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1. Introduction

The current Special Issue has been inspired by the Seventh Annual Conference on Cit-
izenship Education that was held in Roehampton University London, on 26–27 September
2019. This conference explored how citizenship education can promote young people’s
civic and political engagement, particularly those of disadvantaged backgrounds. Discus-
sions focused on the effectiveness of diverse formal and informal educational programmes
and activities across Europe. Contributions to the conference drew on various theoretical
arguments, utilised a wide range of methods and techniques, and concluded with practical
strategies. As editors, we prioritised the contributions of early career researchers and
those that highlight helpful strategies to improve social equality and provide equitable
distribution of learning resources among underprivileged groups. After two years’ close
collaboration among academic editors, journal editors and authors, this Special Issue is
finally released in 2021 with seven papers.

This editorial aims to inform a wide range of stakeholders, including academics, early
career researchers, students, educational practitioners and policymakers, of the background
and contribution of the Special Issue. It is divided into four parts. In the first part, we
explain why social inequalities in civic and political engagement are problematic. In the
second part, we focus on a review based on the existing research to explore what has been
done concerning education, particularly citizenship education, to promote the citizenship
outcomes of disadvantaged youth and mitigate social inequalities in such outcomes. The
third part will introduce the published Special Issue papers and emphasise how these
papers contribute to the field. Finally, we highlight the following steps and future directions
for the area.

2. Social Inequalities, Learning Opportunities, and Political Participation

For a democracy to function optimally, ideally, all individuals and social groups make
equal use of the opportunities to influence political decision-making (Levinson 2010;
Hoskins and Janmaat 2019; Hoskins et al. 2021; Janmaat 2020). In view of this argument,
there is no justifiable reason that certain groups are participating at lower levels and are
heard less within political debates. Yet, social inequalities in political participation are
one of the most conspicuous and persistent features of western societies, undermining
the responsiveness and representativeness of their democracies (Bartels 2008; Dalton
2017; Donbavand and Hoskins 2021; Hoskins et al. 2017, 2021; Janmaat 2020; Peters and
Ensink 2015). As a rule, people of disadvantaged backgrounds do not vote, take part
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in demonstrations or are otherwise politically active to the same degree as people from
more privileged families (Deimel et al. 2020; Hoskins and Janmaat 2019; Janmaat 2020).
Consequently, their needs and responsibilities are less likely to be considered by the
democratically elected government, which further reinforces the formers’ disappointment
with democracy and alienation from the democratic process (Hoskins et al. 2021; Janmaat
2020; Verba et al. 1995).

Hoskins and Janmaat (2019) found that education systems play a crucial role in
generating and sustaining these inequalities. They do so primarily by not offering equal
access to learning opportunities to become politically engaged. Time and again, young
people from working-class families report lower levels of involvement in school councils,
political discussions and other learning strategies that previous research has found to
be particularly conducive for political engagement. At the same time, existing research
has shown that when disadvantaged youth do use such learning opportunities, they
often benefit more from them, in terms of enhanced political engagement levels, than
children from privileged families (Gainous and Martens 2012; Hoskins et al. 2017, 2021).
As disadvantaged youth have lower levels of political engagement to begin with, such
learning opportunities allow them to “catch up” with their privileged peers (they are thus
said to have “compensatory effects”). Hence, there is every reason to reform the education
system in ways that genuinely achieve equal access to civic learning opportunities. In the
next section, we review several of these learning opportunities in terms of how effective
they are in enhancing political engagement in general and promoting that of disadvantaged
youth in particular.

2.1. Fostering Civic and Political Participation via Learning Approaches

Citizenship education (CE) has been long expected and utilised to reduce social
inequality and foster civic and political participation, by providing all young people with
equal access to learning resources to engage them politically, regardless of social-economic
backgrounds (Deimel et al. 2020; Donbavand and Hoskins 2021; Hoskins et al. 2017;
Hoskins and Janmaat 2019). As noted above, the access to learning for disadvantaged
youth allows them to catch up on their political learning and compensate for the negative
impact of their political learning experiences at home (i.e., less chance to develop basic
political understanding due to less educated and political engaged parents), which has
been labelled as education’s compensating effect (Campbell 2008). But on the other side of
the coin, privileged students have greater opportunities to develop political competence at
home, which in turn could help them take greater advantage of the learning opportunities
held at schools (Hoskins and Janmaat 2019). Seen in this sense, schools can also accelerate
social inequalities in political engagement between disadvantaged and advantaged peers.

