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Abstract 
 
Educating future citizens has always been the aim of formal education. Only recently, however, 

citizenship education, as well as education for democratic citizens, has become a field of interest 

in education and political science. Directly by policies, curricula and extra-curricular activities or 

indirectly by prevalent attitudes and democratic or non-democratic practices, schools and teachers 

transmit knowledge, skills, values and attitudes that build the political ‘capital’ of future 

democratic citizens and thus those who constitute a democratic society.  

In societies in transition to democracy formal education particularly plays a vital and challenging 

role. Uganda is one of these ‘newly democratising’ countries. After decades of dictatorship and 

one-party-rule in February 2006 Ugandans witnessed the first multi-party elections since more 

than 25 years. The society is in transition, and accordingly the education system might be so. 

Uganda provided the research context for this study on education for democratic citizenship.  

The research was carried out between August and October 2006 in Kampala and Kamuli district, 

Uganda. It illustrates the case of four selected secondary schools that differ significantly in their 

practices of citizenship education. Applying various qualitative research methods, in particular 

semi-structured interviews and group discussions, the study explores teachers’ and students’ 

voices, opinions and ideas for change towards democratic citizenship education. The analysis of 

practices and actors’ opinions reveals conceptions of citizenship, determinants of these 

citizenship conceptions, and their translation into practice. It gives insight into strengths and 

weaknesses of different approaches, and sheds light on limitations of citizenship and democracy 

education. Although always determined by the local and national context, the social and political 

situation, the findings might be enlightening or inspiring beyond the Ugandan situation. 
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Introduction 

‘I’ve heard President Museveni speak of democracy on the television. He says he wants 
to make proper roads and economical activities. (…). I don’t think it’s only about new 

roads; it’s also about the people of Uganda.’   (Daniel, 10 years1 ) 

Democracy is about the people; it is for the people and by the people. Democratic citizens are the 

pillars of a free society. Democratic principles such as equality, inclusion, tolerance, social 

justice, public participation, accountability, and the rule of law are crucial fundamentals of 

governance as well as the necessary ingredients for peaceful coexistence.  

Democracy is currently the most widely accepted and promoted goal of development in societies 

around the world. Democracy is closely linked to the realisation of human rights, granting 

political and civil liberties to all people. It opens the space for civil society to participate in 

decision-making, to demand rights and interests, and to hold political leaders accountable. 

Democracy provides the best political environment available for the peaceful solution and 

prevention of disputes and conflicts. Amartya Sen (1999) has observed that no substantial famine 

has ever occurred in any independent and democratic country with a relatively free press. Other 

studies point out that democratic regimes and structures are more likely to tackle poverty (Harber 

2002, UNDP 2002). Following a neo-liberal ideology that aims at liberalisation of markets and 

monetarism the World Bank and other international donor organisations push a certain form of 

democracy within the framework of ‘good governance’.2 

‘Democracy’ comes from the Greek word ‘demokrasia’ for ‘rule of the people’ and as the literal 

translation indicates, the development and maintenance of democracy requires not only its formal 

structures, but also well informed and empowered citizens who are committed to take part in the 

democratic process. However the crucial question is: How do citizens learn to be ‘democratic’? 

 

Learning for democratic citizenship does not only start and take place in schools as that 

constitutes only one part of the political socialisation of adolescents. Nevertheless, compared with 

early family socialisation and the local and national environment, several studies prove that 

formal education has the greatest influence on political knowledge and attitudes and is the single 

                                                 
1  In: ‘Democracy in the eyes of the children’, MS Newsletter 3/2006; available from: 
http://www.ms.dk/sw41253.asp (accessed on Jan 22, 2007) 
2               ‘Good governance’ is currently promoted by international organisations, for instance the World 
Bank, and is declared as a condition of aid and loans. Key elements of ‘good governance’ are, among 
others, participation, rule of law, transparency, government effectiveness, as well as accountability. ‘Good 
governance’ shall minimise corruption and assure that the perspectives of minorities and vulnerable groups 
are taken into account (Kaufmann et al. 2005). The World Bank’s push for good governance is closely 
linked to the promotion of economic liberalism, which opponents criticise as mere attempt to introduce 
global capitalism in the interest of multi-national companies and organisations. 
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most powerful variable for predicting civic and political participation (Almond et al. 1963, 

Schugurensky et al. 2003, Mattes 2003).  

 

In school, young people acquire knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that will influence their 

life as democratic citizens. They learn to see and define themselves as members of a community, the 

nation, and the world. They develop thinking skills, and learn to examine and asking. They learn to 

relate to others, to work together, to communicate and to negotiate. They develop values and attitudes 

that might guide their thinking and behaviour throughout their lives. In school they practice and 

experience democracy and citizenship.  

Educational policies and practices always relate to the society in which they are established. 

Particularly on the African continent, education will not make societies more inclusive, secure 

and prosperous overnight. Nonetheless, schools contribute enormously to the acquisition of 

democratic values and principles. They can either be agents of change - or perpetrators of existing 

injustices (Harber 2004, 2007, Freire 1970).    

 

Although the goal to educate its citizens for life and participation in society has been fundamental 

since ancient times, the debate on ‘citizenship education’ has been a contemporary one.  

In ‘long established’ Western European and North American democracies increased attention to 

schooling and citizenship emerged as consequence of a lack of political participation, awareness 

and interest of young people.3 In Latin America, alternative school models were established 

reacting on neo-liberal and neo-conservative forms of education, e.g. the Citizen School in Porto 

Alegre, Brazil (see sub-section 2.5.3). In Africa, citizenship education was introduced to promote 

the transition to democracy, for instance in South Africa (Finkel 2000, Enslin 2003).  

Despite its global importance, the current debate on education for democratic citizenship is still 

centred in Western societies. It comprises the content, knowledge, skills, values and attitudes 

democratic citizens should acquire, as well as the approach and organisation of education as 

democratic learning experience, in short: education for democracy, as well as education in 

democracy. 

1.1 Subject, rationale and aim of the study 
 
Education for democracy and democratic citizenship caught my attention as a ‘new’ and 

contemporary issue of education science and development studies. Its relevance in both the 

economic ‘North’ and ‘South’ inspired me to choose this topic. Citizenship education combined 

                                                 
3  As a reaction on the decrease in political participation the European Commission has launched the 
‘Year of European Citizenship through Education’ in 2005, followed by broad campaigns and initiatives in 
the subsequent years (see: http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/edc/, accessed on Jan 18, 2006). Maitles et 
al. (2006) review the literature on the discourse in the UK, for the Netherlands: Veugelers (2006). 
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my interest in education, political transition, and social development. It touches on the 

fundamental questions of what kind of education a society provides and what kind of citizens, and 

ultimately what kind of society, education tries to achieve. These issues are relevant for 

developed, as well as ‘developing’ societies. Education for democratic citizenship is ultimately 

education for transformation and change, and hence, development in itself.  

 

Although this research thus could have taken place anywhere in the world, it is particularly 

interesting to study the education provided for future citizens in societies currently undergoing 

the transition to democracy.  

As one of the ‘newly democratising’ countries, I have chosen Uganda as the location of my study. 

After decades of abuse by its political leadership and very restricted opportunities for democratic 

citizenship, Uganda held multi-party elections in February 2006, its first in more than 25 years 

creating a space for political parties and civil society. Despite ongoing internal conflicts in parts 

of the country (see sub-section 3.2), many Ugandans enjoy a climate of social and political 

liberalisation, which provided the setting of the research. 

 

The study examines education for democratic citizenship in four selected Ugandan secondary 

schools. 

The underlying assumption of this research is that democracy is a valuable goal, as well as a basic 

principle for education. For the purpose of this research as democratic principles shall be defined 

equality among people, tolerance and inclusion of different opinions, popular participation in 

decision-making, accountability, social justice, and the rule of law.4  

 

Citizenship education is understood as both direct and indirect measures to promote knowledge, 

skills, values, and attitudes that refer to citizenship and participation in society. 

The term ‘citizenship education’ as it is used here shall comprise ‘civic education’, which is and 

was traditionally used for knowledge-based transmission of civic issues, and ‘life skills’, which 

have been recently introduced as broad subject covering skills that are relevant for life in any 

given society, e.g. communication, hygiene, or child care.5 Education for democratic citizenship 

is regarded as education that deliberately promotes democratic principles and the democratic 

citizen’s participation in community and society. Apart from these basic indicators it leaves room 

for the informants’ own definitions and conceptions. 

 

 

                                                 
4  These principles are derived from the Human Development Report 2002: Deepening Democracy 
in a Fragmented World (UNDP 2002). 
5  In such a broad sense ‘life skills’ are recently promoted by the Ugandan National Curriculum 
Development Centre (NCDC) as subject in primary school. Source: Interviews NCDC Aug 10, 2006.  
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This study explores democratic (and non-democratic) school and classroom practices. It aims at 

collecting perceptions, opinions and ideas for change from different actors’ perspectives, 

particularly those of the students. 

The research process was meant to stimulate reflection on the side of those interviewed and to 

generate views and ideas for those who will read the findings. Rather than demonstrating how 

‘undemocratic’ schools and teachers act, it is the aim of the study to share experiences and learn 

from ‘good practices’ within the context of transition to democracy. Deliberately, the focus is put 

on change in the eyes of the interviewees. Teachers’ and students’ are seen as potential agents for 

change.  

1.2 Research Question  
 

Aiming at actor-oriented research the main research question is the following:  

What are Ugandan secondary students’ and teachers’ opinions and practices on education for 

democratic citizenship in their school, and what are their ideas for change towards a more 

democratic style of learning?   

 

This main research question is answered by various sub-questions, taking into account the 

different dimensions of the topic. These sub-questions are presented in chapter 4, which also 

illustrates the conceptual scheme underlying the research and defines its components.   

 

The qualitative research was carried out in a period of three month (August-October 2006) in 

Kampala and Kamuli district, Uganda.  Various qualitative research methods - in particular semi-

structured interviews, focus groups, and participant observation - were applied in order to analyse 

the information from different angles (see chapter 4).  

The study was conducted from a multidisciplinary perspective; it incorporated theories and 

approaches from educational and political science, social psychology, sociology, and 

development studies.  

1.3 Relevance of the study 
 

Due to the young nature of the debate, education for democratic citizenship has not yet been 

extensively researched, although a few recent studies have concentrated on the impact of citizenship 

education. For instance, a study carried out by the Institute for Educational Achievement (IEA) 

measured civic knowledge, skills, and attitudes of 14-year olds in 28 countries worldwide (Torney-

Purta et al. 2001) and 16-19 year olds (Amadeo et al. 2002). Less attention has been paid to the 

process and implementation of citizenship education, and the perceptions and opinions of teachers 
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and students. In particular, students are often left out.6 This study shall acknowledge the 

importance and relevance of the students’ views and the need to include their voices in policy 

development. 

The qualitative approach of this study gives space and explores interviewees’ personal conceptions 

and objectives of citizenship education, as well as their ideas and ideals for change.  

Case studies, evaluations and other publications concentrate too narrowly on Western societies, 

while studies on the African continent are rare.7  Although limited in its sample size, this research 

contributes a bottom-up case study in the African context, which is a major aspect of its societal 

and scientific relevance. It illustrates the case of four selected secondary schools that differ 

significantly in their practices of citizenship education. The analysis of practices and actors’ 

opinions reveals conceptions of citizenship, determinants of these citizenship conceptions, and 

their translation into practice. It gives insight into strengths and weaknesses of different 

approaches, and sheds light on limitations of citizenship and democracy education. Although 

always determined by the local and national context, the social and political situation, the findings 

might be enlightening or inspiring beyond the Ugandan situation. 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 
 

This thesis is organised into six chapters. Following this introduction, Chapter Two sets out the 

theoretical framework of the study. It examines conceptual underpinnings and determinants of 

democratic citizenship as an objective of education and discusses the main approaches of 

education for and in democracy.  

Chapter Three provides the reader with some background information on the research location 

of Uganda, describing Uganda’s historical roots of colonialism, authoritarianism and dictatorship, 

and its current societal, political, ethnical and socio-economic challenges. Furthermore it 

introduces Uganda’s education system, as well as traditional and current approaches towards 

citizenship, human rights and democracy education.  

Chapter Four explains the conceptual scheme, the detailed research questions and qualitative 

research methodology of the study. It examines the sample and considers challenges, limitations, 

and ethical considerations of the study. 

