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Abstract — Schools are expected to contribute to preparing students for engaged
citizenship. Research shows that open classroom discussions on political issues
have a positive effect on political attitudes and behaviour. However, a deeper
understanding of why students perceive their classrooms as open for discussion
is missing. The purpose of this study is to examine how deliberative democratic
theory can be used to explain such perceptions. We argue that the openness of the
discussion climate is positively affected on the one hand by a context of good
student-teacher relations characterised by fairness and respect and on the other
hand, by the level of collective efficacy, which is the perception of responsiveness
of the school towards student demands. Using multilevel analyses on the
European data of the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS
2009), we find that these predictors are significant at the student level and the
school level. This means that both the individual experience of a student as well
as the average school’s score on good student-teacher relations and collective
efficacy affect how students perceive the discussion climate. Our findings, based
on high-quality survey data from 22 countries, are a significant contribution to
clarifying the underlying mechanism leading to an open classroom climate. As
such discussions have proven to be an effective way to stimulate political
engagement, we conclude that a school context characterised by fairness and

responsiveness, should not be overlooked by schools and policy.
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Deliberation in Citizenship Education

1. Introduction

In a democratic society different socialization agents can shape young people’s civic values
and attitudes. Alongside parents, peers and organizations, schools contribute to this process of
attitude and value formation (Gimpel, Lay, and Schuknecht 2003; Flanagan 2013; Neundorf,
Smets, and Garcia-Albacete 2013; Langton and Jennings 1968; Eidhof et al. 2017; Osler and
Starkey 2006; Reichert 2016). They do so through civics courses, extra-curricular activities,
service-learning and a democratic school climate (Dijkstra et al. 2015; McFarland and
Starmanns 2009; Flanagan et al. 2014; Claes, Hooghe, and Marien 2012; Kahne and Sporte
2008; Quintelier 2010). From previous research we know that an open classroom climate for
discussion relates especially positively to important civic values such as political trust and
tolerance (Campbell 2008; Persson 2015; Torney-Purta et al. 2001). What lacks in this research
is a deeper understanding of how individuals perceive their classroom climate as open for
discussion. This paper will examine how characteristics of secondary schools in Europe relate
to the way that students perceive their classrooms as places where they can openly discuss

public matters.

We draw on a central component of deliberative democratic theory (Béchtiger and Steiner
2005; Dryzek 2009; Fishkin and Luskin 2005; Gutmann and Thompson 2004) that places
discussion at the centre of democracy. Authors such as Hess (2009) and Parker (2003) draw
parallels between deliberative theory and the school environment when they argue that
classroom discussions on controversial political issues stimulate democratic capacity building
amongst adolescents. If the development of civic attitudes benefits from discussions, we need
to know more about how to stimulate such a climate. Deliberative democratic theory argues
that an environment accessible to all participants based on equality and respect for different
opinions displayed is crucial for deliberation to be considered successful (Gutmann and
Thompson 2004). For adolescents to engage in a deliberation, they must feel respected and
fairly treated by their teachers. In addition, responsiveness towards citizen demands is
considered to be a pivotal feature of deliberative democracy (Chambers 2013; Habermas 2006).

Students need to feel that their voices are heard and valued.

Based on literature and research, we expect a respectful relation between students and teachers
on the one hand and a school which is responsive towards student demands on the other hand
to stimulate an open discussion climate. We argue that these school characteristics serve as
necessary conditions for schools to be a suitable playground for practicing deliberative skills.

When a school environment is perceived as disrespectful and unwelcoming to student
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involvement, individual students will refrain from expressing their opinions. Specifically, we
measure if good student-teacher relationships and responsiveness towards student demands
affect the openness of the discussion climate using multilevel analyses on the European sample
of the IEA ICCS 2009 data (Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr and Losito 2010). The individual
perception of discussion climate is the dependent variable in our analysis as we are interested
in the effects of the school context on such perceptions. We start by explaining theories of
political socialization in schools and how elements of deliberative democracy can be applied
in a school environment. Subsequently, we describe the data and method used for analyses,

followed by a presentation of the results and a critical discussion of our main findings.

2. Why schools matter

Schools are expected to contribute to preparing students for engaged citizenship. Besides
designated civics courses (Niemi and Junn 1998), more attention has been given to other forms
of educating students in becoming citizens in the past decades. The creation of a democratic
environment for learning and interacting with peers and teachers is considered to be very
important in stimulating adolescents’ civic engagement (Flanagan et al. 2007; Torney-Purta et
al. 2001; Parker 2003; Parker and Hess 2001; Hess 2009; Quintelier 2010). Schools can be seen
as polities where students live together and shape their ideas and identity as citizens (Flanagan
2013). Schools gather students of different backgrounds regarding social class, religion or
ideological background. Adolescents live together in this public arena, outside the family
environment, and encounter a diverse set of values and opinions. These circumstances make

schools promising sites for experiencing democracy.

In his seminal work Education and Democracy, Dewey (1916) argues that any experience,
however trivial it may seem, can have long lasting effects when the consequences of the
experience itself are endured and recognized. The aim is not primarily cognitive, but can be
found in the value of the experience itself. Therefore, if one wants to stimulate the creation of
democratic values, democracy itself should be experienced. When strengthening the
connection between young people and democracy, it hardly seems appropriate to look at the
distant relationships students have with elected representatives (Flanagan, Cumsille, Gill and
Gallay 2007). For adolescents the strength of local community ties (Dewey 1916), such as the
school, is more relevant. Learning how to be a citizen, how to express your opinion, and how
to gain confidence in a fair process of coming to a decision takes time and practice (Flanagan

et al. 2007). Within the school environment, confidence in the system, as well as in students’
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own capacities, can grow through recurrent successful experiences. This continuous effect

makes schools a very fertile soil for democratic capacity building (Hess 2009; Parker 2003).

