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Introduction

1. What does this manual offer? – A brief outline
This manual contains nine teaching units in Education for Democratic Citizenship (EDC) and Human 
Rights Education (HRE). As both the title, Taking part in democracy and the cover picture indicate, 
the units in this manual address students in their role as young citizens. Each unit offers a specific 
approach to empower and encourage the students to participate in their communities.

Each unit can be used by itself, or combined with other units in many different ways. The whole 
manual comprises a curriculum of competence training for taking part in democracy.

The units, consisting of four lessons each, are intended for students at upper secondary level 
(grades 10-12). Each unit focuses on a key concept related to EDC and HRE: identity – responsibility 
– diversity and pluralism – conflict – rules and law – government and politics – equality – liberty 
– media. This set of nine key concepts links this manual to the companion volumes for primary level 
and lower secondary level (EDC/HRE, volumes II and III).1 Together, the three volumes provide a spiral 
curriculum of key concepts in EDC and HRE.

Each unit focuses on a key concept and consists of four lessons. For each lesson, a sequence of sug-
gested teaching steps is described in detail, as far as this is reasonably possible. Handouts are supplied 
in a separate manual for students.

This book therefore addresses teachers, not students. We hope that trainees and those new to the 
teaching profession will appreciate the detailed lesson plans, but perhaps experienced teachers will 
find also ideas and materials they may integrate into their classes. Teacher trainers might use this 
book as a manual for training EDC and HRE teachers.

This manual also addresses curriculum developers and textbook editors and translators in the member 
states of the Council of Europe. It may be translated and adapted to meet the specific requirements 
within their education systems.

The Council of Europe presents this manual in a revised version. The first edition was developed 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina to support a newly introduced school subject, Democracy and Human 
Rights (2002). Since 1996, the Council of Europe had been engaged in training teachers and teacher 
trainers in EDC and HRE by providing in-service training and developing materials. Rolf Gollob 
and Peter Krapf (co-editors), belonged to the international team of trainers that participated in this 
project.

2. What is EDC/HRE? – The three dimensions of EDC/HRE
The goals and principles of Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education 
(EDC/HRE) are linked to three dimensions of teaching and learning. Students at upper secondary level 
are young citizens who:

–  should know what their human rights are and have understood the conditions they depend on 
(learning about democracy and human rights);

–  have experienced school as a micro-community that respects the liberty and equality of its stu-
dents, and have been trained in exercising their human rights (learning through democracy and 
human rights);

–  are therefore competent and confident to exercise their human rights, with a mature sense of 
responsibility towards others and their community (learning for democracy and human rights).

1. EDC/HRE Volume II: Growing up in democracy – EDC/HRE lesson plans for primary level; EDC/HRE Volume III: Living 
in democracy – EDC/HRE lesson plans for lower secondary level.
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This brief outline of EDC/HRE can be best explained by an example – the right to free opinion and 
expression. The introduction to EDC/HRE Volume III (p. 5) addresses the same example; in this manual, 
reflection on this human right is taken a few steps further (spiral curriculum).

2.1  The cognitive dimension of EDC/HRE: learning about democracy and human 
rights

In EDC/HRE classes at secondary level, students should surely study key documents such as the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms (European Convention on Human Rights; ECHR) (see  student handouts 2.5 
and 2.6). They should know that every person enjoys the right to free thought and expression, and free 
access to information through uncensored media (ECHR, Article 10). The students should understand 
how important, indeed indispensable, this right alone is to making democracy come to life.

Students should also understand Article 14 of the ECHR. It adds to the freedom of thought, expres-
sion and information the key principle of equality and non-discrimination: men and women, rich 
and poor, young and old, nationals and immigrants – we all enjoy these rights equally.

Finally, the students should understand why liberties require a framework of laws and that they also 
carry responsibilities (UDHR, Article 29). Freedom of expression allows citizens to promote their 
interests in a pluralist society and, in such a competitive setting, there will be winners and losers. A 
constitution, rules and laws must provide a framework that limits the liberties of the strong and 
protects the weak – without equalising differences. Rules cannot take care of every problem, so the 
members of a community must share an attitude of responsibility towards each other.

Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (European 
Convention on Human Rights; 4 November 1950)
Article 10  
Freedom of expression
1. Everyone has the right to freedom of expression. This right shall include freedom to hold opin-
ions and to receive and impart information and ideas without interference by public authority and 
regardless of frontiers. This article shall not prevent States from requiring the licensing of broad-
casting, television or cinema enterprises.

Article 14  
Prohibition of discrimination
The enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in this Convention shall be secured without 
discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, association with a national minority, property, birth or other status.

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (10 December 1948) 
Article 29
1. Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full development of his 
personality is possible.
2. In the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone shall be subject only to such limitations as 
are determined by law solely for the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights 
and freedoms of others and of meeting the just requirements of morality, public order and the 
general welfare in a democratic society.

In short, these three articles outline the tension between individual liberties and the framing of liberty 
through a public order that both limits and protects these liberties.