Chapter Five is dedicated to the analysis of the research data. It is divided into the three parts of 

conceptions, practices and ideas for change and takes in particular teachers’ and students’ views. 

                                                 
6  Most existing studies on citizenship education, in particular those which took place in African 
countries, looked at adult education and non-formal education, e.g. Finkel (2000, 2003) and Enslin (2003) 
in South Africa, Preece (2006) in Botswana. 
7  The above mentioned IEA study in 28 countries did not include an African country. Footnote 5 
referred to some of the few studies conducted in Africa.   
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The analysis is based on the theoretical framework of the study and the political and societal 

background spelled out in the previous chapters.  

Chapter Six summarises and discusses the major findings of the research. It provides conclusions 

beyond the specific research and formulates recommendations for classroom, school and policy 

level, as well as for future research in this field.  

This final chapter is followed by a Bibliography of sources used and an Appendix, which 

includes maps, the interview outlines and additional information on the research. 

 

 

 

 

 

By JO’Une Sammi Mwamkinga, MS Uganda (2005): Democracy. Your Handbook. 
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2 Theoretical Framework – Education for democratic citizenship 

 
‘Nothing could be more crucial to democracy than the education of its citizens.’ 

         Martha Nussbaum (2006: 387) 
 

Education for democratic citizenship is determined by a vision of a desirable society and 

community. In countries in transition to democracy, these visions are influenced by international 

notions and ideals of democratisation as well as traditional structures and historical legacies. 

While neo-liberal ideology might make it desirable to educate individual citizens in the rules of 

global capitalism and the economic needs of the market, it might be more important for a 

traditional African community to educate citizens who are aware of their communal duties and 

obligations, and who respect their elders and contribute to the development of the community. In 

school, both concepts of democratic citizens might be presented in confrontation with one 

another.  

Traditional forms of citizenship education focus on the transmission of political knowledge, 

moral values, and character education. These practices and concepts are still the most prevalent in 

African schools. Active citizenship learning is in the centre of the contemporary debate in 

Western societies, and might also be practiced and desired in the African context. As a further 

approach, schools could educate critical citizens, who learn to analyse critically and who question 

the current system, which might be rarely found and least desired neither in African traditional 

nor in Western liberal societies. 

 

This chapter introduces the concepts that build the theoretical framework of this research. It 

portrays education for democratic citizenship from its theoretical basis to its practical 

implementation, and attempts to derive essentials from both political and educational theory and 

practice. Again, it should be noted that citizenship education is understood as an umbrella of 

education that relates to citizens’ participation in society, comprising what is sometimes 

identified as civic, or political education, life skills, or social studies. 

 

This chapter is divided into three parts. As theoretical underpinnings of education for democratic 

citizenship, the first three sub-sections highlight concepts of democracy, definitions, schools of 

thoughts, and determinants of citizenship. This leads to the second part that outlines concepts of 

democratic citizenship as an objective of education and main orientations of citizenship 

education. Special attention is given to emerging forms of active citizenship that aim at 

democratic education in schools and classroom. These approaches are based on the rationale that 

education for democracy has to be paired by education in and with democracy.  
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The third part concludes the chapter by highlighting challenges and requirements of genuine 

democratic citizenship education which includes a discussion of non-democratic practices and 

attitudes. 

2.1 Concepts of democracy 
 
The word ‘democracy’ stems from the ancient Greek ‘demokrasia’ and can be translated as ‘rule 

by the people’. As this basic translation indicates, democracy is not a single concept, but can be 

interpreted and defined in many ways. Political theorists distinguish several forms ranging from 

formal, conservative representative systems to post-modern forms of democracy demanding and 

allowing high levels of participation and citizens’ action (Nederveen Pieterse 2001). Despite the 

different procedures and mechanisms that these forms involve, they share certain democratic 

ideals and values that will provide a baseline for this study. These include equality among the 

people, tolerance and inclusion of different opinions, popular participation in decision-making, 

accountability, social justice, and the rule of law. 

At the basis of citizenship education lays a vision of society-building. This section highlights the 

interconnection of concepts of democracy and understanding of democratic citizenship, referring 

to the global discourse of democracy, African applications and the domains of democracy. 

 

By the 1980s, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank contributed to the 

global implementation of democratic structures and institutions by making them a basic condition 

of structural adjustment programmes for highly indebted countries.8  

The end of the Cold War, the subsequent collapse of communist regimes and the globalisation of 

market economies gave rise to pro-democratic movements and foreign-aid driven impositions of 

democratic regimes. Multinational corporations, bi-lateral, and multi-lateral organisations sought 

the transformation of global political economy. In Eastern Europe, Latin America and Africa 

formerly closed economies dictated by authoritarian regimes were brought into a mutual 

interdependence through economic and political interconnectedness. Liberal democracy was 

applied as the system of governance that allows smooth, effective, efficient and harmonious 

global interaction. In critical opinions, it imposed a process of continual hegemony of developed 
                                                 
8  Applying a neo-liberal rationale ‘structural adjustment programmes’ (SAPs) aimed at changing the 
policies of economically ruined and highly indebted developing countries. SAPs promoted economic 
growth and paying off the debt that countries had accumulated throughout the years. Key conditionalities of 
SAPs were based on neo-liberal principles like privatisation and deregulation, trade liberalisation, 
improvement of democratic governance and the fight against corruption.  According to this development 
strategy only ‘liberal democracy’ and economic openness are the way forward (Kura 2005). The neo-liberal 
ideology laid down in the ‘Washington Census’ (1990) is highly debated in its economic and social effects 
on developing countries. Due to restrictions of space, the debate cannot go deeper here. However it should 
be noted that the principles of these Western imposed model strongly influence values and skills promoted 
in education systems. 
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over the developing countries (Kura 2005). The ‘democracy template’ became a strategy to 

include all countries into a neo-liberal, capitalist framework of formal democracy and civil 

society.9   

 

Nevertheless, it has to be acknowledged that democracy is not a Western invention, but has 

indigenous roots all over the world. Long before colonisers introduced their forms of governance, 

the Filipino researcher Raul Manglapus argues, the first human communities on all continents 

were organised according to democratic principles of representation. This brings him to the 

conclusion that ‘democracy is the natural state of humankind and came before despotism’ (1987: 

7). Likewise on the African continent, forms of local governance and community representation 

were prevalent in pre-colonial and sustained during colonial eras and hence, basic democratic 

principles of popular participation, consent and accountability are not enigmas to African 

societies (Bradley 2005: 413). 

 

Thus, besides international influences, concepts of democracy are deeply rooted in cultural 

traditions and general values of society (Bradley 2005: 407). The communal character of African 

society, for instance, is reflected in the long standing tradition of communalism, stressing 

consensus-building, discussion, and accord. In this perspective the individual is connected not 

only with the state but with his or her ethnic, religious, class, and kinship groups (Bradley 2005: 

410). African perceptions of democracy always co-exit with ‘the other’, i.e. strong elements of 

African culture such as religion or traditional power structures (Bradley 2005: 417; Eyoh 2005: 

294).  

Moreover, Bradley (2005) describes further forms of ‘African-style democracy’ (2005: 410): for 

instance ‘non-partyism’, as it was practiced in Uganda (see chapter 3), or ‘chieftaincy’, the active 

role of primordial chiefs in local and national administration and negotiation on behalf of the 

citizens (e.g. in South Africa, Oomen 2000; Bradley 2005: 412f.). In this regard it has to be 

remarked that the word ‘democracy’ is over-used and at times extended to describe practices that 

might not comply with the democratic principles stated above.  

 

Finally, the notion of democracy is determined by the domain it refers to. ‘Rule of the people’ 

does not exclusively describe political systems and forms of government, but can be practiced as 

a way of living together. John Dewey, the American philosopher and author of Education and 

Democracy (1916), understood democracy as ‘a way of life’, as a permanent struggle for the 

                                                 
9  The ‘democracy template’ describes essential elements of democracy as it shall be promoted 
worldwide, see Carothers, T. (1999): Aiding Democracy Abroad: The Learning Curve. The desired 
structures relate to liberal democracy, e.g. an elected legislative parliament, a separate executive and 
judiciary and a constitutionally guaranteed body of rights. 
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creation of a democratic community, ‘in which the welfare of each individual is enhanced 

through free and equal communication, and in respect for differences, as the valuable source of 

mutual learning’ (Dewey 1988; in Saito 2006: 346). 

2.2 Concepts of citizenship 
 
Whereas democracy refers to the form of governance, citizenship indicates the individual’s role in 

community and/or society. The influence of both concepts is mutual, as Mouffe puts it ‘the way 

we define citizenship is intimately linked to the kind of society and political community we want.’ 

(Mouffe 1992, quoted in Sweetmann 2003:  3).  

 

Traditionally, citizenship referred mainly to the legal status and the connection between the state 

and its citizens. The classical definition given by T.H. Marshall (1950) comprises citizenship as 

‘a status bestowed on those who are full members of a community’ (1950: 14), which grants civil, 

political and social rights and obligations. Beyond the liberal focus on the state, this construct 

applies to people’s membership in a variety of communities – local, ethnic, national or 

transnational (Yuval-Davis 1997: 5).  

Beyond its legal implications, citizenship relates to identity, the subjective feeling of belonging, 

and implies internalised, context-specific values and civic virtues (Torres 1998: 425).  

Finally, citizenship allows and requires agency, i.e. engagement and political efficacy 

(Schugurensky 2005; Jones et al. 2002). In this broad meaning, the concept of citizenship gained 

importance and caught the interest of global development agendas, as it stresses the potential of 

people’s activity and participation (Jones et al. 2002: 1).  

 

Throughout the literature three main schools of citizenship thought can be distinguished, namely 

citizenship in liberal thought, in contrast to communitarian and civic republican 

conceptualisations (Jones et al. 2002; Yuval-Davis 1997 et al.). In particular, the communitarian 

and civic republican concepts are highly overlapping, whereas a fourth strand adds a critical 

perspective of citizenship. It shall be noted that these distinctions define best the extremes, while 

they neglect differentiations of positions in-between. 

 

Citizenship in liberal thought refers to representative democracy and emphasises individual 

rights, equality and due process of the law. In the liberal tradition, citizenship is primarily seen as 

a formal status which entitles individuals to a specific set of universal rights granted by the state 

and enshrined in the constitution.  

Among others,  Kabeer (2002:16) argues that the citizen as an individual, sovereign human being, 

equal to others, and subject only to the laws of the country and the forces of the marketplace, is 
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mainly a Western concept, tracing back to the ideas of the Enlightenment. Other authors criticise 

these formalistic orientations as describing a minimalistic, passive, and depoliticised citizenship 

(Yuval-Davis 1997: 17). 

 

Communitarian and civil republican schools resemble one another in their focus on citizenship 

as membership and identity in community. However, they are exclusive since communitarians 

relate citizenship to territorial communities, while civil republicans transcend the territorial notion 

of community and link citizenship to a wider civic identity.  

Communitarians criticise the liberal abstraction of the individual self and define citizenship as 

belonging to a given community. This implies rights, duties and obligations within the 

community context, for instance through public service and the prioritisation of the ‘common 

good’ over the pursuit of individual interests. Accordingly, within this strand of thinking 

citizenship implies the development of particular ‘civic virtues’ such as respect and serving others 

(Jones et al. 2002: 4).  

In civil republican thought citizenship is understood as common civic identity, shaped by a 

common public culture. According to Miller (1988, in Jones et al. 2002: 5), citizenship as civic 

identity can work to unite citizens if this identity is stronger than their separate identities as 

members of different ethnic, religious etc. groups. This concept stresses processes of deliberation, 

collective action, and responsibility. It implies duties, obligations and non-material rewards for 

the individual’s participation in communal affairs (ibid.: 5; Groelsema 1998).  

In contrast to the liberal emphasis on representative political systems, the communitarian and 

civic republican schools of thought refer to consensus democracy and deliberative forms of 

democracy (Nederveen Pieterse 2001: 411).  