This paper will explore the literature that has investigated the relationship between
school-based learning opportunities and political participation. The underlying reason
for emphasising school is that young people in this age group may have little direct
contact and experience with a democratic government and only know about it through
discussions in school and at home (Torney-Purta et al. 2004). Regarding the school’s
role in promoting young people’s civic and political participation, Hoskins and Janmaat
(2019) have discussed two learning theories. Firstly, the cognitive theory highlights the
significance of the transferral and acquisition of knowledge about politics through lessons
about the political system for example. Secondly, the participatory approach places heavy
emphasis on developing young people’s engagement via democratic participation, for
instance, by debating a topic in an open climate of classroom discussions or by joining
a student or school council. Through the participating process, young people exchange
and co-construct their political knowledge, build up an identity in the group, and learn to
achieve a common target by collaborating with their peers (Hoskins and Janmaat 2019).
Inspired by these learning theories, Hoskins and Janmaat (2019) identified five school-based
learning opportunities, including three CE related opportunities—CE as an individual
subject, CE as a cross-curriculum component, teachers’ preparedness and training—and
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two participatory learning opportunities—open classroom climate and civic participation.
In what follows, we will briefly review the existing literature regarding the diverse learning
opportunities suggested by Hoskins and Janmaat (2019).

2.1.1. Citizenship Education as an Individual Subject

As mentioned previously, citizens from privileged backgrounds are more inclined
to engage in democratic politics than people from disadvantaged ones. CE has been
suggested to potentially play a role in boosting students’ positive attitudes towards civic
and political engagement (Keating et al. 2015). For instance, in 2002 the UK government
introduced compulsory citizenship lessons in schools to enhance what was perceived to
be lagging political engagement levels in young people (see Crick 1998). Regarding the
role of CE in youth’s political outcomes, many studies from a variety of national contexts
show that the students who have taken formal CE are more likely to vote in the future
(McDevitt and Kiousis 2006; Hoskins and Janmaat 2019), and demonstrate higher levels of
civic knowledge and skills compared to those who have not experienced CE (for the UK,
see Brown 2012; Kerr 2014; Pontes et al. 2019; for Australia, see Lindström 2010; for the
United States, see Patterson et al. 2012, and for Israel, see Court and Abbas 2010). However,
concerns about the efficiency of CE have also been expressed by a few empirical studies
(Donbavand and Hoskins 2021; Goodwin et al. 2010; Green et al. 2011). One of the main
critiques about the efficiency of CE is that it overly stresses individuals’ formal and abstract
citizenship knowledge and skills development, rather than placing students in the context
beyond the classroom to develop more realistic knowledge and solve real-world problems
in the local communities (Pontes et al. 2019). This is in line with the increased attention to
participatory learning approaches, such as open classroom climate and civic participation
at schools (Hoskins et al. 2012; Hoskins and Janmaat 2019), which will be discussed later.

2.1.2. Citizenship Education as a Cross-Curriculum

In some jurisdictions, schools have the autonomy to have CE as a stand-alone subject
or run it across the curricula (Donbavand and Hoskins 2021). Is this approach a helpful
strategy to foster young people’s civic and political participation? The results from the
empirical research are inconclusive. By drawing upon an integrated ICCS 2009 datasets
based on six European countries, Hoskins and Janmaat (2019) have found that CE has a
cross-curricular component, weakly but negatively related to all forms of participation
outcomes (both conventional, i.e., voting, legal protest, formal participation and radical,
i.e., illegal protest), which implies that this form of learning might not contribute to
young people’s civic and political participation. In stark contrast, the randomised control
trial article reviewed by Donbavand and Hoskins in this Special Issue by Condon and
Wichowsky (2018) reported different results. Drawing upon 551 grade 6–8 students in 13
American schools, Condon and Wichowsky (2018) found the intervention that combines
science and civic instruction in a unit about community and family water conservation
contributes to students’ engagement in both science and civics, with the support of teacher
professional development and technology-based tools. Nevertheless, there is a considerable
difference between measuring one specific and targeted cross-curricular programme with
analysis of schools that have simply ticked a box in a survey that this is the method applied
in their school for citizenship education. It may be that there is very little citizenship
education happening at all in these schools.