Students who can explain this have learnt a lot about democracy and human rights, and the reader 
will see that this key theme runs through all the units in this manual. This is the cognitive dimension 
of EDC/HRE.



9

Introduction

Framing 
(constitution, 
rules and law) 

(Art. 29) 

Liberty  
e.g. of information, thought,  

opinion and expression 
(Art. 19) 

Equality  
(principle of  

non-discrimination) 
(Art. 2) 

Responsibility 
(Art. 29) 

“Spirit of brotherhood” 
(Art. 1) 

Liberties carry 
responsibilities. 
Responsibility can 
only be learnt 
through the “risk”
of having liberty. 

Tension 
(two paradigms of 

liberal and egalitarian 
democracy) 

Mutual respect; 
awareness of mutual 
interdependence; 
moderate exercise of 
liberties. 

Framing limits and  
protects liberty. 
Liberty is the condition 
for active 
participation. 
 

Equal opportunities 
 
 

C

M

J

CM

MJ

CJ

CMJ

N

9724_Diagram_01_HR-architechture.pdf   14/09/10   16:32:45

Diagram: The “architecture” of human rights – the leitmotif of this manual

2.2  The participative dimension of EDC/HRE: learning for democracy and human 
rights

The title of this manual, Taking part in democracy, reminds us that students should learn how to 
exercise their rights to liberty, for example their right to free access to information, and to free 
thought, opinion and expression. They should also have active experience in interacting with others 
– for example, promoting their interests, negotiating for compromise, or agreeing on how to define 
“the general welfare” (UDHR, Article 29). They should be able to act in a framework of rules and 
accept the limits that may be imposed on them. They should have developed an attitude of respon-
sibility for the welfare of others and the community as a whole.

In short, they should not only have understood the implications of and links between the three human 
rights articles addressed above, but also have learned to appreciate their underlying values and act 
accordingly. In doing so, they must be able to balance their own interests with those of others and 
their community as a whole.

Students who have been trained in this way have learnt how to take part in democracy. This is the 
action-based dimension of EDC/HRE – learning for democracy and human rights.

Young citizens who wish to take part in democracy need a set of multidimensional competencies that 
are shown in the model below.

Competencies of participation and political decision making

Competencies of analysis  
and judgment

Methods and skills

Human-rights-based attitudes and values 

These competencies should be value-oriented; in the hands of racists, for example, they would turn 
into a threat to a democratic community.
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This manual focuses on developing such competencies. The introduction to each unit includes a 
matrix that allows users to combine units so as to design curricula of competence training, depend-
ing, for example, on their students’ learning needs or specific requirements of their school curriculum. 
Here is the competence chart for unit 2 (key concept: responsibility).

Units Dimensions of competence development

Attitudes 
and values

Political analysis 
and judgment

Methods and 
skills

Political decision 
making and 

action

2 Responsibility Understanding 
dilemma issues

Analysing 
consequences of a 
decision

Defining priorities 
and giving reasons

Careful 
consideration and 
thinking

Sharing reasons 
and criteria for a 
decision

Making decisions 
with incomplete 
information

Awareness of the 
risk of failure

Switching 
perspectives

Recognition of the 
interests and rights 
of others

Human-rights-
based community

1 Identity Understanding the 
impact of our 
choices on others

Switching 
perspectives

4 Conflict Sustainability 
dilemma

Negotiation 
strategies

Conflict resolution

6 Government 
and politics

Politics – a process 
of solving 
problems and 
resolving conflict

7 Equality Appreciation of 
the cultural 
dimension of 
democracy

Balancing majority 
and minority 
rights 

Mutual recognition

2.3  The cultural dimension of EDC/HRE: learning through democracy and human 
rights

Taking part in democracy is a demanding business – the competencies can, and must, be learned and 
developed in school. EDC/HRE therefore has a cultural dimension. The culture of teaching and learn-
ing must reflect the message of EDC/HRE. One way to acquire knowledge is through instruction 
(listening to a lecture, reading); competencies are developed through training (demonstration, practice 
and coaching). Self-esteem and values of mutual respect are acquired through a process of socialisa-
tion in school. The experience in class and the role models set by parents, teachers and peers influence 
a young person’s development of attitudes and values. While teaching about democracy and human 
rights is a task assigned to special subjects (e.g. social studies, history, civic education), teaching 
through democracy and human rights is a challenge for the whole school – human rights and democ-
racy become the school community’s pedagogical guideline.

This manual adopts the approach of task-based learning: each unit contains a key task that gives the 
students the opportunity to develop specific competences. We develop our competencies as we need 
them, which is why these tasks address problems for which no clear-cut solution exists – as is the 
case in real life. In EDC/HRE, the method carries an important part of the message.
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3.  The conceptual framework of this manual – the three “Cs” 
in EDC/HRE (Challenges, Constructivism, Competencies)

Young citizens who take part in democracy do so as free individuals with equal rights, but unequal 
opportunities.

