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Democracy in schools: qualitative analysis of pupils’ 
experiences of democracy in the context of the Norwegian 
school
Åse Haraldstad, Anne Dorthe Tveit and Velibor Bobo Kovač

Department of Education, University of Agder, Kristiansand, Norway

ABSTRACT
A limited number of empirical studies have explored pupils’ demo
cratic practice and the direct experiences of school children using 
a qualitative approach. The aim of the present study has been to 
analyse pupils’ experiences of the practice of democratic rights in 
the context of the Norwegian school. The study adopts a qualitative 
methodology, using semi-structured interviews with pupils. Three 
prominent school arenas were focused on: the mandatory pupil- 
teacher dialogue, the pupil council and classroom discussions. 
Three main markers of democracy have been used in the data 
analysis: contextual openness, participation and the ability to 
engage in democratic discussions. The findings reveal that all 
three markers of democracy, although variously distributed, were 
visible in these school arenas. The findings in the study are dis
cussed in terms of implications for the development of pupils’ 
future democratic competencies and the educational mandate 
schools have in preparing young people for adult participation in 
society.
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Introduction

The concept of democracy, one of the main guiding principles of school organisations in 
many cultural contexts, attracts a considerable amount of attention in the theory and 
empirical research fields (Harber, 1997, p. 41; Miller, 2002; Noddings, 2013; Straume, 
2016). The connection between democracy and education is reinforced through several 
normatively loaded texts which emphasise the importance of their interrelation. The 
objective of developing school activities based on democratic principles is logical for 
ethical, political and historical reasons, and for the assumed effects democracy has on 
a pupil’s psychosocial and learning development (Backman & Trafford, 2007). Starting 
from original texts nuancing different forms of democracy in education (e.g. Dewey, 
1916) to the current status of democracy in the contemporary school, there is an 
unprecedented consensus among all stakeholders that the implementation of democratic 
principals in school settings is indeed a good idea. This overarching conclusion clearly 
suggests that all progressive educational systems around the world should embrace 
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democracy as a guiding principle that reflects various forms of active participation of all 
involved parties (i.e. children, parents and staff) in the school context. However, the idea 
of democracy in schools, similarly to some other contemporary politically loaded terms 
(e.g. inclusion), is also frequently misused for rhetorical or political purposes. Thus, the 
research on the role of democracy in education frequently merely reflects desired aims or 
imaginary objectives rather than describing current situations and experiences of actors 
in educational institutions (Harber, 1997; Kovac, 2018). Indeed, research focusing on 
users and their direct experiences with democratic principles in various cultural contexts 
often shows that current knowledge, understanding and, most importantly, the use of 
democracy in school settings is far from the described ideal that is expressed in academic 
texts and political documents (e.g. Farstad, 2015; Mncube, 2009; Tursunović, 2005; 
Yilmaz, 2009).

Even though there is an extensive body of research exploring how school and class
room climates influence student development and achievements, there are few explora
tions of pupils’ direct experiences of democracy within the school context. Furthermore, 
the research in this area is predominantly quantitative, theoretical or purely normative in 
nature (e.g. Lenzi et al., 2014; Nishiyama, 2019; Schostak, 2019; Tormey & Gleeson, 
2012). Hence, there is a noticeable lack of studies that explore pupils’ experiences of and 
practices with democracy in school that use a qualitative approach and pose a simple 
question to participants in the study: in what contexts and in what manner do you 
experience democratic praxis in your school? Although this approach might seem 
obvious or directly plain, the review of the current literature suggests that there is 
nevertheless a knowledge gap when it comes to exploration of the direct experiences 
and perspectives of the actors who are supposed to represent the real catalyst behind 
democracy in schools, i.e. the voices of pupils. Bearing this background in mind, the aim 
of the present study is to analyse pupils’ experiences of the democratic practice in the 
context of the Norwegian school. Our intention is to explore the ways in which and the 
degree to which democratic practices are ‘situated in the life of young people’ (Biesta & 
Lawy, 2006, p. 73) through their own participation, in contrast to assessments of pupils’ 
verbalised levels of general knowledge about democracy. The study adopts a qualitative 
methodology, using semi-structured interviews with pupils in four educational settings. 
More specifically, we conducted twelve interviews with pupils at four lower secondary 
schools, focusing particularly on three distinct and important arenas in the school 
organisation where basic democratic principles are expected to be detected or expressed: 
the mandatory pupil-teacher dialogue, the pupil council and classroom discussions.