2.1.3. Citizenship Education as a Whole-School Approach

Donbavand and Hoskins (2021) review for this Special Issue demonstrated the po-
tential of the whole-school approach. This approach is where the whole-school ethos and
mission are orientated towards developing young active citizens and the curricular and
extra-curricular activities all flow from this stance. The results of the randomised control
trial demonstrated significant increases in the chance of future voting for those young
people who attended this school (Gibb 2016).
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2.1.4. Teachers’ Preparedness and Training

Effective teaching approaches and learning methods are suggested to be the most
important factors to bring the best civic and political learning outcomes (Crick 1998;
Donbavand and Hoskins 2021). Teaching about citizenship includes leading debates on
controversial issues and developing open and enlightened classroom discussions (Crick
1998). Teachers are the persons who are responsible for establishing a secure classroom
climate, in which all students are open and willing to express points of view which disagree
with those held either by their peers or teachers. A capable teacher is the one who is aware
of the potential problems and receives professional training on seeking a balanced, fair
and objective approach to engaging students to debate controversial issues (Crick 1998).
In contrast, teachers who have received very little training on teaching citizenship may
feel less confident to lead discussions on controversial issues. Donbavand and Hoskins
(2021) reviewed two experimental studies which predict that investing in the training and
preparedness of teachers makes a difference in students’ civic and political outcomes (see
Andersson et al. 2013; Barr et al. 2015). Similar findings and recommendations also noted
in papers published within the Special Issue (see Babhoutak et al. 2020; Coopmans et al.
2020; Kunitsõn and Kalev 2021; Rinnooy Kan et al. 2021). In this sense, it is necessary to
emphasise teachers’ differences in the capabilities and responsibilities of delivering such
programmes and their consequences on students’ civic and political learning. Besides,
teachers also play an essential role in monitoring and evaluating students’ learning out-
comes in CE. Day-to-day assessment of students’ learning in citizenship education via
a range of forms, such as observation, listening, and appraising students’ written tasks,
allows teachers to clarify learning objectives and follow up with the progress students have
made in the learning outcomes (Crick 1998).

2.1.5. Open Classroom Climate

As one of the most frequently mentioned participatory methods of civic learning,
an open climate of classroom discussions ensures a supportive environment for students
to discuss a wide array of social and political problems with classmates and teachers.
In such an environment, students are encouraged to bring forward social and political
issues in which they have an interest and openly express their attitudes (i.e., agree or
disagree) toward classmates and teachers. Students then build and co-construct knowledge
and may feel that they are a part of the community. Numerous studies have drawn on
cross-sectional and longitudinal data suggest that students who report engaging in more
issues-related discussions in a safe and free classroom were more likely to participate more
in politics (Hoskins et al. 2012; Hoskins and Janmaat 2019; Hoskins et al. 2021; Knowles et al.
2018; Torney-Purta 2002), demonstrate positive attitudes towards political engagement
(Geboers et al. 2013), obtain higher levels of civic and political knowledge (McDevitt and
Kiousis 2006) and skills (Finkel and Ernst 2005). Nevertheless, using regression analysis
on the Citizenship Education Longitudinal (CELS) data, Hoskins et al. (2017) found that
disadvantaged students have significantly less access to this learning opportunity than
their peers from more privileged backgrounds. The underlying reason could be that
children of low SES background have less chance of developing and exercising political
knowledge, skills, and attitudes with educated parents at home, which in turn results
in less political interests and lower confidence to be involved in classroom debates and
discussions, compared to their peers from more advantaged backgrounds. Furthermore,
an open classroom climate is more of a learning process than a specific activity, which
means it is inevitably more challenging to ensure that all students feel engaged (Hoskins
et al. 2017). Besides, students are already picking up from school, home, outside school
communities some knowledge of what social and political problems affect them, and these
learning experiences also have an added effect on their engagement in an open classroom
climate.
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2.1.6. Civic Participation at School