As members of dynamic pluralist societies that are globally interdependent, they face increasingly 
complex challenges (e.g. climate change, exhaustion of natural resources, failing states) for which 
school cannot provide any concrete solutions, but can offer competence training to equip the young 
generation with tools with which to develop solutions.

How such challenges are to be met is a matter of trial and error and negotiation of compromises 
between different interests. The outcome of such decision-making processes can be understood as 
an attempt to achieve the goal of the common good. The result is always incomplete, and immediately 
open to critical discussion and improvement. A pluralist democracy therefore has a constructivist 
approach to policy making. Democracy is therefore a precarious state that literally depends on the 
competencies and responsibility of every generation. And constructivism is also the principle behind 
competence development – again a never-ending process.

These then are the “three Cs” – the core concepts that run through every unit and every learning step 
of this manual:

–  Challenges in dynamic pluralist democratic communities;

–  Competencies of taking part in democracy;

–  Constructivism as a paradigm of democratic decision making and competence development.

Within each unit, a key concept of EDC/HRE is linked to specific challenges that create learning 
opportunities for constructivist competence development. Therefore, the concepts do not deliver nine 
isolated modules of cognitive learning. Rather, they create a network of skills, values and perspec-
tives that are linked with each other in many ways. The following matrix outlines the conceptual 
framework of the manual.

Constructivist reading...

Unit No.

Key concept

… of key concepts as challenges: … of competence development as a 
lifelong process.

The students are trained …

Unit 1

Identity

What job shall I choose?

Who will my partner be?

Do we want to have children?

…

to reflect on, articulate and prioritise 
their personal interests and goals

Unit 2

Responsibility

What are the consequences of my 
decisions?

What is my priority in a dilemma?

What values and principles do 
I adhere to?

to take responsibility in handling 
dilemmas – collecting information, 
considering consequences, defining 
priorities, making choices 

Unit 3

Diversity and pluralism

What are my interests?

What compromise do I suggest?

What do we define as the common 
good?

to negotiate fair and efficient 
compromises in pluralist and 
competitive settings 
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Unit 4

Conflict

What is the problem?

What interests are involved?

What solution is desirable, and 
feasible?

to resolve conflicts of interest by 
non-violent means 

Unit 5

Rules and law

What rules do we need to govern our 
behaviour?

What rules can we agree on?

to appreciate the function of 
institutional frameworks –
constitutions, laws, rules and shared 
values 

Unit 6

Government and 
politics

What issues are taken onto, and 
excluded from, the political agenda?

What problem is under discussion?

What is the solution, and how is it 
implemented?

to understand and participate in 
democratic decision-making processes 
– within and outside of institutional 
settings 

Unit 7

Equality

What are the interests of the majority 
and the minority?

What compromise do I suggest?

What must the minority accept?

In what way are the interests of a 
group protected by human rights?

to support social cohesion by 
balancing the interests of majority 
and minority groups 

Unit 8

Liberty

What is my key point?

What is my strategy of argument?

What is my opponent’s strategy?

to exercise freedom of thought and 
speech through their debating skills 

Unit 9

The media

Whom do I want to address?

What is my goal?

What is my message?

Where do I find the information?

to make use of the potential of 
media-based communication 

4.  The “European approach” to EDC/HRE
For over a decade, the Council of Europe has initiated the development and implementation of 
EDC/HRE in its member states. EDC co-ordinators, experts, teachers and trainers from many member 
states have participated in the discussions that have encouraged the editors and authors to produce 
this six-volume series for practitioners.

EDC/HRE stands for a “European approach” to teaching democratic citizenship and human rights. In 
the specific contexts of our schools and education systems, our traditions of teaching and learning, 
the dimensions of teaching “about” and “for” democracy and human rights may differ. But we share 
the understanding that EDC/HRE stands for a pedagogical guideline for the school as a whole. We 
agree that in EDC/HRE the method carries the message – teaching through democracy and human 
rights.

With this EDC/HRE edition, the editors and authors attempt to reap the harvest of the EDC/HRE 
process in the Council of Europe. The sources of support that I received when writing this manual 
reflect the “European approach”. In particular, I wish to mention the following.

Ms Manuela Droll and Ms Karen O’Shea were my co-authors in producing a forerunner version to 
this manual for EDC teacher training in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Mr Emir Adzovic, the co-ordinator 
of the Council of Europe EDC/HRE project in Bosnia and Herzegovina, provided the organisational 
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framework for our project. We developed the framework of key concepts with Mr Don Rowe, Mr Ted 
Huddleston and Mr Wim Taelman. Don read some of our first drafts, and Ted was one of our most 
critical, and constructive, partners in discussion.

Ms Olöf Olafsdottir and Ms Sarah Keating-Chetwynd were our partners and co-ordinators for this 
project in the Council of Europe. With patience and determination, they saw this project through.