 

A fourth concept of citizenship, stemming from a left-wing, Marxist perspective, also stresses 

active, but critical deliberation and participation. Understood in this sense, critical or activist 

citizenship queries the established understandings of the ‘common good’ and the existing political 

system. Beyond ‘conventional’ citizenship activities, e.g. voting, joining a political party, engaging 

in political discussion (‘minimal aspects of citizenship’), ‘activist citizenship’ involves ‘social-

movement-related citizenship activities’ (Torney-Purta 2001: 77)10 and political activism. Rather 

than a status, citizenship in this perspective demands practice and active struggle against exclusion, 

discrimination, injustice, and domination, the advocacy of inclusion, social justice and self-

determination. It requires a critical challenge to existing power structures and inequalities, 

                                                 
10  Both forms of citizenship activities resulted from a factor analysis and were used as indicators of 
civic engagement among youth in 28 countries around the world (IEA study, Torney-Purta, 2001: 77, 
Amadeo 2002). 
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undemocratic behaviour and practices, and the recognition of possibilities of radical change. 

Citizens become advocates and empowered agents of social change (Freire 1970). Related forms of 

democracy are active, critical or radical democracy (Nederveen-Pieterse 2001: 412).   

2.3 Determinants of citizenship 
 

Before analysing the implications of different concepts of citizenship for formal education, it is 

important to note that citizenship as status, identity, and practice is furthermore determined by 

historical, political, cultural, socio-economic, and individual factors. As Sever argues, the way 

citizenship has been conceived by Western political theory is very different from that experienced 

by those in other regions and contexts in a postcolonial world (Sever 2004: 4). These factors are 

relevant for the course of this research, as schools might intentionally or unintentionally help to 

reproduce them in the way citizenship is understood and practiced.  

 

In the African context, it is essential to look at citizenship and its colonial legacy. During 

colonialism the British introduced European law systems in Uganda. Mahmood Mamdani, a 

famous anthropologist born in Uganda, analyses how the colonisers’ application of two types of 

laws, modern law for citizens in urban areas and customary law and traditional structures for the 

marginalised population in rural areas, caused the bifurcation of states and the creation of a  

division between privileged ‘citizens’, i.e. Europeans and members of the urban elite, and inferior 

‘subjects’, the majority of the population (Mamdani 1996). In this highly specific way, the 

colonial powers reinforced pre-existing hierarchies based on tradition, custom, and kinship. The 

colonial construction of ‘community’ was internalised by its members and became the basis of 

political action. Until today, as Naila Kabeer points out, collective rights and the interests of 

religious, ethnic, and tribal communities determine political decisions and processes, and explain 

the roots of communitarian values and practices (Kabeer 2002: 18). In post-colonial countries, 

Naila Kabeer stresses, notions of citizenship often reproduce rather than disrupt the socially 

ascribed statuses of kinship, religion, ethnicity, race, caste, or gender (ibid.). A recent study by 

Bratton et al. (2006) across fifteen African countries confirmed the significance of patronage 

norms and relationships in today’s African societies. Strikingly, Bratton and his colleagues found, 

poor people were significantly less likely to see themselves as rightfully empowered to demand 

accountability.11 

                                                 
11  The above-mentioned study explored differences among people with different levels of ‘lived 
poverty’ regarding attachment to democracy and their likelihood to act as democratic citizens. Democratic 
citizenship was operationalised in the dimensions of political values, attitudes and behaviours. The results 
revealed that not poverty as such, but related factors determine differences in political behaviours and 
attitudes. Poor people, for instance, were more likely to vote and to participate in community meetings 
(Bratton et al. 2006).  
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Next to ethnicity and socio-economic pre-conditions, gender is a further indicator that determines 

the reality of citizenship (Davies 2001: 303).  As Lister points out, the ability of certain groups to 

act as citizens and the degree to which they enjoy both formal and substantive rights as citizens 

depends on where they stand on a continuum of inclusion and exclusion (Lister 1997: 36). 

Globally, women are the biggest group of people who are denied full citizenship rights either 

explicitly by discriminatory laws or, more commonly, simply by prevalent social practices. 

Exclusion and disempowerment, how people define themselves and are defined by others, is 

critical to their perceptions of rights, individual agency, and hence the power to challenge their 

exclusion (Kabeer 2002: 21).  

It is the challenge and potential of critical educators to influence students’ conception of 

citizenship in an empowering way. 

2.4 Democratic citizenship as objective of education 
 
The factors discussed so far shed light on the multitude of understandings of democratic 

citizenship as objectives of education. These conceptions, which consequently determine 

educators’ and institutions’ practices, can be situated along certain continua. One continuum, for 

instance, runs from conservative to progressive and critical notions of citizenship. This relates to 

different conceptions about citizens and the levels of citizens’ activity, i.e. ‘whether the citizen is 

conceptualized as merely a subject of an absolute authority or as an active political agent’ 

(Turner 1990: 209). Another continuum ranges from a rather formal conception of citizenship to a 

substantive one, the latter including entitlements, rights, responsibility and agency on political, 

but simultaneously economic, cultural and personal level.  

 

Different concepts of democratic citizenship are translated into learning via the knowledge, skills, 

values, and attitudes that are promoted and practiced in schools and classrooms. Accordingly, 

different objectives lead to different choices of learning contents. Some examples shall illustrate 

the wide range these can take (see Table 1). 

 Knowledge of constitutions, institutions and systems of governments, as well as citizens´ 

rights and responsibilities are widely understood as the essence of democratic knowledge (Print et 

al. 2003: 130). Authors like Knight and Pearl (2000), on the other hand, describe democratic 

knowledge as something that is not imposed by established authorities, but that individual students 

find useful to solve important problems (Knight et al. 2000: 201). Democratic knowledge illustrates 

alternative approaches, opinions and refers to positions of change. 

 Democratic skills include intellectual skills required for democratic citizenship, e.g. to 

identify and understand information about political and civic life, to evaluate and take position on 

public issues which relates to critical and constructive thinking. Critical thinking and analysis 



Teaching and Learning for Democracy in Secondary Schools in Uganda   

 18 

enable citizens to consider alternative solutions and opportunities for change. Moreover, this 

category comprises social and participatory skills that allow civic engagement and participation, e.g. 

communication skills, negotiation and conflict solution skills, self-expression and reasoning, or 

effective co-operation. For many theorists a core principle of democratic citizenship is deliberation, 

citizens’ capacity for meaningful participation in public decisions (Perrin 2005: 1049f.; Murphy 

2004: 74f., Dewey 1916). This emphasis is consistent with Dewey’s view of democracy as a mode 

of living together, which requires not only informed voters, but citizens that are prepared to solve 

differences in mutual deliberation (Althof 2006: 501).  

  Democratic values constitute the basis of a life in democracy. Freedom, equality, equity, 

justice, respect, tolerance, solidarity, and responsibility, among others, were already described as 

basic values of democracy (Reimers et al. 2005: 1; Levinson 2005: 271f.). Print and his colleagues 

add intercultural understanding and ecological sustainability (Print et al. 2003: 130).  

 Democratic attitudes guide democratic participation and behaviour in all areas of life. 

Democratic knowledge, skills and values are integrated in an open, critical personality.  

 
Democratic knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes define the democratic behaviour the society 

or community expect from democratic citizens. Referring to the schools of thought distinguished 

previously, in the liberal perspective, citizens are educated as individuals, obedient and ‘good’; as 

Westheimer et al. phrase it ‘personally responsible’ citizens (Westheimer et al. 2004: 263)12. In 

the civil republican and communitarian perspective citizens are active and ‘participatory’, 

mobilised and committed to serve the interests of the moral or territorial community.  

Critical and emancipated citizens, as the third perspective, are trained to be attentive to causes of 

injustice, able to critically assess social, political and economic structures, and to explore 

collective strategies for change; they are, in the words of Westheimer et al. ‘social-justice-

oriented’ citizens (ibid.).  

 

Before turning to its implementation, table 1 summarises the different conceptions of democratic 

citizenship discussed so far. The attempt is made to link these to main approaches of citizenship 

education, the subject of the following sub-section. As stressed before, in particular between the 

extremes (conservative to critical) these characteristics have to be seen as a continuum rather than 

as clear distinctions.  

 

 

                                                 
12  Westheimer et al. (2004) derived these three characteristics of ‘good’ and ‘democratic’ citizens: 
‘personally responsible’, ‘participatory’ and ‘justice-oriented’ from the analysis of citizenship education 
programmes in the US. Related to the schools of citizenship thought distinguished previously, they can be 
regarded as applicable beyond the American context. 
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CONCEPTS OF DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP  

Concept of 

citizenship 

Liberal  Communitarian 

Civil Republican 

Critical  

Activist 

Underlying concept 

of democracy 

Liberal democracy 

 

Consensus democracy 

Deliberative democracy 

Deliberative Democracy 

Active, participatory 

Critical democracy 

Most important  

dimension of 

citizenship 

Status 

Formal rights 

Individual interests 

Identity and practice 

Group interests, group rights 

Practice 

Collective action; 

Working towards 

structural changes in 

society 

Emphasised 

Knowledge & skills 

 

Constitution, laws, state 

procedures (e.g. voting) 

Civic rights, duties, 

virtues 

Deliberation, negotiation 

Civic virtues, norms 

Community Service  

Critical thinking 

Critical analysis of social, 

political and economic 

structures of inequality 

Critical action 

Focus,  

Emphasised values  

 

 

 

Civic rights and duties, 

Obedience  

Responsibility 

Moral development 

 

Commitment and 

engagement in community 

Group values and obligations 

moral development, 

responsibility 

Critical action and 

reflection 

Solidarity 

Inclusion 

 

Agency Individual agency  

Risk of depoliticized 

passivity  

Participation in community  Political activism 

Examples of ‘active 

citizenship’ 

 

‘Conventional’ 

citizenship activities, 

e.g. vote, 

Pay taxes, obey laws, 

charity;  

Community service, e.g. 

visiting elderly people or Aids 

patients;  

Membership in civil society 

associations 

 

‘Social-movement 

related’ citizenship 

activities;  

Challenging structures of 

injustice, addressing root 

causes  

Related approach of 

citizenship 

education 

Civic knowledge  

Moral education 

Character education 

Service learning 

Moral and character 

education 

Democratic education 

Critical citizenship 

education 

Fig.1: Conceptions of Democratic Citizenship 

 

In practice, these indicators can be traced in policies and curricula, but also in the teachers’ mind. 

The curriculum and teachers’ ‘hidden curriculum’ shape educational practices and interactions in 

the classroom (Luykx 1999: xxxiii). Teachers’ conceptions and practices of citizenship education 

are influenced by their political values and ideologies, which are rooted in the local, national and 

international context (Myers 2007). This refers to what the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (1972) 

emphasised throughout his work: pedagogy in itself is fundamentally political (see 2.5.3). 
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2.5 Orientations of citizenship education 
 
Apart from underlying concepts, the question remains how young citizens should develop the 

knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes required for democratic citizenship.    

As the table indicates, depending on the priorities and the roots they stem from, approaches range 

from knowledge acquisition to more critical and experiential approaches that foster democratic 

skills and dispositions; from conservative socialisation of civic competencies to the progressive 

orientation on social-justice reform (Althof 2006: 507f.). While in the scope of this chapter it is 

not feasible to give a full account of approaches to citizenship education, three main orientations 

shall be highlighted, roughly referring to the three columns of the table. 

2.5.1 Traditional civic education, moral and character education 

 
Traditional approaches of civic education are aimed at citizenship as formal status and identity 

rather than empowerment and practice. When translated into education, these approaches are 

characterised by the application of teacher-centred methods, e.g. ‘chalk and talk’ and lecturing, 

and the belief that content can be instilled into the learners in a rather theoretical and normative 

fashion (Althof 2006).  

Moral education has its (Western) roots in Kohlberg’s psychological framework of the gradual 

(but universal) development of moral reasoning and sense of justice (ibid: 496f.). Depending on 

its implementation, moral education implies the potential to stimulate empowerment and critical 

reasoning (Veugelers 2006: 111). According to Bull (2006) civic education ‘is certainly a kind of 

moral education in that it promotes and supports a public morality, that is, the agreements about the 

principles governing citizens’ relationships and obligations to one another’ (2006: 26). Yet, it is also 

clear, Althof argues, that citizenship education must entail much more than moral education 

(Althof 2006: 509) 

 

The term ‘character education’ is mostly used in the USA, where at the end of the 19th century, 

John Dewey’s writings provoked interest in the inculcation of desirable habits and behaviours and 

the development of character (ibid.: 497). Its rationale lies in building a psychological foundation 

for the individual’s pro-social engagement in or towards a democratic political system. Due to 

Europe’s traditional reliance on hierarchical methods, European character education is widely 

regarded and, according to Althof often misunderstood, as indoctrinatory and politically 

conservative (ibid; Davies et al. 2005: 350). 
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2.5.2 Community service, service learning 

The rationale behind practical approaches towards citizenship education beyond the classroom-

based transmission of skills and values is Dewey’s (1916) belief that it is through experimental 

learning that students will develop the skills needed to participate in democracy (Boyte 2003: 3). 