A school with a participatory environment usually allows students to develop citizen-
ship practices and increase confidence in their ability to effectively engage while at school
and/or even while in the broader community (Campbell 2008; Hart et al. 2007; Mayne and
Hakhverdian 2017). Participation in a voluntary group involves members interacting and
negotiating within the community, doing things together toward a common learning goal,
negotiating new meanings, and learning from each other’s experiences. Through teamwork
and conflict resolution, students learn to respect others, distribute their talents, balance
self-interest and the common good and develop their identity (Youniss and Yates 1997;
Torney-Purta 2002). Such a participating experience entails students’ feeling of belonging
to the school and a sense of security; in return, they may be more inclined to participate in
the future.

This form of learning has been empirically tested to be a helpful strategy to develop
conventional forms of participation in most places (Hoskins and Janmaat 2019; Keating and
Janmaat 2016). Additionally, the empirical evidence based on ICCS 2009 and 2016 Nordic
countries data suggests the vital role of civic participation at school in compensating for
missed political socialisation in the family for students of disadvantaged backgrounds
(Hoskins et al. 2021).

2.2. Learning Opportunities, Political Participation, and Social Inequality

As the previous paragraphs show, school works as the primary mechanism of deliver-
ing CE and facilitating participatory activities to prepare capable young people for politics.
Overall, the findings on the role of citizenship education in reducing social gaps in engage-
ment are inconclusive. The empirical results in Hoskins and Janmaat (2019), who drew on
pooled ICCS data of the six European countries (England, Switzerland, Ireland, Sweden,
Italy, Poland), suggest that all these learning opportunities cannot reduce social gaps in
engagement. Deimel et al. (2020), however, showed that formal citizenship education
reduces the link between young people’s SES status and intended electoral participation in
Denmark, Germany and Netherlands, which suggests that CE has a compensation effect.
In a similar vein and focusing on the Nordic countries, Hoskins et al. (2021) noted that
when disadvantaged students obtained access to civic learning, they seemed to benefit
as much or more from the participating experience compared to their counterparts from
more advantaged backgrounds. Authors highlighted that civic participation at school is
an influential factor that can be used to diminish the social gaps and develop students’
future electoral participation and civic knowledge for those underprivileged students
(2021). These findings tally with Janmaat et al. (2014)’s proposition that the participation
gap might be smaller in comprehensive education systems.

3. Contributions in the Special Issue

This Special Issue is comprised of seven journal papers. It contributes to the field by
offering more empirical evidence as to the effective ways in which education can reduce
social gaps in civic and political engagement. Within the Special Issue, three papers fo-
cusing on the school’s role in developing young people’s citizenship competence, such
as knowledge, skills, interests and attitudes towards diversity. Two articles look at exclu-
sion/minority groups cases, indicating valuable lessons to develop tailored educational
materials and/or activities for the hard-to-reach groups. As a unique contribution, two
more papers emphasise experimental studies: the paper written by Steven Donbavand and
Bryony Hoskins provides a comprehensive and systematic review of all the experimen-
tal designs on promoting political participation; while the one written by Sven Ivens &
Monika Oberle unpacks some details on how a digital intervention operates and improves
to produce satisfying outcomes. In the paragraphs that follow, these papers are briefly
introduced.

The article “Exclusion and Antisystem Attitudes: The Impact of Perceived Discrimina-
tion in Attitudes towards Democracy and Willingness to Use Violence among Adolescents
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in Brussels” by Elham Mansoury Babhoutak, Dimokritos Kavadias, and Nohemi Jocabeth
Echeverria Vicente, explores the political consequences of social inequality and exclusion
for adolescents. Drawing upon the data of 1789 Grade 10 students (average age is 16) from
24 schools in Brussels, the article uses multilevel analysis and finds that adolescents’ per-
ceived discrimination, specifically at school, is significantly related to their anti-democratic
attitude and their willingness to use violence. Authors have raised the concern that the
perceived discrimination and anti-system attitudes may drive young people to stay away
from politics and threaten social cohesion. As school is where students spend a great deal of
time, this paper recommends that future research be conducted to explore what and which
school-level predictors, such as teacher–student relationship and school environment, affect
adolescents’ perceived discrimination.