3. Deliberation in democratic schools

Deliberative democratic theory puts discussion at the centre of democracy (Dryzek 2000;
Mansbridge 2003). It is a normative theory as it claims to be a more democratic way of dealing
with the pluralism of our modern democracies. The focus lies not merely on aggregation of
citizens’ individual preferences through elections, but on the mechanisms of discussion and
public opinion formation in a more continuous manner (Dryzek 2000; Habermas 1984). This
talk-centred view of democracy underlines the importance of accountability of elected
authorities towards their citizens and the communicative process of forming an opinion
(Chambers 2013). The theory has undergone a transformation growing past a theoretical or
institutional ideal (Cohen 2007; Thompson 2008) into a broadly applicable democratic theory.
A definition which fits the use of deliberation in this paper is given by Chambers:
“Deliberation is debate and discussion aimed at producing reasonable, well informed
opinions in which participants are willing to revise preferences in light of discussion,
new information, and claims made by fellow participants. Although consensus need not
to be the ultimate aim of deliberation, and participants are expected to pursue their
interests, an overarching interest in the legitimacy of outcomes (understood as
Justification to all affected) ideally characterizes deliberation.” (Chambers, 2003, p.
309).
Deliberation is a discussion open to all participants, in which any argumentation should be
presented in a comprehensible manner (e.g. excluding purely religious reasoning). Participants
are encouraged to grow past self-interested thinking and to show mutual respect for different
opinions displayed. The discussants can reflect on their preferences in a non-coercive manner
leading to a better understanding of alternate viewpoints (Gutmann and Thompson 2004;

Dryzek 2000; Chambers 2013; Jacobs, Cook, and Delli Carpini 2009).

The deliberative turn also extended possible sites where deliberation is deemed useful (Ercan
and Dryzek 2015). Whereas authors such as Rawls (1993) focus on official sites for
deliberation in existing institutions, e.g. parliament and courts, others scholars locate
deliberation in more unofficial sites, such as social movements, protest organizations and the
media (Ercan and Dryzek 2015), as well as interactions between two citizens (Gundersen

2000), or what Mansbridge (1999) refers to as everyday talk. Also schools are considered to be
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suitable sites for deliberation (Gutmann 1995; Hess 2009; Parker 2003). The added value of
deliberation in schools lies in its potential of fostering active citizenship. If the educational
system wants to stimulate engagement among adolescents, students need to be taught how to
become democratic citizens without neglecting the diversity of today’s society (Enslin,
Pendlebury and Tjiattas 2001). Social diversity and tolerance towards this diversity is
considered to be a basic virtue for citizenship education (Gutmann 1995; Hess and McAvoy
2015; Macedo 1995; Parker 2003; Rawls 1993) following the reasoning that mutual respect
cannot be taught without exposing students to different opinions about public matters. Students
can reason with each other about a matter that exceeds any purely individualistic interest, listen
to competing viewpoints and consider each other as equals (Hess and McAvoy 2015). Students
not only learn more about the subjects at hand, but also acquire the skill of engaging in a high-
quality public talk (Hess 2009). As schools bring together a variety of students (e.g. gender,
religion, social background, intelligence), adolescents run into a more diverse set of opinions
on any given subject than they would in their home environment (Parker 2003). They learn
how to form and express an opinion and listen respectfully to others with whom they might
disagree (Avery, Levy and Simmons 2013). Such reasoning teaches respect for reasonable

disagreement (Gutmann 1995), as students learn to agree to disagree (Mutz 2006).

When we talk about schools as places where democracy can be experienced and practiced, we
refer to a democratic school climate. Schools are communities where students interact with
each other and learn more about their own positions on public matters (Levine 2006). Young
peoples’ democratic attitudes are influenced by everyday experiences with democracy, such as
decision-making processes in the classroom and whether students’ feel that their opinions are
valued by others (Flanagan 2013; Nieuwelink, Dekker, Geijsel and ten Dam 2016). But how
can schools improve their democratic outlook? First, we stress the importance of students’
sense of efficacy, a perception of responsiveness towards student demands, to reach the full
potential of these discussions. Second, we look at the relationship between students and
teachers, as the latter have the power to allow discussion within the classroom and are in a

position to decide whether students’ efforts are appreciated or overlooked.

3.1. The role of collective efficacy

Political efficacy is a fundamental political attitude (Almond and Verba 1989; Hahn 1998; Sohl
and Arensmeier 2015). It is the confidence in one’s ability to make a difference (Hahn 1998;

Pasek, Feldman, Romer and Jamieson 2008). Scholars consider political efficacy as pivotal for
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civic engagement, as a sufficient level of efficacy is required for people to actually participate
and become civically engaged (Delli Carpini 2000). When someone does not feel able to
contribute to a decision-making process or competent to deal with civic issues, he or she is
likely to avoid any involvement (Pasek et al. 2008). This is supported by Bandura’s work on
social cognitive theory when he argues that people need to believe that they can produce desired

effects by their own actions; otherwise they have little incentive to act (Bandura 2000).