In the process of self-directed learning, Dewey believed, the learners will best be educated for the 

demands of responsible membership within the democratic community. As he stated in My 

Pedagogic Creed (1897): ‘I believe that the child should be stimulated and controlled in his work 

through the life of the community’. 

This was particularly welcomed by communitarians that emphasised the importance of communal 

life and, hence, collective responsibilities above individualism and individual rights. While the 

former aimed mostly at the individual’s learning experience and the latter at the benefits for the 

community, both streams can be regarded as influential in the approach to acquiring civic skills, 

values, and attitudes through community service (Morgan et al. 2001: 158). Service learning as 

part of the curriculum is particularly common in American high schools, while in Europe it takes 

place in after-school, non-formal activities and the civil society. 

 

Several studies confirm the significant contribution of service learning as meaningful and 

motivating practice that trains cognitive and social competences, as well as civic attitudes (Haste 

2004; Althof 2006: 506; Morgan et al. 2001: 157). Yates and Youniss (1999) stress its impact on 

‘civic identity’, an increased sense of belonging and social connection.  

Nevertheless, service learning programmes differ considerably in intensity, organisation, and 

level of students’ participation, which will lead to different effects. Studies revealed in particular 

the importance of real participation, student involvement, and ownership in order to become a 

long-lasting citizenship experience (e.g. Morgan et al. 2001). 

Service learning programmes are oriented towards working in and with the system in a productive 

manner, contributing, but not changing it. A risk or limitation lies in their tendency to understand 

citizenship as predominantly pro-social behaviour, focusing on service delivery and the 

development of altruistic values and attitudes or ‘charity’, but avoiding controversy and critique 

(Kahne et al. 1996).  Moreover, if ‘helping those less fortunate’ leads to empowerment and 

increased self-esteem without understanding and reflecting critically on the reasons for 

underlying causes and problems, privileged students might reinforce a sense of superiority and 

hence, bypass other important learning opportunities (Bickmore 2001: 148). 

2.5.3 Critical citizenship education 

Rather than praising the common good, programmes oriented towards critical citizenship, in 

contrast, question existing structures and the accepted sense of the common good.  
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In Europe, critical citizenship education has roots in the post-World War II period, for instance 

Hannah Arendt published her studies on the role of the individual in totalitarian regimes (Arendt 

2003, 17 ff.; Arendt 1990; 1973; 1970). Born as a Jew in Germany, she had to flee from the Nazi 

terror to Paris in 1933 and later on to the US. Fundamental for her studies is the concept of 

‘individual responsibility’, built on the idea that the biggest and most important potential of every 

human being is its ability for political thinking and judgement (Arendt 1990: 362 ff.). In this 

sense, educational efforts should aim at the enhancement of critical and political thinking, and 

‘education for judgement’ (in Smith 2001), which opens opportunities of empowerment.  

 

The Brazilian educator Paulo Freire can be regarded as the most influential thinker of critical 

pedagogy. Freire’s ‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’ (1970), which he wrote in Chilean exile in the 

late 1960s, aims at critical consciousness, the recognition of social structures, and one’s own 

position and possibilities for transformation. Freire’s thinking and approach became influential 

far beyond class-related power struggles that it originally aimed to support. 

Freire developed his thinking and pedagogy as reaction to the socio-economic and class-related 

inequalities that characterised the Brazilian society in the 1940s and 50s. In Freire’s analysis, 

oppression by the ruling elite penetrates the minds of the marginalised and poor and makes them 

apathetic to the point of viewing themselves as incapable to think and act on their own behalf. In 

adult literacy classes Freire developed teaching and learning methods that encourage learners to 

reflect upon their own situation and the circumstances and power structures they live in. The 

methods of thematic inquiry, problem posing, and dialogue lead to increased awareness and his 

fundamental concept of ‘critical consciousness’. Learners become aware of socio-economic 

injustices and unequal power structures that restrict their freedom, choices, and self-

determination. On the basis of this recognition, liberating education stimulates a critical reflection 

upon the students’ own potentials to challenge oppression and exclusion. Critical consciousness, 

says Freire, will empower the learners to take collective action and eventually liberate themselves 

from the constraints of class and power. Learners become actors of transformation and social 

change.  

Although Freire did not use the term democratic citizenship, his approach stated very clearly the 

responsibility of critical citizens who do not accept subordinate status, but who think critically 

and act on the basis of their reflections.  

A concrete experiment to translate critical citizenship education into practice is the Citizen 

School of Porto Alegre, Brazil. The Citizen School was established as municipal alternative to 

neo-conservative as well as neo-liberal concepts of education and as a collective initiative 

towards education for democratic citizenship (Gandin et al. 2002b: 102). The initiative arose as 
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part of the ‘Popular Administration’ system, introduced by the Workers’ Party (Partido dos 

Trabalhadores PT).13 The main normative goal for education is defined as the radical 

democratisation in the municipal schools along three dimensions: ‘democratisation of 

management, democratisation of access to schooling, and democratisation of access to 

knowledge’ (Gandin et al. 2002a: 264).  

While the first two principles will be discussed in the subsequent chapter, the critical element 

here is the transformation of the curriculum and the ‘official’ knowledge’ (Gandin et al. 2002a 

266). Replacing previous learning contents that served the historically oppressed and excluded 

groups, students’ cultures and perspectives are the starting point for the construction of a new 

curriculum. Students in Porto Alegre’s Citizen School do not longer study history only out of 

books, but by exploring historical experiences of their families, by addressing real problems and 

own interests. They are encouraged to question concerns of exclusion and racism, and to draw 

conclusions for their own actions as democratic citizens (Gandin et al. 2002a: 267f.).  

Critical citizenship education explores how far the official knowledge, habits and attitudes 

prevalent in school and society reproduce and reinforce inequality and exclusion. Often, heads of 

schools, the community and the government are interested in the maintenance of the status quo 

(that serves their interests) and education that adjusts young citizens to the existing 

society/community. Despite Freire’s influence on many educational projects in the South and the 

North, examples of critical approaches to citizenship education are hard to find (Veugelers 2006: 

117).  

2.5.4 Democratic education as model and methodology 

As the example of the Citizen School in Porto Alegre indicates, if education aims to become a 

genuinely inclusive and democratic learning experience, it must go beyond education for 

democracy and become education in democracy. 

The school community itself can become a vital learning experience of democracy and 

democratic citizenship. This refers to Dewey’s thoughts that people ‘learn’ democracy by being 

members of a group or community that acts democratically. In that sense, democratic ideas and 

values can best and most authentically develop in a school community that reflects democracy – a 

gap that exists in many secondary schools worldwide.  

 

                                                 
13  Crucial element of ‘Public Administration’ is participatory budgeting, a mechanism that allows 
public deliberation on the allocation of municipal resources. The involvement of the formerly excluded 
population into the processes of decision-making cultivates empowerment, stimulates a process of political 
learning among the citizen and functions itself as a ‘school of democracy’ (Gandin et al. 2002b: 100/1). 
Education is one of the priorities recognised by the Popular Administration, resulting in doubling the 
number of schools in Porto Alegre’s most impoverished neighbourhoods (ibid. 2002a: 273).  
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Various authors emphasise indicators and key elements of democratic schools. These include, 

among others, the nature of educational authority, the selection of important knowledge, inclusion 

of all participations regardless their class, race, culture, language or religion; the definition and 

availability of rights, or participation in decisions that affect one’s life (Knight et al. 2000; Davies 

1999, 2002).  

This section illustrates examples how citizenship education can be implemented as an active 

learning experience of democracy. It shows how different concept of democracy and democratic 

citizenship become apparent and guide the organisation of schools and implementation in 

classrooms. These ideas relate to the promotion of active citizenship as it is strongly discussed in 

Western societies, but that is also practiced and applicable in non-Western countries.  

Democratic teaching methods and classroom practices 

Based on conservative notions of citizenship, teaching methods are often hierarchical, teacher-

centred, and ‘indoctrinating’. Textbook and teacher-centred instruction might leave knowledge 

disconnected, and might not inspire social and political practices outside school and classroom 

(Torney-Purta 2002: 210). Most authors agree and various studies confirm that active and 

participatory learning/teaching methods promote most effectively civic knowledge, skills and 

attitudes (Torney-Purta et al. 2001, Amadeo et al. 2002; Finkel 2000, 2003; Maitles et al. 2006). 

They explicitly stimulate skills that are widely acknowledged as vital for active democratic 

citizenship, e.g. cooperation, interaction or collective problem-solving. As a genuinely 

democratic teaching style Myers (2007) describes attempts of ‘shared classroom authority’. This 

comprises democratic teacher-student relations and opportunities of joint decision-making, for 

instance by negotiating classroom procedures (Myers 2007: 9).  

As the example of the Citizen School Porto Alegre demonstrated, beyond activism, critical 

citizenship facilitates critical reflection, critical reasoning, the joint construction of the curriculum 

and the stimulation of collective actions towards transformation (Gandin et al. 2002a,b). 

Student voice and participation 

Preparing for political participation in society, democratic citizenship education embodies 

opportunities for student voice and participation.  

This can take various forms and comprise all areas of school life. In a rather formal way, students 

can be given the opportunity to make suggestions in the classroom. As action-oriented approach, 

students could be involved in the improvement of the school environment, e.g. the compound and 

the buildings. In a very progressive and substantive way, students could be asked to draw their 

own school rules and regulations (e.g. Fielding 2001, Fielding et al. 2006, Flutter 2006). 
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Peer conflict mediation is one example that clearly shows the interconnection of implementation 

and underlying conceptions of citizenship schools and teachers are aiming at (Bickmore 2001).14 

It creates active roles for the young people that develop capacities for democratic citizenship, 

such as critical reasoning, responsibility and shared decision-making. Conflict resolution is seen 

as a particularly crucial component of democratic participation, as conflict is wrapped up in 

relations of social power (Bickmore 2001: 143).  

In a study conducted in six elementary schools in the USA, Bickmore (2001) revealed the 

contrasts of citizenship learning that guided the implementation of the same peer mediation 

model. Two schools did not allow student mediators to initiate and carry out peer conflict 

management activities, which shows the conservative notion of maintaining teachers’ clear 

hierarchy and authority. Other two schools shared power only with ‘good’ students, which 

stresses the importance put on character and moral education, reproducing differences and 

inequalities among the students. Two schools truly broadened the space for democratic learning 

and began to engage students in critical reasoning and the management of problems at their 

schools. Peer mediation bears the potential of becoming critical citizenship education if it 

addresses the underlying root causes of socio-economic, racial, class or gender-related 

inequalities and injustices that caused the conflict.  

 

Reacting on the increasing interest in that topic, particularly in the UK, several studies confirm 

the multiple benefits of student voice and participation for process and outcome (Fielding 2001, 

Fielding et al. 2006, Flutter 2006, Flutter et al. 2004.). Firstly, student involvement affects the 

learning environment at school and in the classroom. Secondly, as students acknowledge the 

responsibility to choose and to decide, this results in increased involvement, ownership and 

participation. Pupils who experience acceptance and a sense of belonging, are higher motivated 

and engaged in learning and more committed to schooling itself (Mulford et al. 2003: 180).  

Clearly, student voice and participation will have benefits for students’ learning environment and 

practice of skills. Nevertheless, the impact varies according to its implementation and hence the 

conceptions of citizenship prevalent in school. Student participation can implemented as formal 

exercise of obedience to authorities, communitarian exercise to contribute to the school community, 

active exercise to voice opinions, or a critical exercise addressing some social injustice prevalent in 

the school. 

                                                 
14  Mediation describes the process of assisted interpersonal conflict negotiation, in which a neutral 
third party, the mediator, facilitates a process of problem identification and resolution. In school-based peer 
mediation, Bickmore (2001: 141) explains, the mediators of conflicts among students are literally peers—
other students without special disciplinary or judicial power. Mediators are expected to neither judge nor 
counsel nor offer suggestions regarding the content of conflict itself. They are responsible for guiding the 
process only—for assisting peers to communicate with one another and to negotiate a solution to their own 
problems. 
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School Councils and student leadership 

Similarly, the establishment of student representatives can be regarded as valuable exercise of 

active democratic citizenship and can be implemented as the main mechanisms of democratic 

schools.  