Theoretical background

Bearing the abovementioned aims of the present study in mind, it is a given that the 
identification of processes that characterise pupils’ democratic practices directly depends 
on the ‘theoretical lenses’ one chooses to use. Thus, prior to data collection, the research 
team had to delineate and reach consensus on the selection of the theoretical perspectives 
that would shape the manner in which the main themes/categories in the data material 
were to be identified, collected and subsequently analysed. The relation between democ
racy and schooling represents a complex subject with many subtopics, especially con
sidering that conceptual issues about what democracy is and is not have been a matter of 
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continuous debate (Schmitter & Karl, 1991). The present theoretical approach consisted 
of two steps. First, we focused on predefining some basic democratic principles or 
‘markers’ that might help us to identify pupils’ democratic experiences in school. 
Although the concept of democracy might be elusive when it comes to its wider defini
tional delimitations, there are nevertheless some basic principles that are frequently 
connected to experiences of pupils’ democratic practice in contemporary research: 
contextual openness, levels of participation and individual abilities to practise 
democracy.

The first essential principle or ‘marker’ of democracy is to have an atmosphere of non- 
restrained contextual freedom to promote arguments without fearing systematic or 
institutionalised consequences. Thus, the analysis of the internal structures in terms of 
openness that characterise any given context is decisive in understanding the potentials 
and limitations of the possibilities to practise democracy. Applying assessments of 
contextual openness to schools is logical considering that school settings are charac
terised in many cultural contexts by a clear hierarchy when it comes to reaching mean
ingful decisions (Yilmaz, 2009). In other words, the decision-making process in schools 
and classrooms concerning important issues is reasonably centralised and controlled to 
a high degree by the teachers and school leaders. This is partly understandable consider
ing that discussions based on democratic principles can be time-consuming and obstruct 
effectiveness when it comes to realisation of pre-planned goals originating in the upper 
echelons of the educational system. The classrooms and school openness constitute the 
issue that is reasonably well-explored in the current literature and predominantly con
nected to pupils’ civic skills and citizenship education as an important prerequisite for 
development of a democratic practices (Alivernini & Manganelli, 2011; Lin, 2014). 
Contextual openness, as a marker of pupils’ democratic practices, was connected in the 
present work to a wide array of indicators, such as the opportunity of the pupils to be 
heard or listened to, freedom to express themselves and their own positions, experiences 
of real influence, issues it was possible for them to discuss, and what discussions and 
topics are excluded, and the possibility to express and debate different opinions 
simultaneously.

The second principle or ‘marker’ of democracy in schools that is frequently mentioned 
in contemporary literature is the notion of participation (Schnack, 2008). The connection 
between participation and democracy is basic, i.e. it is difficult to analyse democratic 
practice in school without considering the degree to which pupils actively exhibit 
involvement and participation in the arenas where opportunities are presented. Even 
though some voices are calling for more theoretical precision on this concept with the 
aim of avoiding empty rhetoric (e.g. Vuori, 2014), a review of the relevant literature 
nevertheless indicates that democracy in educational contexts depend on the active 
participation of the people involved (S. Hart, 2013). Thus, there seems to be consensus 
that participation is best represented by a number of participatory approaches where 
processes of knowledge sharing and collective decisions result in a deeper and more 
meaningful understanding of participation in practice (Reid, Jensen, Nikel, & Simovska, 
2008).

Finally, the third basic principle or ‘marker’ of democracy refers to pupils’ abilities to 
practise democracy. Thus, as implied above, it follows that we consider contextual 
openness and a high degree of participation as mere preconditions that do not 
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automatically guarantee that pupils are automatically engaged in democratic practice. In 
the current literature there are several parallel concepts that collectively promote the idea 
that democratic practice depends on abilities to express and formulate one’s own argu
ments in a clear and convincing manner. Some of these concepts are democratic skills 
(Kahne & Westheimer, 2014), democratic habits (Hansen & James, 2016), reasoning 
skills (Lipman, 1993; Lipman & Sharp, 1986) or critical democratic thinking (Kovac, 
2018). Regardless of the slight theoretical differences or positions, they all essentially 
underline that democratic discussions go beyond mere contextual openness and partici
pation, and involve (1) the mode of communication that is based on dialogue and (2) the 
clarity of presented arguments from all involved parties. In other words, according to 
several authors, one important marker of democracy is based on the ability to undertake 
‘competent participation’ (Schnack, 2008). This also means that any social interaction 
aspiring to be characterised as democratic should, to a sufficient degree, use the type of 
communication that facilitates the exchange of knowledge and value-based arguments 
where extreme individualistic positions are modified by collectivistic consensus. The 
results of such a decision-making process are based on the process of knowledge and 
value exchange between different participants or groups that initially were perhaps 
separated due to their having opposing views or perspectives. In the current literature 
the kind of communication that is compatible with basic democratic principles is known 
as ‘deliberative communication’ and clearly visible in the writings of Habermas (1996) 
and more recently Englund (2000, 2006, 2016). In simplified terms, the notion of 
‘deliberative communication’ refers to discussions where different views are (carefully) 
expressed, and owned positions are formed only after other, possibly confronting 
perspectives, are heard, processed and weighed. This process refers to a type of social 
interaction that is characterised by tolerance and respect, as opposed to established, non- 
challenged rulings originating from the power invested in predefined authorities. Thus, 
the third ‘marker’ of pupils’ democratic practice in the present research refers to com
munication styles and the abilities of pupils to discuss various matters in the spirit of 
democratic principles. This is in line with early writings where it has been pointed out 
that democratic practice in schools primarily concerns the quality of interactions and the 
type of relationships within a specific educational context (Dewey, 1916).