Peti Wiskemann has enriched this manual with a cover image that provides rich and stimulating 
comment on the key topics of the nine units, and a puzzle on the corresponding key concepts. 
Ms Wiltrud Weidinger and Mr Rolf Gollob supported me as co-editors and partners in countless 
discussions.

My co-operation with Mr Christian Fallegger stands out in several respects. He had discussions with 
me during the early stages of writing, contributing valuable ideas and suggestions, and later read 
the final draft of this manual; all the way along, his critical and constructive feedback kept me busy.

Without the support and inspiration of all these colleagues, collaborators and friends I could not 
have written this book. I am deeply grateful to all of them; however, I remain responsible for any 
fault or error that the reader may find.

Peter Krapf
Zürich and Ulm,
December 2009
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Key to the symbols used in the text

The two symbols below are intended to help the reader to identify the categories of materials included 
in this manual, as their numbers may be confusing.

 Materials for teachers

Materials for teachers have been added as supplements at the end of each unit.

 Student handouts

The unit descriptions frequently refer to student handouts. These have been included in a separate 
manual for students that has been integrated into this volume and which can be printed out as a 
whole or in parts and distributed to the students.
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Interactive constructivist learning in EDC/HRE

1.  Key questions on didactics in EDC/HRE
In EDC/HRE, as in teaching generally, it is important for the teacher to reflect on the objectives of 
and to clarify the reasons for the choices that must inevitably be made and the priorities that must 
be set.

1. What must students learn in EDC/HRE?

Students should learn how to participate as citizens in their democratic community. They need to 
develop:

–  competences of political analysis and judgment when dealing with political problems and issues;

–  competences of participation in political decision-making processes; plus

– a repertoire of methodical skills.

2. Why and for what should students acquire these competences?

Democracy depends on citizens who are willing and able to take part in decision making, and to take 
office in its institutions. Students need these competences and skills to be able to exercise their human 
and civil rights and to perform their roles as active citizens (“learning for” democracy and human 
rights).

3. This raises a further question. If this is what young citizens should learn – in terms of learning 
output – what must EDC/HRE teachers do to ensure this?

EDC/HRE teachers must deliver inputs to support their students’:

–  knowledge and conceptual learning – “learning about” democracy and human rights;

–  skills training; and

–  teachers must also provide role models and learning environments for attitudes and values that 
are supportive of a democratic culture (tolerance, mutual respect, appreciation of human rights) 
– “learning through” democracy and human rights.

4. The three questions above have already been addressed in the introduction to this manual. However, 
one important question remains: how do students learn in EDC/HRE?

As EDC/HRE teachers, we must have some understanding of how our students’ processes of learning 
take place and how we can support them. To answer the question on how our students learn, we have 
adopted a conceptual framework of interactive constructivist learning. With this approach, we link 
“learning through” democracy and human rights in EDC/HRE classes to political decision-making 
processes in democracy. Decision-making processes in democracies are essentially collective processes 
of learning. This is the reason why John Dewey conceived of school “as a miniature community, as 
an embryonic society”.2 In this chapter we put forward our understanding of interactive constructivist 
learning. We believe it helps EDC/HRE teachers to better understand:

–  their students’ processes of learning in EDC/HRE;

–  their role to support their students in learning;

–  that democratic decision making is a process of collective learning.

Teaching and learning in EDC/HRE and politics in democracy can both be perceived from a construc-
tivist perspective. This is possible and useful due to the structural analogies between constructivist 
learning and democratic decision making. Both EDC/HRE classes and democratic communities are, 

2. John Dewey, The School and Society, New York, 2007, p. 32.
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or at least should be, learning communities governed by human rights. Therefore interactive con-
structivism reinforces the basic approach of EDC/HRE – teaching through, for and about democracy 
and human rights: it is good teaching, it serves human rights, and also supports the learning needs 
of students and citizens.

Theory is best introduced by a concrete example. The following section therefore illustrates the 
potential of interactive constructivist learning in children’s rights education.

2.  An example of interactive constructivist learning – 
young pupils imagine their ideal world

Volume V of this EDC/HRE series, Exploring children’s rights, includes a four-lesson unit for third 
grade pupils entitled, “We are wizards!”.3 It encourages the pupils to express their wishes and ideas 
as to how the world should be, and in the follow-up discussion, they explore the moral and political 
implications of their wishes for the future world.

The first lesson begins in the following way:

“The teacher draws two persons on the board: an ordinary woman or man and a wizard.

Hunger

Poverty

Boredom

Birthday

…

In pairs, the children should also draw the two figures and try to answer the following questions together:

  – What does the ordinary person do in certain situations?

 –  What does the wizard do in the same situations?

After a few minutes, the teacher assembles the pupils in a semicircle in front of the blackboard to give 
every child a good view (in big classes, a double semicircle may be necessary). He or she collects all the 
pupils’ answers in a list on the board – without commenting or judging. We suggest the following table 
to integrate the pupils’ ideas.