The sense of political efficacy develops early in life. However, adolescents’ understanding of
responsiveness of political authorities may not be shaped directly by the political system, as
this is a very distant relationship. To understand the development of feelings of efficacy, we
need to look at proximate environments of adolescents in which they interact (Bandura 1997).
Adolescents have many opportunities to try to influence adults within the institutional settings
they have to deal with, most notably the educational system. These feelings of efficacy can
serve as a foundation for feelings of efficacy towards larger communities and political arenas.
Young people learn how to be a citizen through opportunities and conditions created within

their own communities (Bandura 1997; Flanagan et al. 2007; Godfrey and Grayman 2014).

Many efforts that people pursue require individuals to work together and speak with a
collective voice to initiate change. The strength of a group, whether it is a family, an
organization or a community, relies on the idea that acting together increases the possibility of
improving lives for the better. The belief that collective action generates power and brings the
group to the desired outcome is referred to as collective efficacy (Bandura 1997). This is no
different for pupils in a school environment. Schools are places where interactions with non-
familial adults regularly occur, thus creating many opportunities for working together and
perceiving fair or unfair treatment in this proximate environment (Flanagan et al. 2007; Sohl
and Arensmeier 2014). Torney-Purta et al. (2007) refer to schools as communities of practice,
where students learn how to interact and work together with others and develop a foundation
for citizenship. If young people want to influence adults, in this case the teachers, they ought
to work together to accomplish change for the better. Consequently, we look at students’
perceptions of collective efficacy (Bandura 1997; Bandura 2002) to see how they influence the
openness of classroom discussions. In their study on youth political consciousness, a concept
combining critical reflection, socio-political efficacy and critical action, Godfrey and Grayman
(2014) found a similar relationship between the feeling of collective efficacy (or what they
refer to as ‘school efficacy’) and the level of discussion within a classroom. Students need to
feel that their voices are heard, and that when they cooperate on a matter of their concern, the
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school will be receptive to listen to their demands. This feeling of responsiveness of the school
towards their demands is captured by the concept of value of student participation (Schulz et
al. 2010). Based on the literature and previous studies, we expect to find a positive relation
between students’ perception of value of participation and the discussion climate, as students
who feel their opinions are appreciated and who believe in the power of collective action will

be more inclined to openly express their opinion.

3.2. The role of teachers

When looking at students interacting with adults in schools, one cannot work around the
important authority in the proximate environment of adolescents: the teachers. They can (or
cannot) create the discussion opportunities and decide to either value or disregards students’
efforts. A considerable amount of research has been done on the relation between students’
feelings of well-being in school on the one hand and their motivation and performance level
on the other hand. The way teachers use their authority, how they interact with students, and
how standards of respect, fairness and equal treatment are set reflects deeply on students’
feeling of belonging to the school community. Research indicates that a good relationship is
positively correlated with students’ engagement and motivation to perform well (Roeser,
Midgley, and Urdan 1996; Sullivan and Transue 1999; Flanagan et al. 2007; Jennings and
Greenberg 2009; Eccles and Roeser 2011; Wentzel and Wigfield 2007; Wentzel 1997; Resh
and Sabbagh 2017). Midgley et al. (1989) found a strong relation between the perception of
teachers’ support and the motivation to learn. The better the school environment was perceived,
the more value was given to the subject taught. A positive student-teacher relation,
characterized by trust, mutual respect and feelings of belonging, are positively related to
engagement and motivation to learn (Roeser, Midgley and Urdan 1996). Following the idea of
pedagogical caring, the feeling that teachers care about their students, is a predictor for
motivational outcomes at school. Students will feel more inclined to engage in any classroom

activity when they feel cared for (Wentzel 1997).

If democracy is learning by doing (Dewey 1916), democratic standards should be set in the
school environment and put into practice by the teachers. Deliberative theorists emphasize that
the context in which deliberation takes place needs to be characterized by fairness and respect.
This requirement is as well valid in a school environment (Avery et al. 2013; Hess and McAvoy
2015; Hess 2009; Parker and Hess 2001; Parker 2003). Values such as respect, fair treatment

and tolerance should be present and acted upon in the school environment, as they create a true
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democratic climate for learning and practicing how to become an engaged citizen (Flanagan et
al. 2007). The student-teacher relationship is therefore perceived as an essential component of

a democratic climate where deliberation can be practiced.

In sum, this paper will measure the effect of a respectful student-teacher relationship and
students’ collective efficacy on the openness of the discussion climate. When a positive effect
can be found, a deeper understanding of the process behind classroom discussions will be
achieved. As the lack of clarity about the underlying mechanism is often indicated as a gap in
existing studies (Campbell 2008; Persson 2015; Torney-Purta et al. 2001), this paper will
advance citizenship education research by taking a step back and looking at the discussion
climate as a dependent variable. We address the question if the context in which discussions
take place affects the perceived openness of the discussion climate by students. Our research
question for analysis is therefore: do the student-teacher relationships and the value of student

participation affect students’ perceptions of an open discussion climate in secondary schools?