Relevantly, Rinnooy Kan, Willemijn F., Virginie März, Monique Volman, and Anne
Bert Dijkstra, in the article “Learning from, through and about Differences: A Multiple Case
Study on Schools as Practice Grounds for Citizenship”, moves to explore how students’
relations with teachers and peers affect their citizenship development. Drawing upon
data collected from multiple resources, including document analysis, observations, and
semi-structured interviews in four Dutch secondary schools, this paper investigates how
school functions as a practice ground for young people’s learning of dealing with diversity.
The authors demonstrate that the reflection on the enactment of ‘dealing with differences’
was mainly focused on students’ individual characteristics in all surveyed schools. The
difference within and between schools, for example, the difference between students and
teachers, and between a school’s student population and the broader societal context, were
underexplored within the field. Taking these into consideration, this paper highlights
the importance of preparing teachers to consider a wider array of differences to practice
dealing with diversity with their students and encourage students to reflect on the societal
implications of being different from others.

Then, the article “Towards a Comprehensive School Effectiveness Model of Citizen-
ship Education: An Empirical Analysis of Secondary Schools in The Netherlands” by
Coopmans et al., examines the role of a school in promoting students’ citizenship compe-
tence. Using cross-sectional data from students, teachers, team and school leaders at 78
secondary schools, the article adopted multilevel structural equation models to analyse
direct and indirect school-level determinants of students’ citizenship competence, includ-
ing knowledge, attitudes and self-reported skills. The empirical results largely confirmed
the previous literature and found that schools’ attention to citizenship education and open
classroom climate positively affected students’ citizenship competence. Interestingly, differ-
ent teaching practices were found to be associated with different outcomes: when teachers
frequently play the monitoring role at school, the students were found to report low levels
of competence; in contrast, when teachers encouraged students to actively choose the
topic to discuss at class, students demonstrated high levels of citizenship competences. In
alignment with Rinnooy Rinnooy Kan et al. (2021)’s recommendations, this paper noted
that teachers should be encouraged to train in more specific citizenship knowledge to
function well when working with students.

As mentioned earlier in this section, this Special Issue includes two papers which
specially focus on minority group cases. Nikolai Kunitsõn & Leif Kalev in their article
“Citizenship Education Policy: A case of Russophone Minority in Estonia”, has used
content analysis and semi-structured interviews to tackle the issue of the ethnic social-
economic inequality between communities in Estonia and investigated how citizenship
education can be used to diminish gaps in the future. Through analysing the national CE
and cross-curricular curriculums, the authors found that the general aims are clearly set up
(to develop active citizens), but the implementation mainly relies on teachers’ capability
and willingness of delivering courses. Those teachers in the interviews reported the heavy
teaching workload and expressed the concern of lacking support and training from their
schools. Additionally, the CE curriculums place an over-emphasis on civic and political
knowledge that leaves skills and values little addressed. Teachers confirmed this and
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mentioned that the in-class activities provided students with even more knowledge but
failed to engage them to practice and exercise their roles as a citizen. There are also
minimum participating opportunities for students outside the classroom, as the connection
to local communities, government and politics largely depends on teachers’ personal
contacts. Besides this, the authors also highlight the impact of a wide range of factors,
such as social media, less homogeneous social environments, and teachers’ differences, on
students’ civic learning outcomes. In response, the authors recommend: (a) promoting a
common and united education system for students who speak different native languages
to reduce segmentation; (b) adding practical elements when designing the CE curriculums;
(c) supporting and training teachers to engage students with interactive methods.