3. Rolf Gollob / Peter Krapf, EDC/HRE, Volume V: Exploring children’s rights, Council of Europe Publishing, Strasbourg, 
2007, “We are wizards!”, pp. 22-26; c.f. EDC/HRE Volume VI, Teaching democracy, Council of Europe Publishing, Strasbourg, 
2008, Exercise 6.3, “If I were a magician”, p. 59.
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We look at the solutions and let the children give their comments. Of course, now questions will arise! 
The teacher wants to know:

  – Can you see any solutions or ideas that have been made by a good or a bad wizard?

  – When did you last wish you were a wizard, and what did you want to change then?

  – What is your biggest wish right now?

The teacher encourages the pupils to come forward with their ideas and gives them all positive support. 
(…)”

This example demonstrates some important aspects of how students and teachers interact in con-
structivist learning settings:

The teacher … The pupils …

… sets an open task that:

–  requires the pupils to switch perspectives 
(reality–utopia);

–  supports the pupils’ freedom of thought and 
expression.

… develop and share their ideas;

… collects the pupils’ ideas on the board;

… adds structure (keywords and concepts);

… improvises in doing so, reacting to the pupils’ 
inputs;

… express and share their ideas;

(in the example, their ideas have a personal and a 
political dimension)

… asks questions to help the students explore the 
reasons for and implications of their ideas;

… encourages the pupils and gives positive 
feedback.

… think about their wishes and their experience of 
limits and restrictions on those wishes in real life;

… discover the difference between “good” and 
“bad” wizardry.

A basic principle of constructivist learning is that the pupil’s outlook matters. In this case:

–  How do pupils perceive the world they live in?

–  How do they judge what is happening around them?

–  What would they change if they could?

–  What is their most serious concern – the one at the top of their personal agenda?

–  What views do they share in class – in what respect do they differ?

–  It is also apparent that the pupils judge what is happening in their world, and their judgment 
strongly influences the way in which they will take action and participate.4

In constructivist learning, learners are allowed to act in the role of experts. Teaching arrangements 
focus on what students already know, rather than what they do not know. In the role of wizards, 
every child can contribute an idea, and there is no “right or wrong” standard. Rather, the reasons 
why a child expresses a certain vision is important – what experiences are involved? What concerns 
the child? What are the boy’s or girl’s wants and needs? Constructivist learning takes the individual 
learner’s perspective and process of learning and thinking into account.

Constructivist learning is an exercise of human and children’s rights – freedom of thought, opinion, 
and expression; equality of opportunity; principles of mutual recognition and non-discrimination; 
and the right to education.

4. EDC/HRE can, and therefore should, be taught to very young children. EDC/HRE Volume V begins with a unit for children 
at kindergarten level who have not yet learnt to read and write. See Unit 1, “I have a name – we have a school”, pp. 13-16.
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In constructivist learning settings, the teacher’s task is to support the pupils in many ways – he/she 
provides a task-based and/or problem-based framework, respects the pupils’ rights of liberty and 
equality, gives guidance, encouragement and instruction (concepts). The teacher does not know the 
answers the pupils will give, and is willing and prepared to work with their inputs (improvisation). 
The pupils must have the opportunity to share and compare their ideas, and often their topic or task 
requires them to reach a joint understanding or to make a decision. The teacher acts as a facilitator; 
he/she can anticipate, but cannot predetermine the outcomes of the students’ processes of 
learning.

Constructivist learning supports competence development rather than the intake of a set of facts. 
From a constructivist point of view, every knowledge-based curriculum can be challenged, and it 
doubtful whether anyone can “learn” by memorising isolated facts without understanding and appre-
ciating them.

The following section explores this issue in somewhat more detail. It looks at some aspects of learn-
ing theory in interactive constructivism and links them to a constructivist concept of democratic 
decision making.

3.  Every person learns differently — “We create the world 
in our minds”

When we read a story in a book, we create something like a movie in our minds. We add details and 
scenes that the author hints at or leaves out, and we may even imagine the faces of the characters. 
Some novels appeal so strongly to our imagination that we are disappointed if ever we watch a “real” 
movie based on the story. Our imagination had produced a far better one, and it is unique, as every 
reader’s mind produces a different “movie”.

This is an example of our capability to “create the world in our minds”. The world that we live in is 
the world as we perceive it – it consists of the images, experiences, concepts and judgments that we 
have created. As learners, people want to make sense of what they hear or read – they want to 
understand it. A brain researcher characterised the human brain as a “machine seeking for meaning”. 
Things that do not make sense must be sorted out somehow. If information is missing, we must either 
find it, or fill in the gap by guessing. Stereotypes help to simplify complicated matters.5

With experience, teachers find out that when they give a lecture, each student receives and stores a 
slightly different message. Some students will still remember the information when they are adults 
because it appealed to them so strongly, others may have forgotten it by the next morning because 
it was not meaningful for them. From a constructivist perspective, it is important what happens in 
the students’ minds.

Constructivism conceives learning as a highly individualised process:

–  Learners construct or create structures of meaning. New information is linked to what a learner 
already knows or has understood.