In sum, the ‘markers’ of democracy that are in focus in the present study are 
contextual freedom, participation and the ability to practise democracy.

The Norwegian educational context

The core idea of democracy in education has an impressive and long tradition in Norway 
where the formation of national identity has been coupled with basic democratic 
principles (Briseid, 2012). This is also visible in the number of educational directives in 
Norway which over the years have consistently expressed that a democratic approach is 
a general platform on which public educational settings should be developed. For 
example, according to the national curriculum, the school must give pupils the oppor
tunity to participate in and learn about what democracy means in everyday life in school 
(Ministry of Education and Research, 2006/2017). Each lower secondary school in 
Norway is instructed to have a pupil council with pupil representatives (Education Act, 
1998, pp. §11–2). Similarly, the development of pupils’ abilities to participate in 
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discussions in a competent manner is also emphasised in the national core curriculum, 
but also in a number of the competence aims for specific subjects (Parliamentary white 
paper 28, 2015–2016, p. 41). This explicit connection between public schooling and 
governmental guidance has contributed to the formation of the relatively robust ideology 
of equality and fair conditions for all, regardless of personal or social background. The 
notion of democracy in Norwegian educational directives is explicitly associated with 
other similar concepts, such as human rights, the global community, scientific thinking, 
participation, social justice and national identity. Furthermore, this strong political 
rhetoric on democracy is embedded in intended practice where schools commonly 
establish pupil council meetings as a means of involving children in democratic pro
cesses. Democracy is thus seen in the Norwegian educational context as a competence 
that needs to be taught and learned by pupils, preferably through practice in various 
subjects (Solhaug & Børhaug, 2012).

However, although ideas about democracy are, as indicated, firmly embedded in the 
Norwegian school, the examples of pupils’ democratic practices are not as equally or 
easily detected in all aspects of the school structure. Due to this, we had to select a distinct 
arena in schools where situations for pupils to practise democracy were visible and 
embedded in the Norwegian school structures, and consequently expected to occur. 
These arenas where ‘education through democracy’ (Biesta & Lawy, 2006; Biesta, Lawy, 
& Kelly, 2009) might be detectable, executed and practised are (1) the mandatory pupil- 
teacher dialogue, (2) the pupil council and (3) classroom discussions. According to the 
Regulations for the Educational Act (2017), the pupil has the right to have a regular 
dialogue with the class teacher at least once each quarter where the topic is the formative 
assessment of the pupil’s achievements. During these talks, the teacher is supposed to 
present information about the pupil’s development in relation to the competence aims in 
the national curriculum and to give the pupil the opportunity to reflect on and participate 
in his or her own learning (Ministry of Education and Research, 2006/2017). Thus, the 
basic intention behind the pupil-teacher talks is to promote a dialogue where pupils also 
have the opportunity to raise questions of concern. The pupil council refers to meetings 
where joint interests of the pupils are discussed with the aim of promoting good learning 
environments in classrooms and the school in general. According to the Education Act 
(1998, pp. § 11–2), each lower secondary school in Norway shall have a pupil council with 
pupil representatives that provides pupils with the opportunity to freely express their 
own positions and concerns. One member of the staff is assigned to assist the council and 
has the right to attend and speak in the meetings. The pupil who chairs the council may 
call meetings in consultation with the staff contact, but a meeting may also be arranged 
when requested by one-third of the pupils in the council, or by the head teacher. And 
finally, classroom discussions provide pupils with the opportunity to interact and learn 
what democracy means in everyday life in school. Promotion of the pupils’ individual 
abilities to practise and develop democracy is emphasised in the core curriculum section 
of the national curriculum, but also in a number of the competence aims in the subjects 
(Parliament white paper 28, 2015–2016, p. 41). However, identifying potential contexts 
where pupils’ democratic practices could be detected is of limited use if the researchers 
are unclear as to how to define aspects of the subject matter under investigation.
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Methods

