for discussion and the expression of interests are 
widespread from as early as primary education. It is above all in secondary education that pupils are 
represented in a school council or parliament, or as active members of school management bodies 
(see Figure B). However, in seven countries, pupils are represented in such bodies from primary level 
onwards, namely Belgium (the French Community), Denmark, Cyprus, Lithuania, Hungary, Poland 
and Finland. 

Initial teacher education in citizenship is far from general practice

The implementation of recommended activities and the pursuit of declared aims in education systems 
is largely the responsibility of teachers. It is therefore important for them to acquire the appropriate 
teaching skills needed to undertake this. While this aspect is always among the topics offered in 
in-service training, in around half of the countries surveyed it is a mandatory component of initial 
teacher education for primary and secondary levels. In the majority of southern and eastern European 
countries, training opportunities depend essentially on the provision of in-service training and the 
decisions taken by institutions for initial teacher education. 
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Figure C: Training in citizenship education for teachers 
in primary and general lower secondary education (ISCED 1 and 2), 2004/05 

Additional note
Belgium (German-speaking Community), Luxembourg and Liechtenstein: Initial teacher education for both educational levels in 
Liechtenstein and for secondary level in the German-speaking Community of Belgium and in Luxembourg is provided abroad. 
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In seven countries, prospective teachers in secondary education may go on a special training course 
to obtain an additional qualification in citizenship education. In three of them – the United Kingdom 
(England), Austria and Latvia – this option exists alongside the mandatory component of training for 
all. It should be noted that at secondary level in the foregoing seven countries, citizenship education 
is included in the curriculum as one of the full-fledged compulsory subjects often in conjunction with 
an integrated approach. Teachers thus have to hold the special qualification before being entitled to 
give these lessons.

Initial teacher education is thus an important challenge for policy-makers who are concerned with 
effectively implementing their recommendations. In several countries, reform is currently under way 
to enhance the quality of teacher education in the field of citizenship. 

Growing attention paid to the development of appropriate evaluation mechanisms

Assessing the ability acquired by pupils and evaluating school practice represent new kinds of 
activity central to the concerns of policy-makers. While citizenship is now the subject of official 
recommendations everywhere, its evaluation nonetheless raises key questions. In many countries, 
schools are responsible for how they assess pupil attainment. In few countries are there specific 
standard criteria for teachers. New forms of evaluation are essential, given the cross-curricular status 
of education for citizenship and the importance attached to developing practical skills and positive 
attitudes. How should the outcome of all school arrangements concerned with the civic conduct of 
pupils be evaluated? Can a real link be established between citizenship as practised at school and in 
adult life? To address these questions, it is necessary to establish reliable systems for evaluating and 
then enhancing the quality of citizenship education. Much work and many pilot projects are now 
geared to this end.

This publication is financed by the European Commission Directorate-General for Education and Culture
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