–  Learners come to an EDC/HRE class with their individual biographies and experiences.

–  Gender, class, age, ethnic background or religious belief give each learner a unique outlook.

–  We possess different forms of intelligence that go far beyond the conventional understanding 
of being good at maths or languages.6

–  There is no absolute standard for personal or political relevance. Something becomes a problem 
because a person defines it to be so, and the learner’s mind selects the information that will be 
remembered or forgotten.

5. See Rolf Gollob / Peter Krapf (eds), EDC/HRE Volume III: Living in democracy, Council of Europe Publishing, Strasbourg, 
2008, Unit 1, “Stereotypes and prejudices. What is identity? How do I see others, how do they see me?” pp. 19-38.

6. See Howard Gardner’s work on multiple intelligences.
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4.  Constructivist learning and social interaction
So far we have looked at the individual learner’s perspective. Learners seek for meaning, but learners 
also make mistakes. How are they to be corrected? From a constructivist perspective, it is the learner 
who must deconstruct, or dismantle, what is wrong and rebuild it. But how does an individual learner 
become aware of the mistakes he or she has made? There two ways for a learner to overcome short-
comings and mistakes.

First, we discover our mistakes ourselves. We find out that our solution to a problem does not work, 
or a line of argument does not make sense.

Second, we depend on others to tell us, and often to help us.

Constructivist learning is therefore not only a highly individualised process. It also has a second, 
equally important, dimension of collective learning. Learners must share their ideas through interac-
tion and communication with each other and with their teachers. For this reason, we have termed 
our concept interactive constructivist learning.

The following diagram illustrates the individual and social level of constructivist learning; this is the 
social dimension of constructivist learning.

It also shows that learners always refer to the world outside their minds. When they put their ideas 
and plans to the test, it is the world of objects that is their point of reference. This is the subject–object 
dimension of constructivist learning.

Both students in class, and citizens in a democratic state interact as communities of learners. We already 
referred to John Dewey, who conceived of school “as a miniature community, as an embryonic society”.7 
Therefore the interaction that students experience in school with each other and with their teachers is 
part of real life, rather than an artificial arrangement to prepare them for real life later on.

7. John Dewey, The School and Society, New York, 2007, p. 32.
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Both in politics and in school, there are always members present with higher levels of experience, 
knowledge, understanding, and also power – teachers, political leaders, managers, scientists and so 
on. However, in modern societies none of these players exercises absolute power. Democracy and the 
rule of law (should) set limits to any player’s powers, and these limits are reflected by the division 
of labour, confining every player to being a specialist in a certain field.

However, there is a serious threat to the democratic pledge that everyone has the equal opportunity 
to take part in democracy. The more complex our societies and the problems to be solved become, the 
more the individual citizen depends on his or her competences to take part in democracy. More than 
ever before, education has become the key to participating in the adult community of learners.

5.  What is the teacher’s role in processes of constructivist learning?
Learners search for meaning, and each learner does so in a highly individual manner. A learner links 
new information – a piece of information, a lecture, an interesting idea in a book, etc. – to the exist-
ing structures of knowledge and experience in the learner’s mind. Constructivism means we create 
our systems and structures of knowledge, understanding and experience.

From a constructivist point of view, the well-known didactic triangle takes on a new meaning:

In triangular relationships, one party is sometimes excluded. In processes of constructivist learning, 
it is the teacher. It is the learner who creates his or her understanding of the objects of learning. The 
construction of meaning takes place in the learner’s mind, beyond the teacher’s range of perception. 
What the teacher sees is the outcome – what students produce, and how they behave. The teacher 
sees the performance, not the competence. And it is the students, not the teacher, who will ultimately 
decide what they find interesting and worth learning, and what they will remember for life, or 
forget.

Constructivist learning can be further differentiated into three sub-categories, and the teacher plays 
an important part in supporting them.

1. Learners construct meaning – they discover and create something new. Teachers can support 
their students by:

 –  creating learning opportunities;

 –  designing challenging tasks;
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 –  providing instruction through media and inputs (lectures) that represent the objects of 
learning;

 –  encouragement and support for the learner’s self-esteem;

 –  …

2. Learners reconstruct what they have learnt – they apply it and put it to the test. To a large 
extent, we all create such applications ourselves, but in school, the teacher provides them by:

 –  giving opportunities for sharing, presentation and discussion;

 –  by formal testing and assessment;

 –  by offering or requiring portfolio work;

 –  by designing challenging tasks, for example in projects;

 –  …

3. Learners deconstruct, or criticise, their own results or each other’s. As already outlined above, 
without this element of critical review and testing any learning effort would become irrelevant 
for society, and for the individual learner himself.