The present study was conducted at four lower secondary schools in three different 
municipalities with the aim of achieving a degree of variety during the data collection. 
Hence, one school was in a rural community, one in an urban municipality with rural 
surroundings and two schools were in a small city. The researchers started by approach
ing the administration at each school and asking them to purposefully sample infor
mants. The sampling process was based on criterion sampling as described by Patton 
(2002) and the school representatives were asked to choose pupils that fulfilled the 
following predetermined criteria: the pupils should be in the last grade in lower second
ary school and be active pupils who, according to their teachers, might have something to 
say about democracy and their own participation in school. Thus, information-rich 
informants were strategically preferred in this study. Additionally, we wanted ‘ordinary’ 
pupils in the class; not pupils who had been elected as pupil representatives. Finally, we 
also attempted to include both girls and boys as participants in the study to avoid gender 
bias. It must be noted that we are aware that this ‘purposive’ sampling strategy might 
introduce a bias in terms of obtaining an unrepresentative view on the issue, and might 
even be ironic considering the main aims of the study. Nevertheless, we would argue that, 
given the premises embedded in qualitative research, it was valid to select participants 
who could provide rich information, in contrast to participants who are not informed or 
interested in processes associated with democratic practices. All in all, we conducted 12 
interviews with the pupils, who were between 15 and 16 years of age, three interviews in 
each school. The interviews took place in the schools; seven boys and five girls 
participated.

The data material in the study is based on a semi-structured interview guide. The 
questions were open-ended, and the pupils were asked broad questions about the concept 
of democracy, the mandatory pupil-teacher dialogue, the class discussions and the pupil 
council meetings. In the situations where pupils provided relatively short comments, the 
open-ended questions were complemented with follow-up questions about the variety of 
situations that are expected to be connected to pupils’ democratic practices.

The research team consisted of three researchers, two of whom conducted the inter
views in two schools each with the aim of reinforcing the reliability of data. The whole 
group was involved in the analytical process by discussing back and forth the various 
interpretations and meanings emerging from the data material. All data were recorded 
and transcribed where NVivo 12 software was used in the analysis (Philips & Lu, 2018).

To attain an overview of the data, the first step in the analysis was to make a thorough 
review of the transcribed material. The entire analytical approach for making sense of the 
present data involved a back-and-forth process between open coding, restricted or 
guided by theoretical assumptions, and the collected data. This means that we negotiated 
various theoretical perspectives with the collected data to achieve interpretations and 
extract meaning, in accordance with the analytical assumptions from the grounded 
theory (Chamberlain-Salaun, Mills, & Usher, 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The entire 
analytical process started with identification of key school arenas and several ‘markers’ of 
democracy based on relevant literature. We then sharpened this process by developing an 
interview guide where key questions were further crystallised. In the third step we 
attempted to suspend our judgement and theoretical assumptions and apply an open 
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coding process, reducing the number of markers to the three most prominent that 
combine the theoretical background with the collected data in a meaningful manner. 
Thus, the result of this second step was a short list of categories, e.g. experiences of being 
listened to and experiences of disagreement. In accordance with Miles and Huberman 
(1994), the next step of the analysis was to cluster some of the codes derived from the 
coding process into the three overriding categories. In the final fourth step, we directed 
our focus on the attempt to understand and discuss principles of democratic practices in 
the light of statements from the participants in the study. Thus, in this final step we have 
summarised the findings and singled out sequences of text that offer insight into the 
purpose of the study. Even more importantly, in the end analysis, we looked for nuances 
and further illuminated the chosen categories by identifying a number of interrelated 
subtopics in each category. In short, the contours of initial markers of democratic 
practice developed during theoretical preparations proved relevant in the final stage of 
the analysis when the multiple thematic categories and then subsequent overriding 
categories were identified and presented to the reader as findings from the study.

Due to the young age of the informants, all ethical guidelines (The Norwegian 
National Research Etics Comittees, 2016) have been meticulously followed during the 
entire research process. For instance, to ensure that the pupils felt comfortable, all the 
interviews were conducted at their own school. The interviewers also spent some time 
with the pupils before the interview started in informal conversation so there was 
a smooth segue into the interview situation. The researchers were specifically focused 
on avoiding leading questions that would perhaps result in pupils unintentionally 
providing us with answers that they believed were ‘correct’. And finally, we were 
specifically focused on explaining the requirements of confidentiality in order to reassure 
the pupils that the researchers would not, under any circumstances, refer or commu
nicate contents of the interviews to the teacher. In sum, the purpose of the study was 
explained to the informants, they were guaranteed anonymity and the right to withdraw 
from participation in the present research at any point along the way was especially 
emphasised.