4. Data and Sample

Data for this analysis come from the 2009 International Civic and Citizenship Education Study
(ICCS 2009), conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational
Achievement (IEA). This international study of students enrolled in the eighth grade
(approximately 14 year olds: Schulz et al. 2010) questioned students, teachers and principals
about the context in which students learn about citizenship, including classroom climate,
knowledge, attitudes and behaviour. This study uses data from 22 European countries'
containing 67,695 students from 3212 schools. The participating students were selected
through a two-stage cluster sample. The schools were sampled within each country using
probability proportional to size, measured by the number of students attending a school, to
ensure a representative sample. Within each sampled school, an intact class was randomly
selected. All students within that class participated (Schulz, Ainley and Fraillon 2009). The
amount of missing data is low in our dataset, ranging from 1.1% for gender to 2.1% for

immigration background. Cases with missing values were excluded from our analysis, using

' The participating countries are Austria, Belgium (Flanders), Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark,
England, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Norway, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia,
Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. The Netherlands were excluded as the sample requirements were not met.
Luxemburg and Liechtenstein are not included as the sample size was very small, in accordance with the advice
given by the ICCS 2009 user guide (Brese et al. 2009).
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listwise deletion.? To take possible violations of the independence assumption resulting from
this sampling design into account, three-level multilevel analyses (students in schools in
countries) with design weights® are used (Brese, Jung, Mirazchiyski, Schulz and Zuehlke 2009;
Hox 2010).

The student-teacher relation and the value of student participation are included in our model
on the individual level, as well as on the school level. Both values are relevant for our research
question. On the one hand, we want to measure the effect of how students feel about the
relationship with their teachers on the perception of openness of the classroom climate. On the
other hand, we want to include the effect of the classroom mean score of student-teacher
relations on the individual perception of the discussion climate, as being part of a group which
evaluates this relation as good might have an effect on your personal experience in classroom
discussions, independent of your own personal evaluation of this relationship. By including the
average score of the participating students in each school, the effect of the overall school

context is taken into account, in addition to the individual perceptions of the students.

When both the individual as well as the aggregate scores are used in the same model, they are
highly correlated, as the score of an individual student contributes to the school mean. To
resolve this problem, the individual scores of the students are centred around their group mean,
meaning that for each students the deviation from the school mean is used. On the second level,
the school average is centred around the grand mean, being the mean value of the entire sample
of schools. The value of students on the individual level is therefore uncorrelated with the
aggregated score, as the first represents the deviation for the school mean, whereas the latter is
the deviation of the grand mean: the average score of all 3212 schools involved in the sample
(Hox 2010; Paccagnella 2006; Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). All other variables used in the

analyses are centred around their grand means.

2 Descriptive statistics, including missing values, are listed in appendix.

3 The sampling design used is a stratified two-stage cluster design, with schools sampled using probability
proportional to size. This design calls for sampling weights to compensate for disproportional selection
probabilities of a school or a student, as well as a non-response adjustment. When applying multilevel analysis to
the ICCS 2009 data, a ‘within-school student weight’ and a ‘school weight” should be used on the first and the
second level of analysis respectively, as described by the ICCS 2009 User Guide for the International Database
(Brese et al., 2009). All participating countries received a weight of 1, to make sure all are accounted for equally
in the analyses.

9



Deliberation in Citizenship Education

5. Measures?

5.1. Classroom climate

A deliberative classroom setting is one where open discussions on matters of political or social
interest take place in a respectful and inclusive manner. Previous research indicates that having
regular classroom discussions leads to higher political knowledge, political interest, political
trust, perceived future participation, appreciation of conflict and intention to vote (Barber,
Sweetwood and King 2015; Campbell 2008; Claes, Hooghe and Marien 2012; Dassonneville
et al. 2012; Gniewosz and Noack 2008; Godfrey and Grayman 2014; Hahn 1998; Torney-Purta
et al. 2001). However, students and teachers seem to have a rather limited conception of what
a good discussion is and do not often engage in a qualitative, in-depth exchange of views. When
several students shortly state their opinion without real student-student interaction, the students
and their teachers presume they were involved a discussion (Avery, Levy and Simmons 2013;
Torney-Purta et al. 2001). The amount of ‘cross-cutting’ political discussions, meaning that
people interact with people having a different opinion than their own (Mutz, 2006), is thought
to be considerably low. Research shows that only 23% of American adults actually engage in
such discussions. But when such discussions do take place, even without meeting all conditions
of a good deliberative practice, they are still positively related to the above mentioned civic
outcomes (Mutz 2006; Hess 2009). This led Avery et al. (2013) to conclude that even

minimalist discussions stimulate the development of civic attitudes and skills.

We measure the discussion climate within the school using the Openness of Discussion Climate
item response theory (IRT) scale which captures ‘the extent to which students experience their
classrooms as places to investigate issues and explore their opinions and those of their peers’
(Torney-Purta et al. 2001: 138) and was used by many other scholars in previous studies on
classroom discussions (e.g. Campbell 2008; Dassonneville et al. 2012; Gainous and Martens
2012; Lenzi et al. 2014; Persson 2015). The scale measures more than the quantity of discussion
opportunities during classes, by asking students how often they are encouraged to express their
opinion, if several sides of an issue are explained respectfully by the teacher and if they are
encouraged to discuss issues with people having a different opinion than their own. In addition,
one of the items asks how often students bring up current political events for discussion, which

requires them to feel sufficiently comfortable to raise issues they feel worthy of being