In the Citizen School in Porto Alegre, for instance, the school council, consisting of students and  

teachers has the mandate to deliberate and decide upon overall projects and aims of the school, 

the basic principles of administration and the allocation of economic resources (Gandin et al. 

2002b: 107). 

Again it becomes apparent that democratic experience can be directed in different ways, and can 

restrict or promote students’ empowerment. The introduction of formal structures like elections 

and campaigns does not yet promote democratic citizenship. In order to serve as a positive 

democratic learning experience, student councils rely on enabling structures and cooperation from 

both sides, students and teachers. To become a democratic and inclusive experience, these 

positions must, however, be obtainable for all students, not only for the ‘good’ and already 

empowered (Bickmore 2001: 142). Then, it implies benefits for school improvements, and 

practical citizenship learning for leaders as well as students. 

Democratic school governance and school culture 

School governance and school culture imply democratic learning experiences and promote 

different conceptions of democratic citizenship.  

In the Citizen School in Porto Alegre the school governance at all levels is based on participatory 

deliberation and democratic decision-making of students, teachers, as well as parents. This 

implies far reaching changes of traditional governance structures (Gandin et al. 2002: 265). 

Democratisation of school governance requires fundamental school reform and organisational 

learning, in which the headmaster and the participation of all staff members play a crucial role as 

well as an overall atmosphere of care, trust and respectful interaction among staff and students 

(Mulford et al. 2003: 175ff).15  

What works for a democratic society at large will also work in a school community. The key 

towards the establishment of a democratic school culture is how the various actors of the school 

community are treated and involved, empowered to participate and make their voices heard. 

Democratic schools are characterised by openness, mutual trust, and cooperation. Democratising 

school governance and culture is a learning process for all people involved.  
                                                 
15  Mulford and Silins (2003): LOLSO – Leadership for Organisational Learning and Student 
Outcomes was a four year longitudinal study in Australian secondary schools. It revealed fundamental 
requirements of organisational learning and school reform. As most important they  revealed the leadership 
skills of the headmaster, participation and decision-making of the staff, the overall climate and the 
involvement of the surrounding community. 
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Democratic learning and the relation with society 

Democratic learning goes beyond the school environment and involves the wider community. 

Involving the community can serve as mutual learning experience for young citizens as well as 

the society itself (Mulford et al.2003, Davies 2002, Veugelers 2006). 

The Citizen School in Porto Alegre can again be quoted as a positive example of good relations 

and mutual learning for school and community.  Beyond occasional involvement, the Citizen 

School aims at providing democratic education for everyone. It seeks to construct new relations 

between state, schools, and communities (Gandin et al.2002b:  101).  The involvement of outside 

actors enables the democratisation of knowledge and the inclusion of different perspectives. It 

sensitises and stimulates students to reflect on the community and society they live in, as well as 

power structures and injustices that determine their circumstances. This might stimulate social 

involvement and ideas for change.  

 

All these efforts clearly show that in practice, they might mostly remain at an active dimension of 

citizenship, while critical practices remain exceptional cases. The lack of questioning of existing 

practices, structures and attitudes might lead to the unnoticed reproduction of exclusion, 

discrimination or other non-democratic attitudes that are discussed in the following. 

2.6 Non-democratic practices and attitudes 
 
Intentionally or unintentionally, practices in school might contradict democratic principles. If 

institutionalised, they can have lasting effects on young citizens’ conceptions and practices of 

citizenship. As Clive Harber points out, education per se does not necessarily contribute to the 

development of democratic citizenship; and indeed much of contemporary schooling may do the 

opposite (2002: 268). In many cases, he claims, schooling is an authoritarian experience, for some 

even damaging and dehumanising.  

Democratic learning is undermined when the power and authority over what is learned is not with 

the learners, and not even with the teachers, but with a higher centralised authority (Harber 2004: 

138). Often less visible non-democratic attitudes and practices can be deeply rooted in the school 

culture, the peer communication, or the ‘hidden curriculum’ of prevailing interaction patterns of 

teachers and students. Non-democratic practices can take different forms. Stereotyping, labelling, 

discrimination or bullying16 might occur against cultural or religious minorities, poor students, or 

students disadvantaged by their physical appearance. Then schooling merely reproduces socio-

economic and political inequalities, which can become quite harsh to the point of violence (ibid: 1). 

                                                 
16  Bullying as form of repeated aggression or negative action towards individuals can take overt, 
physical forms, verbal, or social forms like exclusion from participation (Espelage et al. 2003: 368). 
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In a study of three African countries, Fiona Leach discovered that several forms of gendered 

violence and discrimination were prevalent in these areas. In an elite school in Uganda, for instance, 

gendered practices in schools included preference for male pupils and male teachers in leadership 

roles, restricted access for girls to high status knowledge, or different disciplinary measures for boys 

and girls. Sexual harassment of girls often was ignored or went unchallenged and very commonly 

boys controlled girls’ possibilities to express themselves and their physical space in class (Leach 

2003: 387, referring to Mirembe 1998; Bickmore 2001: 150). These gender differentiations 

underscore male authority and superiority, lead to girls’ exclusion, and heavily contradict the 

democratic goals of education.  

 

Education for democratic citizenship needs to tackle these open and hidden forms of 

authoritarianism and discrimination and, referring back to the determinants of citizenship earlier in 

this chapter, has to be a conscious exercise that avoids the reproduction of citizenship restrictions. 

 

2.7 Challenges and requirements of democratic citizenship education 
 
In conclusion, it has been discussed that democratic approaches at school level imply many 

prerequisites and challenges.  

 

A culture of mutual respect and trust was mentioned as one of the pre-conditions of democratic 

education. Democratic (citizenship) education has to tackle both, teachers’ and students’ anxieties 

regarding their new roles and responsibilities. Teachers carry large responsibility for the success or 

failure of democratising education. Fundamentally, they have to regard young people as responsible 

and capable citizens (Rudduck et al. 2006: 225; Maitles 2006: 72f). Teachers’ new roles also entail 

the willingness to leave behind the ‘familiar hierarchical structure of the classroom’ (Maitles 

2006: 73), and require the flexibility – and at times additional work - to react on students’ voices 

and choices. Important for the establishment of democratic relations would be to give students a 

voice regarding the evaluation of the teachers (Holsten Leren 2006: 363f.), a democratic exercise 

that bears the potential of mutual trust, confidence and satisfaction.  

 

Many challenges refer to the necessity to teach what is preached. This requires adequate 

responses to students’ complaints and suggestions, authentic and relevant consultation and 

participation and large opportunities for discussion, different perspectives, and the stimulation of 

critical thinking. Democratic consultation and decision-making, as well as programmes of 

citizenship learning need to include not only to the voices of confident and expressive students, 

but to cater for the inclusion of silent – or silenced – and less active participants (Rudduck et al 
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2006: 228). It was pointed out, that what is important for students similarly accounts for their 

teachers.  

 

Nonetheless, several arguments can be raised against the common notion that genuine democracy 

can be modelled in schools. As Raywid (1976) reasons, expertise in the classroom is distributed 

unevenly and classroom ‘citizens’ are not equal. Unlike democratic citizens, students do not have 

the opportunity to choose their own teachers, nor can they withdraw from those collective 

activities of which they disapprove (Bickmore 2001: 139). 

 

Democratic citizenship education requires educational policies, on national and school level, that 

promote the democratic principles, and that open up spaces for the exercise of citizenship beyond 

formal mechanisms. The potential of education to stimulate democratic citizenship might be 

limited by conceptions of the official curriculum that often portray citizenship ‘from an elitist 

perspective in which citizenship means leadership for a few and uncritical patriotism for the 

many’ (Apple 1993, quoted in Myers 2007: 19). The curriculum might then reproduce 

knowledge, skills, values and attitudes that serve the maintenance of the status quo and the goals 

of those in leadership. It produces obedient, adjusted citizens who do not aim at transformation 

and change for their own interests. It was already discussed that the common limitation of 

textbook-based lessons transmit abstract knowledge and formal citizenship, rather than context-

specific challenges of the national democracy, e.g. unequal social-class relations; ignoring civic 

participation and active citizenship (Davies et al. 2005; Myers 2007: 19). Students who think 

(too) critically and who question structures and authorities might not only be inconvenient for 

teachers, but are often not desired by national governments. As Martha Nussbaum states: ‘Many 

politicians the world over do not like educational freedom: they seek the imprisonment of 

children within a single ‘correct’ ideology’ (Nussbaum 2006: 392). Critical citizenship aims at 

liberation from imprisonment by these restrictions. It tackles existing power structures and 

hierarchical relationships and is hence not welcomed by many governments and heads of schools.  

Although the above mentioned challenges account also for long established democracies, 

teachers’ lack of experience with democracy and democratic education in countries in transition 

to democracy, like Uganda, might pose particular challenges. This refers to the teachers’ 

challenge as role models of citizenship. Teachers have to become ‘teacher democrats’ who model 

democracy in their public, private and professional live (Kennedy 1998, quoted in Schugurensky 

2003: 348).  
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2.8 Summary Chapter 2 
 

This chapter introduced the theoretical framework of this research. It started out with the 

discussion of theoretical concepts of democracy and citizenship, both in its global discourse and 

its local application in the African context. Citizenship was looked at through the lenses of 

liberal, communitarian, and critical strands. That led to varieties in the conceptualisation of 

democratic citizenship as expressed in civic knowledge, skills, values and attitudes young citizens 

shall acquire in school. Based on these conceptions, different orientations of citizenship education 

were described. Traditional, teacher-centred approaches of civic education, moral, and character 

education were contrasted with programmes of service learning as a practical community 

experience. Based on critical pedagogy, a third orientation was discussed as aiming towards 

critical thinking and critical citizenship. Critical citizens question the existing system and work 

collectively towards the transformation of society.      

The second part of the chapter discussed requirements for education as genuine democratic 

learning experience referring to the democratic classroom, school community as well as the 

school’s relation to the community. Several practical examples illustrated potentials for the 

development of democratic skills, values and attitudes as political ‘capital’ for democratic 

citizens. It became clear that democratic processes encourage students’ commitment and 

participation and eventually result in benefits for both the individual citizen and the whole school 

community. Student voice and participation was highlighted as crucial, as well as the 

establishment of a democratic school culture, characterised by mutual trust, respect and 

ownership.  All these approaches aim at the promotion of active citizenship, the ‘learning by 

doing’ and becoming involved. It became clear that different conceptions of citizenship, i.e. 

conservative, liberal, communitarian or critical notions, determine the implementation of those 

programmes and hence the impact on the young citizens. Critical citizenship is approach that is 

the least developed, not only in African societies. 

  

A final part reflected upon potential non-democratic attitudes and practices in school and 

classroom and challenges that might impede the democratisation process. Based on these critical 

reflections it becomes clear that democratic citizenship education as content as well as 

substantive learning experience relies strongly on teachers’ and students’ attitudes, cooperation 

and willingness to learn.   
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3 Research Context – Uganda 

Policies and practices of education emerge within national and local contexts. This chapter 

highlights some of the main characteristics of Ugandan society in order to describe the context in 

which this research took place. In the first two sub section, opportunities for and practices of 

democratic citizenship are regarded from a historical perspective and in the light of the country’s 

socio-economic challenges. A third section looks at transitions in the fields of political 

participation and decision-making, equality, human rights and civil society activity since the re-

introduction of multi-party democracy in February 2006. The following sections then introduce 

the education system and practices of citizenship education in Uganda’s past and present. The 

chapter concludes with a description of current approaches towards democracy, human rights and 

citizenship education. 

3.1 History of colonialism, authoritarianism and ethnic divide  
 

Uganda is looking back on decades of instability and the absence of a democratic culture. Since 

its artificial creation in colonial times, the country is characterised by deep regional, ethnic and 

religious divides that were re-enforced throughout its young history. 

There exist many ‘truths’ and points of view on Uganda’s historical events.17 Remaining aware of 

limitations and simplifications in this regard, the following overview can only provide an 

introduction and a brief sketch of the country’s historical legacy that continues to have an effect 

today. 