Findings

As noted in the introduction, the search for traces of the pupils’ democratic practices in 
various school arenas was supported by three important democracy markers identified in 
the current literature, namely contextual openness, participation and the ability to 
discuss various matters of importance. Across the arenas, all 12 cases showed to varying 
degrees the types of experiences where these three markers were clearly visible. However, 
and as expected, we found that occurrences of these processes were not distributed 
equally throughout all arenas. For example, in the mandatory-dialogue arena we found 
strong markers of contextual openness where the pupils expressed a high degree of being 
listened to and being heard. Similarly, we found the most elaborated versions of parti
cipation in the pupil council meetings, while the strongest indication of the ability to 
discuss various matters of importance was found in classroom discussions. It is impor
tant to note that our intention was not to compare and rank these three arenas in terms of 
importance. We found the arenas to be complementary, all of them containing different 
markers of democracy where opportunities for engaging in meaningful discussions were 
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present (Biesta & Lawy, 2006; Biesta et al., 2009). Thus, we presume that there were 
strong synergies between these arenas leading to the experience of the pupils’ democratic 
practice in the daily life at school. Nevertheless, this represented an interesting finding in 
the sense that it showed that the specific democratic behaviour of pupils is associated with 
specific contexts or aspects of school practice.

Mandatory dialogues

We started this part of the interview by asking how the participants understood the 
intentions behind the mandatory dialogues. The typical replies described them as an 
opportunity to talk about ‘our well-being, how we perform in the subjects, and what we can 
improve.’

We continued the interviews by asking the pupils to recall the last pupil-teacher 
dialogue and asking them open questions, such as how the talk was set up, how they 
experienced it and so on. Only two of the 12 participants used negatively loaded 
descriptions and portrayed this activity as waste of time or an unnecessary measure. 
The following excerpt from the interviews, among several similar ones, describes 
a teacher who is clearly attentive, listens to pupils and is prepared to act on behalf of 
the pupils:

She is completely serious about this and then she does what she can if you raise something. 
This means – if I’m hurt or pushed by somebody – she does something about it immediately. 
So, I can express my opinion clearly, and what I want her to do and stuff like that.

In the above excerpt it is easy to see that the teacher’s attitudes and actions had positive 
consequences for this pupil. These types of attitudes are quite common in our data 
material and can be detected in the statements made by several of the participants. In fact, 
our data material suggests that the pupils were encouraged to propose novel ideas or 
improvements in relation to various aspects of subject teaching and class organisation. 
For example, one participant said: ‘I think he likes it when people express their own 
opinions and stuff like that.’

Overall, these excerpts show the signs of contextual openness, where it was possible to 
speak out and where the teacher knew his/her pupils. It is reasonable to assume that the 
actions of the teacher in question contributed to the experience of contextual openness 
and freedom to speak freely, increasing the pupils’ chances and motivation to speak out 
in the future.

When we asked participants about criticising the teaching programme and teaching in 
general, some pupils said: ‘If I’m not satisfied, I usually speak out’, or similarly ‘If there’s 
something I’m not satisfied with, I express this right out.’

The participants also expressed the belief that the teachers were understanding even 
though criticism was directed at their colleagues. This is, to some degree, also the case 
when criticism was directed towards the teaching itself. For example, one participant 
said:

If for example I had said ‘this teacher is no good’ – he would not have replied ‘mm. . . are you 
sure? I disagree with that’ or something like that. He would have listened to what I said and 
considered that as a starting point.
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The excerpt clearly indicates the high levels of trust that are characteristic in open 
contexts that nurture confidence and feelings of being respected. However, although 
there was a strong belief in the teacher’s willingness to listen and efforts to help, the 
participants in the study also reported an awareness that the teachers were restricted in 
their opportunities to act.

I can express my own thoughts and ideas concerning alternative ways of doing things. And 
yes – they listen to me. But of course, the teachers run their own races, and they cannot 
always do everything. But they try to do their best to give help and assistance.

We also found excerpts describing how discussions with teachers resulted in pupils 
changing their mind:

I have just listened to what he has said, and he has listened to what I have said. ... But maybe 
I have changed my opinions a bit compared to what I had initially.

These excerpts show that the tendency towards deliberative communication indeed 
occurred between our participants and their teachers where both sides were prepared 
to listen and attempted to understand the other’s perspective. In sum, the overall 
interpretation of the separate statements from the 12 interviews connected to mandatory 
dialogues clearly indicates high levels of contextual openness and the opportunity to 
freely express one’s own positions.