4 All items used to construct the scales can be found in appendix, alongside the descriptive statistics.
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discussed. Therefore, the scale goes beyond measuring the quantity of discussions, but touches
as well upon the quality. The scale consists of six items on a four-point scale (‘never’, ‘rarely’,
‘sometimes’, or ‘often’). The internal consistency of the scale is 0.751 (Cronbach’s alpha) for
the sample of 22 European countries. Higher values represent a higher level of perceived
openness. Scale scores are set to an international average of 50 and a standard deviation of 10
for the weighted dataset (as described in the Technical Report of ICCS 2009: Schulz et al.
2009, p.163).°

5.2. Value of student participation

Similarly to the study of Godfrey and Grayman (2014) on fostering critical consciousness, we
measure collective efficacy through students’ perception of how their participation efforts can
lead to change and the extent to which they feel valued within the school environment. The
scale consists of five items on a four-point scale (ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly
disagree’). A higher score resembles a higher extent of agreement with the statements about
the value of participation (Schulz, Ainley and Fraillon 2009). The items question students about
their agreements with statements such as ‘lots of positive changes can happen if students work
together’, ‘students participation in how schools are run can make schools better’ and
‘organizing groups of students to express their opinions could help solve problems in schools’.
These questions are asked to students about their perception of the school in general. The
reliability of the scale is 0.784 (Cronbach’s alpha) and the correlation with the dependent
variable is 0.235.6

We hypothesize that a higher score on the perceived value of student participation leads to a
higher score on the openness of the classroom climate, derived from the idea that if students
feel their efforts are valued and that working together leads to positive changes, the school
becomes a small-scale democratic society which is responsive to the demands of its citizens,
in this case the students. We argue that this practice will stimulate the openness of discussions

in the classroom.

5> The international sample of 38 countries participating the 2009 IEA International Civic and Citizenship
Education Study has an average of 50 and a standard deviation of 10 for each scale. This is also the case for the
other ICCS scales used in the analyses: ‘value of student participation’ and ‘student-teacher relationship’.

¢ Looking at the countries separately, the correlations between the independent and dependent variables fall within
a reasonable range and could not be considered problematic. Also multicollinearity was tested (VIF: 1.018).
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5.3. Student-teacher relationship

Deliberation only reaches its full potential when embedded in a fair and respectful environment
(Avery, Levy and Simmons 2013). Participants need to feel that they can share their opinion
freely and will be respected by others, even when disagreement amongst participants is
displayed. Therefore, a good relationship between students and teachers is imperative when
creating a constructive and supportive atmosphere in which an open classroom climate can
exist. We measure perceptions of student-teacher relationships with a scale of five items asking
students about the relationships with teachers: e.g. ‘most of my teachers treat me fairly’,
‘students get along well with most teachers’ and ‘most of my teachers really listen to what |
have to say’. The scale’s internal consistency is 0.729 (Cronbach’s alpha) and the correlation
with the dependent variable is 0.301.” We hypothesize that the student-teacher relationship has
a positive effect on open classroom climate, as fairness and respect are considered as
prerequisites for good deliberative environments. The better the perceived relationship with the
adults in school, the more the students are likely to express their opinions, even if they disagree

with the teacher or with other students.

5.4. Background characteristics

We also include several demographic characteristics of the students as control variables, when
previous research indicated that an influence on classroom climate could be identified. We
expect a positive relation between classroom climate and gender, as girls are more likely to
report a higher level of openness of classroom climate than boys (Barber et al. 2015; Campbell

2007).

Immigration background is included, as ethnic background is often claimed to be related to
different forms of engagement (e.g. Geijsel et al. 2012; Kahne and Sporte 2008). Campbell
found in his study on American high school students that racially mixed classes led to less
discussions (Campbell 2007). Students with migration background include first and second

generation migrants, using students’ self-report.

Socioeconomic background has proved to be highly relevant when analysing data on political

attitudes and competences (Campbell 2008; Castillo et al. 2015; Geijsel et al. 2012). We use

7 Also for this variable we looked at the correlation with the dependent variable for each country separately. The
scores fall within a reasonable range and cannot be considered problematic. Multicollinearity was as well tested
(VIF: 1.019).
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home literacy as a proxy variable for the social background of the family as it reflects the
general intellectual environment in the home (Barber, Sweetwood and King 2015; Campbell
2007; Claes, Hooghe and Marien 2012; Manganelli, Lucidi and Alivernini 2015; Persson 2012;
Torney-Purta et al. 2001).

Previous research reports a positive link between open classroom climate and the level of
political knowledge of the students (Campbell 2007, 2008; Gainous and Martens 2012; Persson

2015). We therefore include a score for political knowledge in our model as a control variable.®

5.5. Discussions outside the classroom

In our analyses, we also take the discussion habits of the students outside the classroom into
account as a control variable. Learning how to form and express an opinion and to listen
respectfully to a counterpart are skills that can be acquired in many different settings. In
particular, the home environment and discussions with friends on political or socially relevant
topics can serve as practice for engaging in a political talk. This way, discussions become a
part of students’ everyday discourse. They will feel more inclined to engage in any discussion,
also within the school environment (Youniss 2011). We expect a positive relation between
political discussions with family and friends, and the perception of open classroom climate.
Political discussions with friends and family are included in a four-point-scale, ranging from

‘never’ to ‘almost daily’.