6.  What is the teacher’s role in EDC/HRE?
A key element of teaching and learning is how students communicate and interact with each other 
and with the teacher. The teacher’s professional competence enables him/her to reflect on the effect 
of a certain activity, and to employ such patterns of behaviour like tools. The teacher performs in 
different roles, and these are more differentiated than in traditional content-biased frontal instruc-
tion (“chalk and talk”). Instruction is one role that a teacher must perform, but in this case less 
often. Rather, constructivist learning requires the teacher “to teach with his mouth shut”, giving 
more time, and more of the floor, to the students.

The following sections outline four key roles that a teacher typically performs in constructivist 
learning settings:

1. The teacher as lecturer and instructor.

2. The teacher as critic and corrector.

3. The teacher as creator and provider of application tasks.

4. The teacher as chair in plenary sessions.

Rather than giving abstract instructions on how to perform these roles, the examples refer to the 
lesson descriptions in the manual where the reader will find detailed descriptions of the context 
in EDC/HRE classes.

6.1  The teacher as lecturer and instructor – to support and enrich construction
A basic rule for a lecturer is the “60:40” principle; 40 per cent, preferably more, of what you are 
talking about should be familiar to the students. Without this high degree of redundant informa-
tion no constructivist learning is possible.

In this manual, the key concepts form the didactic backbone, as it were, of the EDC/HRE curriculum. 
These concepts must be introduced to the students, and this means the teacher must instruct the 
students by giving a lecture or a reading task, or both. As constructivist learners, they must have 
already created a context of meaning into which the teacher’s instruction will fit. Typically this 
open, unfinished structure of meaning consists of questions or experiences in need of explanation. 
The following table shows where the teacher’s role as lecturer and instructor is addressed in the 
lesson descriptions of this manual.
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Unit No. / Key concept Examples and references to the materials

Unit 2 Responsibility Lesson 4: The teacher selects a topic that the students have focused on in their 
discussion and gives a conceptual framework for reflection.  Materials for 
teachers 2.3 provides the lecture modules to support the teacher in his/her 
preparation.

Unit 3 Diversity and 
pluralism

Lesson 2: The teacher introduces the concept of the common good (see  materials 
for teachers 3B).

Unit 4 Conflict Lesson 3: The students have reported on their experience of conflict. The teacher 
helps them to understand the problem that gave rise to this conflict by introducing 
the model of sustainability goals (see  student handout 4.2).

Unit 4 Conflict

Unit 5 Rules and law

The students have taken part in one or two decision-making games. The teacher 
helps the students to reflect on their experience in the debriefing session by 
introducing the concept of modernisation (see  student handout 5.5).

Unit 6 Government and 
politics

Lesson 2: The teacher introduces the policy cycle model ( student handouts 
6.1 and 6.2). In a brainstorming session during the previous lesson the students 
have discussed the issue of political agenda setting and are now ready to receive 
this input.

Unit 9 The media Lesson 1: The students have expressed their preference for a certain type of 
newspaper. The teacher links their statements to the concept of gatekeeping. Not 
only the media act as gatekeepers, the users do so too.

Lesson 4: The students reflect on their role in constructing media messages. The 
teacher addresses two key points in media news production: all media messages 
are carefully constructed, and media editors and news producers act as gatekeepers 
and agenda setters (see  materials for teachers 9A).

6.2  The teacher as critic and corrector – to support deconstruction
As far as the teacher is concerned, no examples of her or his role as critic and corrector are included 
in the lesson descriptions in the manual – for the obvious reason that the occasion may arise at any 
time and cannot be anticipated. The teacher must realise what needs to be set right. Some general 
guidelines can be discussed, however.

Is the error relevant? In other words, is it necessary to correct the mistake at all?

Preference for student feedback: will the students have the opportunity, for example during a pres-
entation or discussion, to discover the mistake later and correct it then?

However, in certain circumstances the student must correct – deconstruct – his/her construction of 
meaning and begin again. Example: the whole class will rely on the student’s presentation.

Principle of mutual respect: we may criticise each other’s mistakes – but we respect the person. This 
is important in order to support the students’ self-esteem, and to encourage them.

Unit 8 stages a debate among students. Here, the students put each other’s arguments to the test, and 
deconstruct them if they find any fault.

6.3  The teacher as creator and provider of application tasks – to support 
reconstruction

Interactive constructivist processes of learning depend on adequate learning opportunities – including 
suitable objects, materials, time, rules, task instructions, monitoring, and individual support. In EDC/
HRE the teacher has the task of providing such opportunities of task and problem-based learning for 
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the students. The following table shows which examples are included in the lesson descriptions of 
this manual.

Unit No. / Key concept Examples and references to the materials

Unit 1 Identity Lesson 4: The students engage in a job-shadowing project to find out which job 
fits the criteria that they have defined in reflecting on their personal strengths 
and interests.

Unit 3 Diversity and 
pluralism

Lesson 3: The students have been introduced to the concept of the common good 
by the teacher. Now they engage in a decision-making game to negotiate 
compromises in terms of the common good.

Unit 4 Conflict Research task: The students are introduced to a model of sustainability goals by 
studying the problem of overfishing. They carry out case studies to explore further 
sustainability issues, such as CO2 emissions or nuclear waste disposal.