The pupil council meetings

One prominent arena in the school context where participation was visible in practice 
was the pupil council meeting. During these meetings, the pupils had the opportunity to 
actively exhibit involvement and partake in their areas of interest. However, in contrast to 
relatively positive descriptions associated with the mandatory dialogues, where the pupils 
reported high levels of contextual openness and freedom to express their own under
standings, the tone describing the pupil council meetings was somewhat distrustful. We 
started this part of the interview by posing fairly simple and open questions about their 
experiences of the pupil council, for example how the class elected their representative 
and which topics the council addressed. It must be remembered here that this is an arena 
where it is highly expected that concrete propositions and discussions will lead to 
expectations of tangible consequences and results. Our data indicated that 10 out of 12 
participants in the study expressed a low degree of experienced influence, objecting that 
their initiatives were not taken seriously. Several utterances from our informants were 
characterised by a sense of resignation, as we can see in the following excerpt:

The principal doesn’t work that much with the cases. After nagging for many, many years, 
we got hot showers. It took five years. ... It took a long time before they decided to hear what 
we want. A very long time.

This attitude of scepticism to change is further nuanced in this excerpt:

They [the pupils] can present good suggestions and opinions and that sort of thing, but 
usually nothing happens. ... So, the principal just says, ‘we’ll look into the matter’, and then 
nothing happens.
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Under the assumption that this attitude is representative of the pupil population in 
general, it is reasonable to assume that the abovementioned excerpts might show that 
there has been an unfortunate effect on the pupils’ motivation to participate in pupil 
council meetings. Indeed, one of the participants clearly and bluntly stated: ‘In fact, it [the 
pupil council] doesn’t mean that much to me’.

To investigate this picture further, we explored the nature of the pupils’ requests and 
expectations. The participants in the study reported a wide range of expectations that 
varied in terms of realistic possibilities. One of the participants expressed this lack of 
realism in the following manner:

They present many unrealistic wishes, like in primary school, where everyone should have 
a trampoline in their school.

Although one of the participants pointed out that it is easier to obtain approval of non- 
material suggestions, such as social and inclusive events, the dominant tendency in the 
data material points towards a materialistic orientation. A typical answer to the question 
of what sort of issues were usually discussed in the pupil council meetings is related to 
strong demands for material improvements. Examples of these demands included having 
an ATM at school, a microwave, toaster, basketball nets, playgrounds, hot meals in the 
cafeteria, curtains in the showers, ‘Vipps’ access (for telephone transfers of money) and 
so on.

In sum, data based on questions concerning the pupil council reveal poorly utilised 
potentials for practising democracy considering that this forum was established with the 
aim of providing pupils with the opportunity to freely express their own positions and 
concerns. Several statements from the participants disclosed a somewhat restrained 
atmosphere of contextual openness to promote arguments. In addition, relatively nega
tive attitudes were detectable in the data when it came to the hope for change; there was 
also a small and petty focus and a materialistic orientation. All this points to the failure of 
the original intention behind the councils when it comes to the pupils’ participation. The 
obvious consequences of these tendencies could lead to pupils losing interest in demo
cratic practice and thus having lower participation when it comes to influencing the 
decision-making process in school.

Classroom discussions

The classroom context and the nature of classroom dynamics is the specific arena where 
skills and competencies concerning the quality of discussion tend to emerge. The pupils 
were asked open questions about how the classroom discussions take place and how the 
pupils participate in these settings. One issue was to a large degree initiated by the pupils 
themselves, namely the lack of instruction on how to participate in such discussions.

It was easy to detect in our data that there was general agreement among the 
participants that they received very little systematic teaching and instructions related to 
development of abilities that can be used in democratic discussions in the classroom. For 
example, one of the participants said:

We were not actually taught about these things, we merely tried to figure it out on our own. 
We discuss it as we like. No, it comes . . .. on its own, it just happens.
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A fellow participant concurs: 

We have never been instructed on how things should be done. It is we ourselves, I suppose, 
who run discussions alone.

Moreover, the participants reported that they seldom experienced the type of teaching 
that stimulates democratic discussions and expressed the desire for more knowledge and 
training on this issue:

. . . I think so, if we could be taught to discuss, – how to do it  ...  not only use examples. 
I think it would be much better if we could take an hour a week just to do that properly.

Thus, the last three extracts clearly show that some of our participants perceived that the 
lack of systematic instruction related to the development of their abilities that could be 
used in democratic discussions was regrettable, while at the same time they expressed 
appreciation for this type of communication and strong engagement. This is aptly 
described in the following excerpt:

There’s a lot of screaming going on because many are passionate. ...  Plenty of enthusiasm 
one might say.

We continued the interview with more specific questions on the pupils’ own participa
tion in the discussions and asked them the following questions: Do you often speak out? 
Do many pupils participate in classroom discussion? Who are the ones who take the 
floor?