Uganda was created in 1894 when British colonisers established a 

protectorate around the kingdom of Buganda. The British planted a 

system of ‘indirect rule’ on the advanced Bugandan administrative 

system. While Baganda18 served as collaborators and enjoyed 

preferential treatment, the other four kingdoms, Toro, Ankole, 

Bunyoro and Busoga, were subordinated and forced to sacrifice 

their indigenous forms of governance (Odongo 2000: 7).19 

 

Map 1: Sub-divisions of Uganda as British Protectorate, 1926 20 

                                                 
17             Apart from reading different versions of history, chronicles about Obote are impressive examples of  
different perceptions of ‘truth’. Portraits of Obote as a cruel dictator contrast with the appraisal of his 
charisma and his good and socialistic efforts for society (Source: participation and conversation during 
UPC democracy workshops, August 2006) 
18             While Buganda is the name of the kingdom, its people are called the ‘Baganda’. 
19             Pre-colonial, indigenious forms of governance and traditional councils were organised as ‘no-party’  
political systems, but were, according to Odongo, very democratic in terms of decision-making (2000: 7). 
Odongo argues, the British rule in fact worked as ‘direct’ rule leaving no participation for native authorities 
(ibid: 16f; see also Mamdani 1996). 
20  Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uganda_Protectorate#1920s_to_Independence 
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In October 1962 the British granted Uganda independence. To prepare for self-rule they allowed 

the formation of parties and already in April 1962 the first elections were held. Independence did 

not set an end to regional, ethnic and religious divisions. The first parliament was built by a 

coalition between Uganda People’s Congress (UPC) mainly supported by Protestants in the North 

and Western parts; and the Bugandan nationalists Kabaka Yekka (KY; meaning ‘king only’). 

Milton Obote (UPC) became the nation’s first Prime Minister (Odongo 2000). In 1966 he 

abolished the constitution and thus the federal powers of the kingdoms and strengthened his own 

position as head of a central government. He replaced a large number of high politicians with 

people from his own ethnic group, the Langi, and protestant denomination (ibid: 49ff). 

 

Decades of abuse of political leadership 

Obote’s ‘Move to the Left’21 in 1968 was paired with an increasingly authoritarian ruling style and 

resulted in the successive prohibition of oppositional parties (Broere et al. 2005: 14; Carbone 

2003: 485). 

 

The 1970s became notorious for the dictatorship of Idi Amin who came into power after a 

military coup in 1971. At first welcomed by the international community and the Buganda 

people, Idi Amin ruled based on his military experience. The coup was the starting point of an 

eight-year reign of terror (1971-1979) that killed between 300 000 and 500 000 people (Nyeko 

1996: 6 ff.). Idi Amin again exchanged the whole state apparatus, and abolished political 

activities and political rights (Broere et al. 2005: 15). In order to ‘africanise’ Uganda’s economy, 

in 1972 Idi Amin ordered the expulsion of 70 000 Asians, the majority of them successful traders. 

Nationally this resulted in an economic disaster; internationally it led to the condemnation of the 

dictator’s practices (ibid: 16). Amin’s invasion of Tanzania in 1978 brought further international 

isolation and in April 1979 the Ugandan National Liberation Army (UNLA) and the Tanzanian 

army ended his dictatorship by capturing Kampala (ibid).  

 

The era of Obote II (1980-1985); who returned as president in 1980, brought again devastation 

and immense loss of life (Leggett 2001: 24). During that time, Yoveri K. Museveni campaigned 

in rural areas hostile to Obote’s government, organised a network of information and support at 

village level and started a guerrilla war. These rural-based ‘resistance committees’ successfully 

defeated Obote’s army and captured Kampala in 1986 (ibid: 25). Uganda had become a failed 

                                                                                                                                                 
 (accessed on March 9, 2007). 
21  With his ‘Move to the Left’ Milton Obote reacted on attempts of African socialism like Julius 
Nyerere introduced in the neighbour country Tanzania. The ‘Common Men’s  Charter’ should signal his 
new efforts to consolidate power (Broere et al. 2005: 14). 
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state without an effective constitution, fair elections, and protection from political suppression 

(Freedom House 2006). By many Ugandans Museveni’s take-over was celebrated as the 

liberation from decades of terror reign (Peters 2005: 3). 

 

Museveni’s ‘Movement - Democracy’ 

Museveni, until today head of the National Resistance Movement (NRM), installed a new 

government and promised fundamental change. Museveni’s main argument against the 

establishment of the Western models of multi-partyism was the strong sectarian and ethnically 

based division of Ugandan parties that caused political violence, terror and chronic instability 

(Crawley 2000; Carbone 2003: 485). The NRM’s alternative was a ‘Movement’- system, the so 

called ‘no-party democracy’.  All citizens were regarded as members of the Movement, and were 

allowed to vote for individuals. Party activities were highly restricted (ibid.) 

 

Over many years Museveni succeeded in justifying his ‘new’ and genuinely ‘African’ system 

even to Western donors (Haynes 2001: 200f). The Movement System was admired for rebuilding 

Uganda’s economy and promoting national cohesion. Supporters praised the movement system 

for its ‘strong foundation of leadership and policies coming from the grassroots’ (Kirya 1998, 

quoted in Haynes 2001: 200). On the contrary, critics called the movement system a ‘one party 

system in disguise’ (Odongo 2000: 3) and claimed the ‘individual merit’ system was biased 

towards individuals with considerable financial resources and good connections (Leggett 2001: 

71). Nabudere (2000) blamed Museveni for trying to install ‘permanent dictatorship of a new 

type’ (in Odongo 2000: vii).   

 
When a Referendum was held in 2000, 90 percent of Ugandans voted in favour of the movement 

system and in 2001 Museveni was re-elected with almost 70 percent of the votes (Leggett 2001: 

72; Carbone 2003: 497f.). 

 

Towards multi-party democracy 

During the last few years, with increasing pressure by international donors, Museveni’s strategy 

has shifted toward a more open democracy. In January 2004 Museveni re-admitted party 

activities and proposed a change of the constitution that allowed him to run for presidency for a 

third term (Renzio et al. 2006: 7). Within a national referendum in July 2005 92.5 percent of the 

participating Ugandans voted for the installation of a multi-party system. A majority of 52 

percent however followed the calls for boycott announced by opposition groups, who worried 

about the referendum’s purpose as a strategic move to please donors rather than a first step for 

real democratic change.22 

                                                 
22  Source: http://www.news.bbcc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/4726419.stm; (accessed on: Jun 26, 2006). 
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In February 2006 Uganda witnessed the first ‘democratic’ multi-party elections in more than 25 

years. The NRM ran against the new opposition bloc, the Forum for Democratic Change (FDC). 

Museveni won with 59.3 percent 23 of the votes and is now ruling the country in his 21st year. 

3.2 Socio-economic conditions of democratic citizenship 
 
Uganda, a landlocked country in the East of Africa, has a population of about 27.8 million (2004). 

Its population is young, with more than 50 percent of Ugandan citizens younger than 15 years.24 

Uganda is characterised by a huge ethnic, linguistic and religious diversity. More than 50 

officially recognised ethnic groups25 speak languages that are partly incomprehensible to each 

other (e.g. Luganda, Niger-Congo languages, Nilo-Saharan languages, Swahili). English is, 

however, the ‘lingua franca’ and official language of instruction in secondary schools. The 

Ugandan population is divided into approximately 42 percent Roman Catholics, 36 percent 

Protestants, 5 percent Pentecostals and 12 percent Muslims, as well as adherents of indigenous 

beliefs (DENIVA 2006: 18). With an average per capita income of 280 $ (2006), Uganda remains 

a poor country. Over one third of the Ugandans live below the poverty line26 and re-occurring 

violent conflict is still characterising several regions of Uganda, particularly in the North and 

North-East of the country.   

 

Economic basis and inequality 

In the 1990s Uganda became a so-called ‘donor-darling’ (Broere et al. 2005: 43) and was praised 

as a success story and example for effective poverty reduction. An ambitious and successful 

economic recovery programme introduced in 1987, as well as an enormous amount of aid by 

international donors, led to positive developments in many areas. Within a few years (1992-2003) 

the percentage of people living under the poverty line declined from 56 to 34 percent, the number 

of HIV-infected people declined from 18 to 6.1 percent and access to safe drinking water was 

made available to 52 percent of the population (Broere et al. 2005: 46). Inflation rates dropped 

from 200 percent in 1986/1987 to 4 percent in 2000. Economic growth rates have been 

consistently positive for more than a decade and Uganda became one of the fastest growing 

economies in Africa (Haynes 2001: 197). On the Human Development Index Uganda ranked 145 

(out of 177) in 2006 compared to rank 158 in 2001 (UNDP 2006).  

 

                                                 
23  Source: Electoral Commission of Uganda; cited in the Ugandan newspaper ‘New Vision’ on Feb 28, 2006. 
24  Source: Human Development Report (HDR) 2006, available from: 
http://hdr.undp.org/hdr2006/statistics/countries/data_sheets/cty_ds_UGA.html, (accessed on: Jan 24, 2007) 
25  The largest ethnic groups are: Baganda (17%), Ankole (8%), Basoga (8%), Iteso (8%), Bakiga 
(7%), Langi (6%), Rwanda (6%), Bagisu (5%), and Acholi (4%) (Freedom House 2006). 
26  Sources of GNI p/capita and poverty: World Bank (2006): http://devdata.worldbank.org/AAG/uga_aag.pdf 
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Despite these positive developments, the country is highly dependent on international aid, which 

covers approximately 50 percent of the recurrent expenditures in the national budget (Renzio et 

al. 2006: 5f). Furthermore, the positive economic growth does not equalise benefits for all 

Ugandans, but is paired by a growth in inequality (Leggett 2001: 3). Whereas an increasingly 

well-off and sophisticated elite is emerging in the urban and commercial areas, the majority of 

rural citizens remain in absolute poverty (ibid.).  

 

Economic disparities are partly rooted in the strongly unbalanced economy the colonisers 

introduced at the end of the 19th Century and which were widened by the neo-liberal structural 

adjustment programmes introduced already in the 1990s. These focused on coffee as an export 

commodity exclusively grown in the South and heavily dependent on world market prices.  

(Otunnu 2002: 11). Coffee and other agricultural products continue to play a major role and 

account for nearly all of Uganda's foreign exchange earnings.27  

Over 80 percent of all Ugandans live in villages and depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. 

Thus, disparities in income can be explained by environmental variables such as the advantages 

of the fertile Lake Victoria region, or in contrast, the poorer, drier northern districts with 

significantly lower agricultural production rates (Leggett 2001: 7, 57).  

 

Ethnic division and conflict 

A severe challenge to building a democratic society remains Uganda’s deep-seated ethnic 

divisions, mainly between the North and South of the country, their territories roughly bisected by 

Lake Kyoga (see map in the Appendix). Many Ugandan citizens prefer to identify themselves 

based on their ethnic origin rather than as ‘Ugandans’.28  

The main causes for this were already discussed: Firstly, the historical enforcement of ethnic 

divisions by political leaders, e.g. through the continuous replacement of key positions according 

to the ethnic origin of the present leader; Secondly, the antagonism between different ethnicities 

is aggravated by severe economic disparities. 

 

Apart from poverty, Uganda’s biggest stumbling bloc on its way towards democracy is the large 

scale of internal conflicts that deny a large number of citizens’ fundamental civil and socio-

economic rights, causing country-wide political instability. The conflict between the Lord’s 

Resistance Army (LRA) and the government has been ongoing since the early 1980s. Abductions 

                                                 
27  World Development Indicators Database, April 2006: 
http://devdata.worldbank.org/external/CPProfile.asp?CCODE=UGA&PTYPE=CP (accessed on Feb 25, 
2007) 
28  This was often expressed in informal conversations and observations in different parts of the 
country. 
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and attacks by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) cause constant fear and insecurity in the 

Northern, North-Eastern and Western parts of the country.29  

With approximately 2 million internally displaced people (IDPs) Uganda has one of the world’s 

largest displaced populations (IDMC 2006). In the Northern part of the country more than 90 

percent of the population have been forced to flee their homes and find shelter in overcrowded 

IDP camps. The reality for these Ugandans is defined by hunger, a lack of health, education 

services, and frequent harassment by the national army, local militias, or LRA fighters. This 

causes a permanently high level of insecurity (HRW 2007: 166; Freedom House 2006). In daily 

life, the civic freedoms of many Ugandans, particularly in the North, is restricted by these factors 

– a situation that is not acceptable for a country that claims to be a democratic state. 