[insert Table 1]

6. Results

All models in our analyses are analysed using three-level hierarchical linear modelling with
HLM 7 statistical software, estimated via maximum likelihood (Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong,
Congdon and du Toit, 2011). The fully unconditional model in Table 1 shows that 9.7% of the
variance in classroom climate perceptions exists between schools and 4.7% between countries,
which supports our choice for multilevel analysis. In the first model, both student-teacher
relations and the value of participation measured on student level have a significant and
positive effect on the perceptions of classroom climate (0.246 and 0.153 respectively, p<.001),

which is in accordance with our hypotheses. When students perceive the relation with the

8 79 items of the cognitive test were used to derive a civic knowledge scale, see ICCS 2009 Technical Report
(Schulz et al. 2009).

13



Deliberation in Citizenship Education

teachers as respectful and fair, they think of the classroom climate as more open compared to
students who perceive an unfair environment. The same goes for the value of participation:

students with a higher sense of collective efficacy report a more open discussion climate.

In the second model, we include the demographic background characteristics, measured at
student level. Gender proves to have a significant effect, as is the case in most studies that
include classroom climate. Girls perceive the classroom climate to be more open than their
male peers (2.089, p<.001). More political knowledge is positively associated with classroom
climate. Also, students with many books at home tend to perceive a more open climate for
discussion. However, when the measures for discussion outside the classroom are taken into
account in model three, the coefficient for socio-economic background is no longer significant.
Practice of discussion elsewhere is a predictor of the openness of the classroom discussion.
(0.708 for discussions within the family and 0.843 for discussions with friends, p<.001). For
immigration background, we were not able to show a significant relation with our dependent
variable. Neither set of control variables drastically changes the effects of our two predictors

of central interest.

In a fourth model, student-teacher relations and value of participation are found to have
significant slope variation, indicating that the relation between these variables and classroom
climate perceptions differs depending on the school one is attending. We expect that the
individual perception of both the student-teacher relations and their feelings of collective
efficacy have an effect on the perception of the discussion climate. Therefore, we include the
school average score of both variables in our fifth model and in a second step see how both
effects relate to each other by testing a cross-level interaction. Both aggregates have a positive
effect on classroom discussions: a higher school mean perception of the value of participation
and of the student-teacher relation goes together with a higher score on classroom climate

(0.245 and 0.363 respectively, p<.001). The individual effects remain stable in strength.

Model six in Table 2 includes the cross-level interactions between the scores on both levels of
the two independent variables. The interaction effect for the individual and aggregate measure
of the student-teacher relationships is significant and negative. This means that for students
who are in a class with a good average score, the individual perception of a student matters
less. In other words, the effect of the individual perception of the relationship with teachers on
classroom discussions is larger for students who are in a school with a lower average score on
student-teacher relations. The effect of the individual perception is smaller when the average

score for student-teacher relations is higher. To make our estimation of the variance
14
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components more accurate, we allow the slope of the country level to vary as well in model
seven. We now find a similar interaction effect for the value of participation. When the school
average score of the feeling of collective efficacy is high, the effect of the individual perception

of the student is smaller.

Finally, we take a closer look at the gender effect in classroom discussions. As previous studies
indicated and is confirmed in our analyses, girls perceive the classroom climate in general to
be more open than boys. We see in model eight that the influence of gender differs according
to the school one is attending. Model nine shows that the difference between boys and girls
becomes smaller when the average score for the value of student participation is higher. The

interaction effect for gender and the student-teacher relations is not significant.

[insert Table 2]

7. Discussion

Students engaging in a discussion on public matters while showing respect for different
opinions will have a positive effect on the democratic capacity-building of schools. A
democratic school climate makes students experience democracy within the polity of the
school. According to Dewey (1916), these experiences should be endured and frequently
practiced to gain results in the desired civic outcomes, such as democratic attitudes or skills.
The inherent diversity present in a school environment should be used as an asset (Parker 2003)
to fuel discussions on matters that are of interest to all. As many researchers showed the
advantages of such discussions, the importance within educational practices as such is not
questioned (e.g. Campbell 2008; Persson 2015; Castillo et al. 2015; Pasek et al. 2008; Torney-
Purta et al. 2001; Dassonneville et al. 2012). But how such a climate is nourished within a
school is less known. In this paper, we took a step back and looked at perceptions of the
discussion climate as the dependent variable, as it is students’ sense of being in a classroom
where they are encouraged to share their opinion that will affect civic attitudes (Hess 2009;

Manganelli et al. 2015; Torney-Purta et al. 2001).

We are interested in the contextual predictors within a school of such perceptions to see how
we can improve and strengthen the existence of a discussion climate within our educational
system. According to deliberative democratic theory, responsiveness and mutual respect are
essential when stimulating high level discussions. Both elements can be present in a school

environment when students feel their efforts are valued, when they have the feeling that their
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voices are head, as well as when there is a general feeling of mutual respect between students

and teachers.

Our results confirm that the teacher plays a crucial role in creating a democratic school climate.
As previous research of Wentzel (1997) indicated: the feeling that teachers care for students
motivates them to perform well. Our results show that this is also the case when maintaining
an open discussion climate. Students who feel respected and get along well with their teachers
think of their schools as places where they are encouraged to express their opinion and discuss
matters with people who have a different view than their own. We found similar results for
collective efficacy: when students feel that working together can initiate positive changes
within the school environment, they perceive the classroom climate as more open. Our findings
show that a context of fairness, respect and responsiveness towards student demands stimulate
discussions in schools. These results were found in 22 European countries using high-quality
survey data. We therefore argue that the insights given in this paper contribute substantially to
a better understanding of the underlying mechanism leading to open classroom discussions.
Within a democratic school climate, students can develop skills to deliberate and practice how
to become engaged citizens. As this is an important goal of citizenship education, the
stimulation of a democratic school climate through the school context should not be overlooked

by schools and policy.