Although some participants stated that they took part in discussions, they also 
reported a relatively low general participation rate in the class, estimating that perhaps 
only a third or less of all the pupils contributed. Moreover, the participants pointed out 
that in fact only a few pupils dominated the discussions:

Only two or three people talk in class. So, there are only discussions between the teacher and 
two or three others. ... we have tried to get others to be more involved, but it didn’t work.

Statements from the participants reveal that a possible reason why pupils were reluctant 
to join discussions was related to insecurity and fear caused by offensive comments and 
laughter.

From time to time I dare to say what I mean, but I’m afraid to get comments and stuff like 
this. . ..Yes, after class I’m thinking that I’m going to get some barbs in my direction.

Furthermore, it seems that those pupils who dominate have certain characteristics that 
inhibit others from speaking out. They were described as having ‘strong meanings and 
strong personalities’, being ‘the popular ones’, the smartest ones who know more than 
others’, ‘the boys more often than the girls’ and so on.

However, traces of the willingness to understand the position of others was clearly 
detectable in our findings. Several of the participants said that the teacher pushed them to 
be better listeners and pay attention to others when they talked. They emphasised the 
importance of attempting to understand the positions of others during classroom 
discussions.

It’s important to get the opinions of others. Because you might change your mind and you 
have to think about the stuff being said.
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Bearing this question in mind, we also asked our participants if they ever had changed 
their opinion and viewpoints during classroom discussions. Several, or more accurately 
four participants directly stated that the nature of the discussions influenced their own 
positions, leading them to change their minds in some cases:

If I state something that I didn’t think through, somebody can point out aspects I haven’t 
thought about. So, after a while I change my opinion.

Most of the participants in this study also showed a strong willingness to credit different 
viewpoints and manage disagreements. However, one relatively surprising finding was 
that very few pupils were able to understand what we meant when we asked questions 
about the use of arguments in discussions. In sum, our data indicate that, compared to 
the two other previously mentioned arenas, the classroom discussions seemed unorga
nised and random, and lacked a guiding and premediated pedagogical structure. 
Certainly, it must be pointed out that our data material has at times somewhat opposing 
messages concerning the pupils’ participation and involvement in classroom discussions. 
For example, we reported a low participation rate, but also reported signs of engagement 
and joy concerning these discussions, as well as a strong willingness to credit different 
viewpoints. But still, there is little awareness of the importance of the quality of argu
mentation. Nevertheless, the classroom discussions were confirmed as an important 
arena where traces of the pupils’ democratic practice emerged. It seems that this arena 
has a great potential for development, similarly to the pupil council meetings. This refers 
to structure and planned pedagogical pursuits, but also didactic approaches for stimula
tion of partly spontaneous discussions that could have learning benefits and lead to 
valuable ‘democratic moments’.

Discussion

The aim of the present study has been to analyse the pupils’ experiences of democratic 
practice in the context of the Norwegian school. We focused on three prominent school 
arenas where markers of basic democratic principles were expected to be found: the 
mandatory pupil-teacher dialogue, the pupil council and classroom discussions. 
Although traces of pupils’ democratic practices were detected to varying degrees in all 
three school arenas, the overall findings nevertheless indicate that there is a large 
potential for further development of practices supporting pupils’ possibilities to be 
heard and taken seriously when it comes to decision-making processes in school.

On the one hand, our data clearly show that the participants in this study were satisfied 
with their opportunities to practise and exercise democracy in their educational contexts. 
This is especially visible in the pupils’ statements connected to the mandatory dialogues 
where they clearly describe feelings of being heard, taken seriously, trusted, able to 
criticise and with opportunities to influence pre-planned actions. Thus, the informants 
describe the mandatory dialogues as having high levels of contextual openness, with clear 
democratic markers where the pupils’ initiatives concerning individual needs and wishes 
were seriously considered. This is a rather surprising finding, considering that the school 
organisation is based on a rather firm hierarchy when it comes to reaching decisions and 
making plans (Kovac, 2018; Yilmaz, 2009). In Norway, the purpose of the mandatory 
dialogue is to discuss each pupil’s development in relation to the objectives and aims in 
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the national curriculum. Our data suggest that teachers seem to succeed in getting the 
pupils to feel they are being heard during these dialogues, thus fulfiling the criterion that 
democratic educational contexts should be characterised by active participation (S. Hart, 
2013).