 

During this research period (August - October 2006), the internationally supported peace talks 

that were taking place in Juba, Southern Sudan, put the conflict on centre stage and increased 

countrywide awareness and hope for peace. Despite an agreement on the cessation of hostilities 

(amended on November 1, 2006) and mainly due to persecution by the International Criminal 

Court, the LRA commanders did not yet surrender (HRW 2007: 165)  

3.3 Current political and societal transitions 
 
Since the introduction of multi-party democracy, Uganda has undergone fundamental transitions 

in the civil, political, and cultural domains of citizenship. Uganda’s roots of democracy as a 

political system, as well as citizens’ practice of political rights, are historically weak. A culture of 

peace and democracy has to tackle the legacy of a ‘culture of violence’, existing restrictions and 

oppression of political opinion and unequal distribution. 

 

Towards political party activities 

Authoritarianism, brutal dictatorship and ‘no-party’ democracy are systems most Ugandan voters 

grew up with and the impacts are apparent in current society. In February 2006, the vast majority 

of Ugandan citizens held the right to vote and join political parties for the first time in their lives. 

In particular among rural and poor populations, decade-long internalised fear of political parties 

                                                 
29  The war in Northern Uganda started in 1986, when Alica Lakwena founded the ‘Holy Spirit 
Movement’ which became the Lords Resistance Army (LRA) under Joseph Kony. According to Kony’s 
own statements, the LRA’s aim is to force president Museveni out of his post, and to establish a 
government under the rule of the biblical Ten Commandments. Extreme violence is used as a tool to coerce 
civilians into providing support. Children are in the centre of the conflict as primary targets of the LRA 
actions. An estimated 85-90% of the LRA´s fighters are child soldiers abducted from their communities 
(Dolan 2000, CSOPNU 2006). For almost 20 years the government did not react nor attempt to improve the 
situation of Northern Ugandans. In 2004 peace talks between the government and the LRA were initiated, 
but did not lead to success.  
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and the multi-party system persists (Peters 2005: 7) and a lack of political knowledge is 

widespread (Leggett 2001: 71).  

Parties are currently in the process of being formed and consolidated. Political affiliations and 

attitudes are still highly influenced by traditional, cultural and religious authorities, norms of 

community and the family, rather than ideology (Peters 2005: 7). Particularly, Ugandan youth are 

orientating themselves toward party politics. One third of the Members of the 8th Parliament are 

younger than 40 years old.30 Enjoying comparatively high salaries, benefits, and power, politics is 

turning into an increasingly attractive employment alternative for young people, at least on a local 

level.31  

 

Towards equality and participation for all citizens 

Democracy in Uganda has a strong local dimension. Stemming from the ‘resistance councils’ that 

were established during Museveni’s guerrilla war in the 1980s, local councils have earned 

confidence among the population. Representatives are elected from village to district level; it is a 

decentralised structure that should enable the democratic participation of local communities.  

The affirmative action policy spelled out in the Local Government Act from 1997 guarantees 

special-interest constituencies in the Ugandan Parliament for the representation of marginalised 

groups, i.e. workers, youth, women and persons with disabilities. In the eyes of some critics, this 

resulted in a significant change of the landscape of politics and decision-making in Uganda 

(Freedom House 2006). Accordingly, the representation of women is quite high with currently 

28.8 percent of the seats in the lower house held by women (UNDP 2006).  

Despite these formal improvements, Tamale (1999) argues, long established male dominated 

power structures are still prevalent in the Ugandan society. Mostly explained by ‘African values 

and culture’, as Ugandans of all age frequently phrase it, strong patriarchal hierarchies persist in 

society and families, influencing the opportunities for decision-making and participation. 

 

Moreover, in daily life discrimination against minority groups persists on the side of the 

government as well as in society. This includes, for instance, the harassment of homosexuals 

(HRW 2007: 169). When asked about who they would not like as their neighbours, dislike was 

expressed against people from different tribes (12%), different religions (14%), foreign 

                                                 
30  Based on own research using information available from the Government website: 
www.parliament.go.ug (accessed on Aug 20, 2006).  
31  This motivation or observation was frequently expressed in informal conversations with young and 
also senior politicians during democracy workshops conducted by the FES. Some ‘youths’, however, 
reported the struggle to be fully recognised, since they are seen as ‘youth’ till the age of 35. According to 
various statements, campaigns are moreover strongly dominated by money, so that it is difficult for young 
people to gain important posts.  
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immigrants (6 %), people living with Aids (6 %) and, most strikingly, homosexuals (29 %) 

(DENIVA 2006: 46). 

 

Democracy in times of globalisation – the significance of civil society 

‘Civil Society’ refers to ‘the arena, outside of the family, the state and the market where people 

associate to advance common interests’  (DENIVA 2006: 14). 32 

The importance of civil society (organisations) grew in particular due to the declining role of the 

state in times of globalisation and democratisation. Paralleling these global tendencies since the 

late 1980s Uganda has seen an explosive growth in the number of NGOs operating in the country. 

Uganda’s civil society organisations (CSOs) mainly concentrate, however, on service delivery 

sectors such as health, education, micro-finance, road construction, water, sanitation, and 

agriculture. The number of organisations working on policy advocacy remains very limited 

(Renzio et al. 2006: 6). This is explained by two reasons: Firstly, in times of widespread poverty 

civil society organisations try to compensate for the inability of the state to provide social and 

economic services to its entire population (Thue et al. 2002: 37). Secondly, the low level of 

political activism is rooted in Uganda’s repressive and authoritarian history. A report, funded by 

NORAD in 2002, found a high degree of self-censorship of local CSOs to avoid confrontations 

with the government (Thue et al. 2002: 41). As a CSO worker expressed it: ’We do not stick our 

necks out, we are quiet, fragmented and adopt quiet means of communication (…). We fear 

persecution and lack solidarity.’  (quoted in DENIVA 2006: 54).  

 

According to Thue et al. (2002), Ugandan NGOs largely remain an elite phenomenon with a 

narrow social base and thin geographical coverage beyond the capital and Central Region. With 

minimal representation in rural areas where the majority of people reside, these advocacy groups 

cannot justifiably claim to speak on behalf of the rural poor (Thue et al. 2002: 42). Furthermore, 

many organisations are still highly dependent on international donors, which often prioritise 

accountability to donors over accountability to the local population which contradicts local 

ownership (ibid: 41f). ‘Fake’ or ‘briefcase’ organisations are widespread and contribute the least 

to political advocacy and the strengthening of civil society (Paxton 2002: 272f). 

 

Nevertheless, a civil society index study has concluded that civil society is beginning to express 

itself on issues of human rights, basic needs and people's exclusion. Uganda’s civil society is at 

an important crossroad with the potential to further develop its capacity to question the socio-

                                                 
32  The Development Network of Indigenous Voluntary Associations (DENIVA) studied the state of 
Uganda’s civil society as part of an international initiative, the Civil Society Index (CSI) project. The CSI 
assesses the state of civil society in more than 50 countries worldwide along 75 indicators (DENIVA 2006). 
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political make-up (DENIVA 2006). As in other countries currently opening up for democracy, it 

will take more time for civil society to grow substantively. Many citizens do not yet see 

opportunities to take action within civil society and do not yet see themselves as political and 

social agents of change. 

3.4 Uganda’s education system 
 
The Ugandan education system is divided into seven years of primary education, followed by up 

to six years of secondary education. After four years of secondary education, the Ordinary (O-) 

Level, students take the ‘Ugandan Certificate of Education’ (UCE), for which they are tested on 

9-14 subjects. A minority of students continue with the Advanced (A-) Level, during which 

students specialise in their best four subjects. After graduating with the ‘Ugandan Advanced 

Certificate of Education’ (UACE) students qualify for post-secondary technical colleges or 

universities.33 

 

Despite shortcomings and huge regional disparities regarding access to social services, the 

government’s commitment towards the educational system nationwide has improved significantly 

since the 1990s, in particular in the area of primary education. Public spending on education as 

percentage of GDP increased from 1.5 percent of the GDP in 1991 to 5.2 percent (2002-2004). 

The share of primary education of the public expenditure exceeds by far (61.9 %) those of 

secondary (19.9 %) and tertiary education (12.1 %).34 

 

In 1997 the government launched ‘Universal Primary Education’ (UPE), a decree that every 

family can send four children, among them at least two girls, to primary school for free (Broere et 

al. 2005: 35). According to the latest figures by UNICEF the net primary school enrolment rate 

was 87 % for both girls and boys, and 64 % of school entrants reach grade 5 (2000-2004) 35. 

 

Free and universal secondary education is currently under discussion, but due to the costs 

involved and the lack of infrastructure it might still take a long time to be implemented. 

In secondary schools the net enrolment rates are significantly lower with 14 % among male and 

12 % among female students (2000-2005).36  

                                                 
33  Source: UNESCO (2006): State Report Uganda, available from : 
www.uis.unesco.org/template/pdf/scb/StateReports/InformationAndMonitoringSheet/Uganda.pdf  
34  All data account for the period of 2002-2004 and is based on the latest UNDP Human 
Development Report 2006, available from: 
http://hdr.undp.org/hdr2006/statistics/countries/data_sheets/cty_ds_UGA.html (accessed on Jan 22, 2007). 
35  Source: UNICEF (2007): Statistics Uganda; available from:  
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/uganda_statistics.html (accessed on  Jan 22, 2007) 
36  Source: UNICEF (2007), see above. 
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Increased access for all children is often paired with a decline of the quality of education, which 

is related to high teacher-students ratios, lack of facilities and materials, to mention a few. As the 

Minister of Education points out, teachers in secondary schools work under serious constraints 

such as lack of teaching materials. In addition, low promotion and increases of salary and prestige 

do not enhance teachers’ motivation (MOES 2005). 

 

A rapidly increasing number of private schools in Uganda are offering better learning 

opportunities for those students who can afford the high school fees. This does provide benefits; 

however, it further aggravates existing disparities among the population (Broere et al. 2005: 36f.). 

In Uganda these disparities relate to socio-economic backgrounds, social class, and in particular 

regional and ethnic background of the children.37 In turn, these disparities affect the level of 

education one may receive and perhaps more importantly the level of influence one may have in 

the public sphere.  

3.5 Citizenship education in Uganda’s past and present 
 

Regarding non-formal civic education, historically the emphasis was put on information and the 

preparation of the voting population. After decades of dictatorship, in which the entire education 

sector suffered severe restrictions, civic education was re-established in the 1990s. According to 

Odongo (2000) these organisations were employed primarily to propagate Museveni’s Movement 

and were used against political parties, classifying them as ‘social evils’ (2000: 106).  

The Uganda Human Rights Commission (UHRC) is mandated by the constitution to conduct 

civic education in Uganda. In collaboration with various international donors, in 2001 the UHRC  

formed the ‘National Civic Education Programme’ (NCEP).38 In the run for the multi-party 

elections in February 2006 five civil society organisations were contracted to prepare the 

population in the various districts for their democratic duties. This short-term programme 

(November 2005 - April 2006) included civic education for community leaders in 40 districts 

countrywide as well as civic education through media campaigns using spot messages, talk shows 

and road shows in various languages and districts (UHRC 2006). Civic education materials (e.g. 

Facilitator’s Source Book and Manual) based on a countrywide curriculum were developed.  

 

                                                 
37  Extreme differences exist in particular between the educational chances in the centre and the rural, 
particularly the conflict-affected regions. In Acholi, in the Northern part, a whole generation has received 
no or hardly any education. A majority of children in the North receives education in displaced areas - if at 
all. The differences are even more extreme in terms of tertiary education. For Northerners the chances to 
access university are very low. 
38  This information is based on an interview and materials given by the UHRC Director for 
Education and Research, Sept 13, 2006. 
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The second important channel, and the one examined in this thesis, is the formal education 

system, which imparts civic knowledge, skills, values and attitudes through schooling. Harber 

(2002) considers Uganda as one of the African countries that is taking education for democracy 

and democratic citizenship seriously. According to Harber, Uganda is moving towards more 

student-centred teaching and learning approaches, as well as pupil involvement in school 

decision-making structures (2002: 274). In contrast, Mirembe (2002) argues, the historic 

authoritarianism of political leaders is still reproduced in schools. In her view, the same accounts 

for gender biased cultures in favour of patriarchy which are reproduced in schools via power 

imbalances between males and females, and teachers and students (quoted in Davies 2002: 253). 