Unit 4 Conflict

Unit 5 Rules and law

The teacher acts as game or process manager. He/she sets the time frame, and 
ensures that the rules of the game are observed, but does not deliver the solution 
to the problem that the students are dealing with.

Unit 5 Rules and law Lesson 4: The teacher gives the students a questionnaire ( student handout 5.6) 
to help them reflect on their process of learning.

Unit 6 Government and 
politics

Lesson 3: The teacher sets the students the task of applying the policy cycle 
model ( student handouts 6.1 and 6.2) to a concrete example.

Lesson 4: The teacher selects one of three key statements that fit the context of 
the students’ feedback (see  materials for teachers 6.2). In each key statement, 
a concept is introduced that helps the students to reflect on their work. But they 
should work with it thoroughly, so the teacher should decide which concept to 
select.

6.4  The teacher as chair in plenary sessions – to support all forms of constructivist 
learning

Teaching and learning through democracy and human rights perhaps becomes most apparent in 
plenary sessions when the students share ideas or hold discussions. Here they exercise their freedom 
of thought, opinion, and expression. Without thorough training in making use of these basic 
democratic rights, they will be unable to take part in democratic decision making.

In the lesson descriptions, we generally suggest that the teacher chair these sessions. It is a chal-
lenging task, as the students confront the teacher with inputs and ideas that he/she must then work 
with. To a considerable extent, the teacher can anticipate the conceptual framework that will serve 
as a tool to give structure and meaning to the students’ inputs, but the teacher must also 
improvise.

The manual includes many descriptions of how to perform the role of chair. In broad terms, the 
teacher chairs two types of plenary session. First, he/she can start a lesson or unit off so as to allow 
the students to get involved quickly. Second, the teacher can chair a plenary session that begins 
with student inputs – homework results, a discussion, or feedback. The following tables show the 
examples included for both types of plenary sessions.
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a.  The teacher gives the first input to a plenary session

Unit No. / Key concept Examples and references to the materials

Unit 1 Identity Lesson 1: Every day, throughout our lives, we make choices and decisions – what 
examples come to the students’ minds? 

Lesson 3: Why do you attend school at upper secondary level?

Unit 2 Responsibility Lesson 1: What would you do if you faced this dilemma?

Unit 3 Diversity and 
pluralism

Lesson 1: The teacher supports the students in a brainstorming session. He/she 
guides the students to link and group ideas under new headings.

Unit 4 Conflict Research task: The students are introduced to a model of sustainability goals by 
studying the problem of overfishing. They carry out case studies to explore further 
sustainability issues, e.g. CO2 emissions or nuclear waste disposal.

Unit 4 Conflict 
Unit 5 Rules and law

The teacher acts as game or process manager. He/she sets the time frame, ensures 
that the rules of the game are observed, but does not deliver the solution to the 
problem that the students are dealing with.

Unit 5 Rules and law Lesson 4: The teacher gives the students a questionnaire ( student handout 5.6) 
to help them reflect on their process of learning.

Unit 6 Government and 
politics 

Lesson 1: The teacher supports the students in a brainstorming session (“Wall of 
silence”). He/she guides the students to link and group their ideas and opinions 
and to give them structure by grouping them and adding categories.

Unit 8 Liberty Lesson 1: The teacher announces, “Every child should spend an additional year 
at school.” The students express their point of view on the issue – they agree or 
disagree. It is a political decision, so there is no alternative to “Yes” or “No”.

b.  The students give the first input to a plenary session

Unit No. / Key concept Examples and references to the materials

Unit 1 Identity Lesson 1: The students give reasons for their choice of a quotation. The teacher 
shows the students how to record their ideas in a mind map.

Lesson 3: The students present their thoughts on how they will shape their future. 
The teacher cannot anticipate what the students will say, but a conceptual 
framework will allow him/her to work with the students’ inputs.

Unit 4 Conflict Lesson 3: The teacher chairs a debriefing session after a decision-making game. 
He/she listens to the students’ feedback, identifies the key statements and takes 
them down on the blackboard or flipchart.

Lesson 4: The students begin the lesson with their inputs that they have prepared 
at home. They set the agenda and create the conceptual framework for the whole 
lesson. The lesson description helps the teacher to anticipate the main points that 
the students will address and how to react to them.

Unit 7 Equality Lesson 1: The teacher reads a case story and asks the students just one question, 
“What is the problem?” The students think in silence and write down their answers. 
Many students then come forward with their ideas. The teacher encourages them 
to explain their reasoning. Then he/she links their ideas to a conceptual framework 
that can be anticipated. Unit 7, lesson 4 gives another example of this method. 

Unit 8 Liberty Lesson 1: The students have run through an exchange of arguments on an issue. 
The teacher asks, “What makes a good issue for a debate?” He/she sums up the 
students’ ideas, which can be expected to correspond to the criteria in  student 
handout 8.1.