A limitation of our analysis is the measurement of discussions in a classroom. The construct
measures the perceived discussion climate: to what extent do students feel that their classroom
is a place where they can have an open exchange of views on political or social issues. It does
not cover the full quality of the discussions, nor does it give full disclosure concerning the
actual occurrence of discussions. Future research through observations or experiments could
complement our research by giving more information about what is being said during the
discussion and if these discussions are high quality discussions resembling deliberations, or
mere classroom talks. A second limitation is linked to the cross-sectional data of ICCS, which
does not allow us to make any statements on the causal direction of the effects found through
multilevel analyses. Future research should look into the direction of the effect, by using data

and methods which allow making such claims.

If we want to maintain an engaged citizenry, we need adolescents to learn what it means to be
part of a democracy. If engaging in a deliberative discussion produces learning (Gundersen
2000), students will become better informed and display more tolerance towards the diversity

inherent to our society (Hess 2009; Parker 2003). Schools are promising sites for experiencing
16
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deliberation. When embedded in a fair, respectful and responsive environment, students will
be able to explore their position within this democratic polity and practice the art of

deliberation.
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Table 1. Results for open classroom climate using hierarchical linear modelling
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Null Model I Model IT Model 11T Model IV Model V
Model
Intercept 50.320%** 50.318*** 50.480%*** 50.461*** 50.460%*** 50.382%**
Student level variables (L1)
student-teacher relation 0.246 (0.004)***  0.237 (0.004)***  0.231 (0.004)***  0.224 (0.005)***  0.225 (0.013)***
value of participation 0.153 (0.004)***  0.114 (0.004)***  0.104 (0.004)***  0.105 (0.005)***  0.107 (0.005)***
gender (girl=1) 2.089 (0.083)***  2.187 (0.082)***  2.170(0.082)***  2.149 (0.081)***
immigration (ves=1) 0.315 (0.158)* 0.092 (0.157) 0.096 (0.156) 0.096 (0.154)
home literature 0.163 (0.033)***  0.052 (0.033) 0.057 (0.033) 0.063 (0.033)
political knowledge 0.015 (0.001)***  0.013 (0.001)***  0.013 (0.001)***  0.012 (0.001)***
discussion family 0.709 (0.049)***  0.702 (0.048)***  0.684 (0.048)***
discussion friends 0.843 (0.058)***  0.817 (0.057)***  0.796 (0.057)***
School level variables (L2)
student-teacher relation 0.363 (0.019)***
value of participation 0.245 (0.022)***
Student level variance 80.201 71.818 69.502 68.513 65.237 65.225
School level variance 9.155 9.670 7.850 7.368 7.589 4.705
slope student-teacher relation 0.021 0.021
slope value of participation 0.015 0.015
Country level variance 4.361 4.352 3.507 3.475 3.612 3.959
ICC school level 0.097 0.112 0.097 0.093 0.099 0.064
ICC country level 0.047 0.051 0.043 0.044 0.047 0.054
Deviance 493007 485915 483289 482210 481487 480498

Source data: ICCS 2009.

Note: Entries are coefficient estimates and standard errors (in parentheses) of a multilevel linear regression using HLM 7 (maximum likelihood estimation).
The models include 67695 individuals at first level, 3212 schools at second level and 22 countries at third level. The appropriate weights were used to
compensate for disproportional selection probabilities at student and school level. All variables in italic are entered grand mean centred, variables in bold
italic are entered group mean centred. Significance levels: *<0.05; **<0.01; ***<0.001.
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Table 2. Results for open classroom climate: interaction effects
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Null Model (table 1)  Model V (table 1) Model VI Model VII Model VIII Model IX
Intercept 50.320%*** 50.382%*** 50.381*** 50.381%** 50.387*** 50.396%**
Student level variables (L1)
student-teacher relation 0.225 (0.013)***  0.227 (0.005)***  0.223 (0.014)***  0.223 (0.015)***  0.223 (0.015)***
value of participation 0.107 (0.005)***  0.108 (0.005)***  (0.108 (0.008)***  (0.108 (0.008)***  (.108 (0.008)***
gender (girl=1) 2.149 (0.081)*** 2142 (0.081)*** 2,142 (0.081)***  2.146 (0.089)***  2.142 (0.088)***
immigration (yes=1) 0.096 (0.154) 0.093 (0.154) 0.086 (0.154) 0.086 (0.153) 0.087 (0.153)
home literature 0.063 (0.033) 0.066 (0.033) 0.066 (0.033) 0.063 (0.032) 0.063 (0.032)
political knowledge 0.012 (0.001)***  0.012 (0.001)***  0.012 (0.001)***  0.012 (0.001)***  0.012 (0.000)***
discussion family 0.684 (0.048)***  (0.683 (0.048)***  0.681 (0.048)***  0.680 (0.048)***  0.680 (0.048)***
discussion friends 0.796 (0.057)***  0.798 (0.057)***  0.795 (0.056)***  0.798 (0.056)***  0.799 (0.056)***
School level variables (L2)
student-teacher relation 0.363 (0.019)***  0.365 (0.019)***  0.365 (0.018)*** 0.365 (0.019) 0.364 (0.018)***
value of participation 0.245 (0.022)***  0.243 (0.022)***  (0.241 (0.022)*** 0.237 (0.022) 0.240 (0.022)***
Interactions
student-teacher relation L1xL2 -0.006 (0.001)***  -0.006 (0.001)***  -0.006 (0.001)***  -0.006 (0.001)***
value of participation LIxL2 -0.002 (0.001) -0.004 (0.001)*** ~ -0.004 (0.001)***  -0.004 (0.001)***
gender x student-teacher rel. L2 -0.001 (0.023)
gender x value of part. L2 -0.080 (0.027)**
Student level variance 80.201 65.225 65.236 65.212 64.619 64.626
School level variance 9.155 4.705 4.705 4.705 4.675 4.676
slope student-teacher relation 0.021 0.020 0.017 0.017 0.016
slope value of participation 0.015 0.015 0.015 0.015 0.015
slope gender 2.421 2.341
Country level variance 4.361 3.959 3.954 3.920 3.879 3.869
slope student-teacher relation 0.004 0.004 0.004
slope value of participation 0.001 0.001 0.001
ICC school level 0.097 0.064 0.064 0.064 0.094 0.093
ICC country level 0.047 0.054 0.035 0.053 0.051 0.051
Deviance 493007 480498 480449 480295 480226 480210