On the other hand, the experience of contextual openness that is reported in connec
tion with the mandatory dialogues seems to be more restricted in the pupil council 
meetings. More specifically, our data show that the pupils describe the council meetings 
with a distrustful tone, saying they have a low level of influence, and basically the 
informants do not seem to care about the council. The pupils explain that they are 
listened to, but the findings indicate that there are few tangible consequences of their 
initiatives. Similarly, the informants in our study report that classroom discussions are 
characterised by low participation, dominated by few voices and influenced by fear of 
embarrassment. Furthermore, there are indications that the pupils possess very little 
knowledge about how to promote their own arguments, as well as how to respond to the 
arguments of others. This is attributed to a lack of competencies, insufficient instruction 
in classroom discussions and inadequate guidance on how to act during these types of 
discussions.

The main point that seems to emerge is that there is very little systematic instruction 
when it comes to the development of the pupils’ abilities to use democracy in practice. 
Thus, even though we find in our data a relatively high degree of the contextual freedom 
to express one’s own positions, participants in the study also report that they receive little 
guidance when it comes to development of the abilities to discuss various matters of 
interest. This is surprising considering that educational institutions are by definition 
places where pupils’ have chances to systematically develop capacities to understand 
different perspectives, to present their own views to their classmates or the teacher, and to 
engage in give-and-take arguments in order to arrive at mutually justifiable decisions (A. 
Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). For example, our data indicate that pupils and their 
representatives need more information and guidance to fully understand that the mission 
of the pupil council might go beyond the materialistic topics that seem to dominate the 
meetings’ agendas. This could be achieved if the teacher who is assisting the pupil council 
provides additional guidance to explain the educational aspect of the council meetings 
and the limits the pupil council is operating within. Making clear what these meetings 
can and cannot decide might certainly benefit the young peoples’ views on democracy. 
Thus, schools should also be clear in advance about the format of the pupil council and 
explain the potential limits that are embedded in these types of pupil participation. 
Similarly, in the situations when the council does not achieve a breakthrough in favour 
of the pupils’ viewpoint, the school and the teacher should then make an effort to explain 
the reasons for not taking the pupil council’s point of view into account (A. Gutmann & 
Thompson, 2004). Our main point, based on the present data, is that school has an 
educational mission and mandate to prepare young people to be active stakeholders who 
are participating in the decision-making process in their respective cultural contexts. 
Thus, school needs to provide a deeper framing of democracy for their pupils compared 
to the short materialistic orientation that is visible in our data. If this is not done properly, 
it is not a given that the pupils’ democratic practices and experiences in school will have 
any transmission value outside the four walls of the schools nor that there will be much 
learning outcome (Børhaug, 2018). More bluntly, considering the positive attention the 
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concept of democracy receives when it comes to education, it is rather disappointing to 
find that pupils use their opportunities primarily on materialistic topics and individual 
concerns. This potential ‘playing the democracy game’ based on school experiences that 
is visible in our data can indeed backfire and create a certain degree of apathy if/when 
pupils later in life are expected to practise democracy in their adult lives (Biesta & Lawy, 
2006). It is reasonable to assume that such indifference and disappointment that are 
coloured by the ‘hidden’ nature of the school context could be generalised to society at 
large in the future.

Bearing this in mind, we argue that schools should certainly continue to aspire to be 
democratic spaces in terms of allowing pupils to practise democracy, but more impor
tantly schools should represent an educational arena where democratic abilities are 
learned in one way or another. It is important to note that this argument expressing 
concern for young people’s apparent political passivity, although rarely based on empiri
cal data as is the case in our article, is frequently emphasised in the contemporary 
literature (Amnå & Ekmann, 2014; Hansen & James, 2016; Kahne & Westheimer, 
2014; Kovac, 2018; Lipman, 1993). It is fair to say that the concept of democracy is 
connected to a higher degree to human rights and fairness, and less to the quality of 
decisions. This is the reason of why democracy is and should be a complex concept 
involving a gradual learning process and maturation, from child-initiated shared deci
sions with adults to full participation in adult decision-making (R. A. Hart, 1992). In 
other words, non-participative experiences of democracy in school, connected to a poor 
teaching focus on development of competencies, could easily lead to indifference when it 
comes to the expression of one’s own opinions. The present findings, however, could 
easily be interpreted as encouraging and supporting the idea that school is primarily an 
educational arena where democracy should be gradually learned, and only secondarily an 
arena where democracy is indeed practised by pupils in a limited capacity. In sum, 
teachers and other educators should use classroom discussions and other appropriate 
arenas strategically to develop pupils’ abilities in democratic participation, and more 
importantly serve as moderators during these discussions, guiding pupils towards higher 
levels of democratic experiences (Kovac, 2018). Afterall, the school is, beyond a doubt, 
the most important institution where deliberative democratic principles can be system
atically learned with the aim of preparing children to take constructive roles in a future 
democratic society (Amy Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Labaree, 1997).
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