Further, Monika Oberle and Märthe-Maria Stamer in the project report, “Reaching
the Hard-To-Reach with Civic Education on the European Union: Insights from a German
Model Project”, present the details of a workshop designed for hard-to-reach youth and
concludes with practical methods for improving civic education on the European Union
(EU). The workshop adopted a learner-centred approach at each stage: on day one, par-
ticipants were encouraged to bring topics to discuss, build links between themselves and
the EU, and be familiarised with the basic knowledge and information-search on the EU;
On day two, participants utilised the knowledge learned from day one to participate in a
simulation game to examine decisions regarding plastic pollution at the European level.
The effectiveness of the work was then assessed by participants’ pre-/post-/follow-up
questionnaires on workshop methods and materials. It must be kept in mind that this
project is ongoing, and therefore is without evaluation results. Nevertheless, the detailing
of this workshop contributes to learner-centred approaches that many will find useful,
through the provision of concepts and materials tailored to these hard-to-reach groups.

Finally, there are two papers focusing on the experimental study. The review of the
experimental studies written by Steven Donbavand and Bryony Hoskins, “Citizenship
Education for Political Engagement: A Systematic Review of Controlled Trials”, identified
25 studies that use controlled trials to investigate the causal relationship between Citi-
zenship Education Programmes and young people’s political engagement outcomes. The
findings of the review confirmed that (a) quality teacher training is key to underpinning
the school-based citizenship education, no matter if it is a stand-alone programme, a cross-
curricular one, or a whole-school approach; (b) participatory approaches to teaching are the
most effective and have the overwhelming advantage of connecting with young people’s
motivation than the traditional acquisition-based approaches. This applies to all forms of
citizenship education; (c) online citizenship education learning is prevalent at the moment,
although the findings of its impact on young people’s offline attitudes and behaviours are
mixed. The positive results yielded from the studies showed that the digital world shares
similarities with the offline world, in that where the students are involved in developing
their own content, the changes in attitudes and behaviours are most pronounced.

The other experimental study, “Does Scientific Evaluation Matter? Improving Digital
Simulation Games by Design-Based Research”, by Sven Ivens & Monika Oberle, is a timely
response to the emergence of online citizenship education learning. This study used longer-
term evaluation data to identify and fix problems that existed in educational interventions.
After comparing the last (2019/2020) and first (2015/2016) evaluation cycle, the overall
performance of the simulation game is improved in its effectiveness in transferring EU
knowledge and enhancing users’ overall satisfaction with the game (Ivens and Oberle
2020). This study stressed the value of the design-based research approach for designing
and developing educational interventions, which provides some evaluation lessons for the
future implementation of digital simulation games.

4. Conclusions and Implications

To summarise, the seven papers measured and evaluated a wide range of CE pro-
grammes and activities (formal & informal CE, digital citizenship learning), which yielded
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some beneficial strategies for future research to prepare youth, especially disadvantaged
students, for participation in politics:

1. All school-based papers within this Special Issue highlight the importance of provid-
ing teachers with sufficient support, such as learning resources, tools and professional
training for teaching CE or CE-related courses. Teachers’ preparedness and training
in citizenship education are essential for boosting their confidence and quality in
delivering the subject. A well-trained teacher could help students to develop a greater
understanding of the subject.

2. Regardless of the forms of the learning (formal, informal, online, etc.), two things
are found to promote students’ participation: (a) adopting a participatory practice
method to extend students’ civic learning and participation beyond the classroom
into the local communities. Students, especially those of disadvantaged backgrounds,
will feel empowered by solving a real-world problem and enjoy their voice being
heard by the public. This also helps students build up social and moral responsibility
and realistic knowledge and skills to participate in real-life contexts; (b) developing a
student-centred learning format brings positive civic and political learning outcomes.
This does not only reflect on the teaching methodology itself but also somewhat
stresses that the relationship between students, teachers, and schools is critical. A
supportive, accessible, and trustworthy environment allows students to develop an
identity and participate more in the activities held at schools.

3. The demands for citizenship learning and communicating online were continuously
rising during the pandemic. Future research could therefore focus on supporting the
development of digital citizenship and engagement on social media and perceive how
other learning opportunities can boost or diminish students’ digital citizenship.
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