Source data: 1ICCS 2009.

Note: Entries are coefficient estimates and standard errors (in parentheses) of a multilevel linear regression using HLM 7 (maximum likelihood estimation). The models
include 67695 individuals at first level, 3212 schools at second level and 22 countries at third level. The appropriate weights were used to compensate for disproportional
selection probabilities at student and school level. All variables in italic are entered grand mean centred, variables in bold italic are entered group mean centred.
Significance levels: *¥<0.05; **<0.01; ***<0.001.
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8. Appendix

8.1. Descriptive statistics

n mean SD min max .%.
missing

open classroom climate 67695  50.41 9.65 14.83 78.98 1.3
student-teacher relation 67695  48.85 9.60 17.62 73.53 1.2
value of participation 67695  49.36 9.76 15.18 69.83 1.4
Gender 67695 0.51 0.50 0.00 1.00 1.1
immigration background 67695 0.09 0.28 0.00 1.00 2.1
home literature 67695 2.49 1.32 0.00 5.00 1.2
political knowledge 67695 520.55 95.52 133.08 887.01 0.0
political discussion family 67695 1.78 0.96 1.00 4.00 1.3
political discussion friends 67695 1.49 0.78 1.00 4.00 1.4

student teacher relation - school 3212 48.95 4.11 33.07  64.96 0.0
value of participation - school 3212 49.15 3.49 36.05 60.78 0.0

8.2. Variables

Open classroom climate:

Q: When discussing political and social issues during regular lessons, how often do the following
things happen? Response options: never — rarely — sometimes — often.

- Teachers encourage students to make up their own mind.

- Teachers encourage students to express their opinion.

- Students bring up current political events for discussion in class.

- Students express opinions in class even when their opinions are different from most of the

other students.

- Teachers encourage students to discuss the issues with people having different opinions.

- Teachers present several sides of the issues when explaining them in class.
IRT-scale: international average of 50 - standard deviation of 10 for the weighted dataset.
Cronbach’s alpha is 0.751 for the sample of 22 European countries (Schulz et al. 2009).

Student-teacher relations:

Q: how much do you agree or disagree with the following statements about you and your
school? Response options: strongly agree — agree — disagree — strongly disagree.

- Most of my teachers treat me fairly
- Students get along well with most teachers
- Most teachers are interested in students’ wellbeing
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- Most of my teachers really listen to what I have to say
- If I need extra help, I will receive it from my teachers

IRT-scale: international average of 50 - standard deviation of 10 for the weighted dataset.
Cronbach’s alpha is 0.784 for the sample of 22 European countries (Schulz et al. 2009).

Value of student participation:

Q: How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements about student
participation at school? Response options: strongly agree — agree — disagree — strongly
disagree.

- Students participation in how schools are run can make schools better

- Lots of positive changes can happen in schools when students work together

- Organizing groups of students to express their opinions could help solve problems in
schools

- All schools should have a school parliament

- Student can have more influence on what happens in schools of they act together
rather than alone

IRT-scale: international average of 50 - standard deviation of 10 for the weighted dataset.
Cronbach’s alpha is 0.729 for the sample of 22 European countries (Schulz et al. 2009).

Gender: Boys 0 — Girls 1
Immigration background: = first or second generation migrants

Students without immigration background 0 — Students with immigration background 1

Political discussion with friends and with family:

Question asking how often students engage in a discussions about political or social issues.
Response categories: never to hardly ever — monthly — weekly — daily or almost daily.

Civic Knowledge
Student civic knowledge scores are derived from 79 items in the cognitive test. The constructed
achievement scale has an international mean of 500 and a standard deviation of 100 for the
weighted dataset.

Home literacy

Question asking students about the number of books at home: 0 to 10 books (0) - 11 to 25
books (1) - 26 to 100 books (2) - 101 to 200 books (3) - 201 to 500 books (4) - more than 500
books (5).
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