 

For formal education, there is no policy referring explicitly to citizenship education. Nonetheless, 

the goals outlined in the White Paper of 199239 show clear references for the education of future 

citizens in terms of knowledge, skills, values and attitudes (Republic of Uganda 1999: vii).  

In the current national curriculum explicit reference to aims of citizenship can be found in the 

curriculum of social studies at primary level, and political education and history at secondary 

level. However, political education is an elective subject and not offered in all schools. An 

analysis of conceptions of citizenship implied in goals and the curriculum is provided in chapter 5 

as part of the data analysis of this research. Supported by the ministry, both the primary and 

secondary school curriculum are currently revised with the aim to include and promote 

democracy, citizenship and human rights issues, which will be discussed in the following sub-

section. 

3.6 Recent initiatives towards democracy, human rights and citizenship 
education  

 
The current focus on democracy, citizenship and human rights has been taken up by Western 

influenced NGOs, in particular the British Council and MS Uganda, jointly with the National 

Curriculum Development Centre (NCDC). Due to limitations of space only a brief analysis of 

their efforts can be presented here, based on interviews with representatives of all three 

organisations. 

 

National Currciulum Development Centre – Secondary Curriculum Review  

The National Curriculum Development Centre (NCDC), a corporate of the Ministry of Education 

and Sports (MOES), is in the process of revising secondary school curriculum40 in order to make 

                                                 
39  The White Paper from 1992 was dedicated to relevance in education. Most of the 
recommendations  it contained are by now realised, e.g. universal primary education and narrowing the 
gender gap. Others were never implemented, e.g. to prolong primary (8 years) and shorten secondary 
education (3 years). 
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secondary education more relevant and useful for citizens and society. The NCDC follows three 

objectives:41 Firstly, the review aims at incorporating practical elements to strengthen the 

knowledge and theory-based curriculum in order to enhance national development. In line with 

national policies (see 5.1.1), the curriculum focuses strongly on human capital.  

Secondly, content shall be reduced to ten compulsory core subjects plus four electives. In order to 

collect opinions on these core subjects, the NCDC conducted a field survey in secondary schools 

and teacher training centres in 24 districts and various categories of schools - an entirely new 

democratic approach in itself. At the time of research data was being processed.   

Thirdly, Connie Kateeba, Executive Director of NCDC, expressed the need to create a subject 

like ‘humanities’, that should mainstream relevant issues like human rights and democracy, 

ethics, HIV/Aids, water and hygiene as well as general life skills.  

In the approach of the NCDC, the incorporation of human rights and citizenship education is thus 

regarded as an element to strengthen social competences in the knowledge-based curriculum.  

 

British Council – Citizenship and Human Rights Education  

The Global School partnership programme is one of the British Council’s programmes to 

stimulate global discussions on issues that are currently debated in the UK.42   

In this regard, clearly rooted in the UK, British Council Uganda initiated a discussion on 

citizenship and leadership issues.43  

In 2003 British Council and the NCDC jointly created a series of workshop in which they invited 

teachers from 22 pilot schools to develop a manual on integrative citizenship and human rights 

education for secondary schools. This manual, that was distributed to schools all over the country, 

guides teachers to integrate citizenship and human rights issues within their own subjects. 

Including not only background information on the concept of human rights and citizenship, the 

manual illustrates concrete lesson plans and examples of integration. Biology lessons, for 

instance, relate human rights to issues of nutrition or ecology (ibid: 20f.); geography teachers are 

stimulated to address matters of population distribution and settlement, natural resource 

exploitation or trade (ibid: 30f.). In Fine Arts pupils could think about human rights and 

                                                                                                                                                 
40  The revision process for primary schools is completed and piloted. The new programme for 
primary 1 was launched in February 2007. Citizenship and human rights issues in primary schools are 
incorporated in the subject ‘Social Studies’ which includes aspects of Environmental Education, Family 
Life Education, and community service. (Source: interviews NCDC, see footnote 27).   
41  The following information was collected in interviews with Mrs Kateeba, Executive Director of 
NCDC (Aug 10, 2006) and Mr Kamya, Director Secondary Curriculum Review Project, NCDC (Aug 10 & 
15, 2006), as well as a speech and contributions given during the stakeholder workshop (Aug 24, 2006). 
42  Further information on the British Council’s mission and programmes conducted in Uganda can be 
found on this homepage and its subsequent links: http://www.britishcouncil.org/home (accessed on Jan 24, 
2007). 
43  Source: Interview with Irene Naiga, Programme Officer at British Council Uganda (Oct 13, 2006).  
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citizenship issues by drawing the life of street children (ibid: 34f.). Human rights and citizenship 

are presented as interdisciplinary and interconnected tasks for teachers of all subjects. 

As a second element, the manual aims at stimulating and facilitating change towards interactive 

and participatory teaching methods. Learning and teaching should reflect the ‘real world’ and 

thus promote interaction and cooperation, exchange of ideas and further important democratic 

skills. The manual is seen as an empowering tool and a stimulant for teaching.  

 

The way citizenship is defined and used in the manual emphasises citizenship as a status and a 

fundamental right, and incorporates citizen rights and obligations from the constitution. The good 

and democratic citizen is characterised as law abiding on the one side, and possessing good 

values and attitudes on the other, thus clearly reflecting a liberal conception of citizenship. The 

active dimension of citizenship and democratic participation is mainly explained by formal 

processes and ‘conventional citizenship activities’ (Torney-Purta 2001: 77) such as voting. 

Nevertheless, the interactive methods try to stimulate critical democratic skills, e.g. critical 

thinking and analysing, understanding and questioning of opinions and statements. The manual 

encourages students to exercise rights within the school community. 

 

In sum, British Council’s aim and approach is to integrate human rights and citizenship as 

transversal issues permeating the curriculum. The manual seeks to influence the learning content 

by following a rights-centred approach to citizenship and the teaching methodology towards 

interactive and collective learning experiences that enhance students’ understanding, appreciation 

and consciousness of principles and values of citizenship.  

 

MS Uganda – ‘Democracy as a way of life’ 

The third approach also aims at both, methods and understanding of democracy and citizens’ 

democratic practices. 

Since 1999, MS Uganda44 has been running a series of advocacy projects with the aim of 

contributing to the creation of a culture of democracy and participation in the development of 

Uganda at all levels. As one of the partner organisations under the National Civic Education 

Programme, MS Uganda is currently engaged in two civic education programs, ‘Democracy as a 

way of life’ and ‘Education for Peace’.45 

                                                 
44  MS stands for ‘Mellemfolkeligt Samvirke’, a Danish Association for International Cooperation 
that started in 1944. Currently, MS Uganda is working with 35 different Ugandan organisations, primarily 
in the Northern and North Western regions, for sustainable livelihood, good governance and democratic 
practices. Since 2006 democracy is MS Uganda’s focus topic. Further information on its philosophy, 
structure and programmes can be found on the homepage: http://www.ms.dk. 
45  ’Democracy as a way of life’ will be explained in the following. ‘Education for Peace’ (2005 – 
2008) is a civic education project undertaken by MS Uganda and the three partner organisations in North 
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The overall aim of MS Uganda is to promote a broad notion of ‘democracy as a way of life’. 

‘Democracy shall not be left to politicians and leaders in offices, but shall be practical in our 

lives’ 46 Democracy is based on how people relate with each other, their neighbours, within the 

family, with friends and enemies. As basic values for democracy Ms Uganda mentions personal 

responsibility and accountability; fairness, tolerance and selflessness; and most importantly 

participation in community affairs. The rationale underlying this approach is that understanding 

democracy in such a way will encourage democratic behaviour. People will acquire, apply and 

disseminate knowledge, skills and values of democracy and human rights in family and 

community and will contribute to the development of a democratic and peaceful society. To 

facilitate this learning experience, democratic teaching is an imperative.  

 

Following its ambition of impacting all levels of society and making everyday democracy part of 

all Ugandan’s life, MS developed democracy materials based on cartoons. In cooperation with a 

Tanzanian artist, MS produced posters, handbooks, debating cards and other materials to promote 

the understanding of democracy as a way of life. The attractive materials reached a wide target 

group, including primary schools, secondary schools, Local Governments, CSOs and Functional 

Adult Literacy groups.  

 

The MS democracy team collaborated with the NCDC to mainstream democracy in the thematic 

curriculum for lower primary school (Primary 1 - 3), as well as to facilitate the use of democracy 

materials. Evaluation of teachers and students in pilot schools was positive and encouraging47, in 

particular regarding the use of participatory methods. MS Uganda will collaborate with the 

NCDC to integrate democracy and human rights in the secondary curriculum. 

 

MS lobbies for a clear learner-focused methodology, putting the needs, preferences, abilities, and 

experiences of learners, as well as learner’s activity and co-operation with others in the centre. 

Conflicts and contradicting opinions shall be treated as fundamental resources. Critical thinking is 

encouraged, for instance by provoking questions on debating cards.48 This approach stresses the 

active and critical aspect of democratic citizenship. Understanding its meaning, students should 

advocate for their rights, equal opportunities and participation. Democratic citizenship should be 

practiced in daily life situations. 

                                                                                                                                                 
West Uganda and Southern Sudan for refugees and selected communities. (Source: Interview Bezhad 
Khatai, Aug 4, 2006) 
46  Source: Alex Juria, presentation at stakeholders’ workshop organised by MS Uganda, Kampala, 
Aug 24, 2006, as well as interviews with members of the MS democracy team. 
47  Source: Interview Rita Popo, Head of the democracy team MS Uganda, October 12, 2006. 
48  ibid: presentation Aug 24, 2006. 
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3.7 Summary chapter 3 
 

This chapter set out the background of democratic citizenship education in Uganda.  

It illustrated the legacy of ethnic, religious and socio-economic divisions that influence till today 

the opportunities of Ugandan citizens. In its political dimension it showed the decades of abuse of 

political leadership and its impacts on the current society. Authorities are still powerful, to some 

degree, and have a significant influence on citizens’ rights. The lack of experience with party 

activism is partly balanced by Ugandans’ participation in local government.  

One sub-section traced efforts towards equal citizenship and explained why this claim is very 

much impeded due to poverty and conflict, gender differences and the restricted rights of 

minority groups. Despite the historically disabling environment, civil society organisations are on 

the rise. Nevertheless, their focus still strongly lies on service delivery, e.g. infrastructure or 

health, while political advocacy and activism is still rare. In parts of the country, mainly the city, 

the central and the Southern region, the introduction of multi-party democracy was paired by 

opening up of political and societal spaces. Meanwhile, large parts of the countries have not seen 

the benefits of democracy due to devastating situation of insecurity and conflict. 

 

In the field of education, the government demonstrates (financial) commitment, although 

shortcomings in secondary education persist. To accommodate more students, in particular in 

disadvantaged areas in the country, secondary education needs broad development and financial 

resources. The Ministry is increasingly willing to support attempts to introduce democracy and 

citizenship issues in the curriculum and the schools. Current initiatives towards democratic 

citizenship education are pushed by international donors. The National Curriculum Development 

Centre mainly concentrates on competence-oriented curricula that incorporate humanistic 

elements. The British Council piloted a project on the integration of human rights and citizenship 

issues and MS Uganda, a Danish organisation, promotes actively democracy as a way of life. 

As the social and political, also the educational environment of Ugandan students seems to 

undergo a multi-dimensional transition, tendencies towards a more competence-oriented and 

humanistic approach might open up opportunities for democratic citizenship.  
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4 Research Methodology 

 

This qualitative research was carried out in Uganda between August and October 2006. While the 

main research location was the capital Kampala, the sample was extended to one rural school in 

Kamuli district, Eastern Uganda (see map in the Appendix).  

The study was designed in a way that allowed insight to practices of citizenship education in four 

selected secondary schools. Its aim was to explore students’ and teachers’ opinions on education 

for democratic citizenship in their school and their ideas for change. Unlike previous studies that 

tried to measure democratic ‘outcomes’ of citizenship education (e.g. Torney-Purta et al. 2001, 

Amadeo et al. 2002, Maitles et al. 2006), this research studied the educational process as well as 

its perception by all actors involved. The particular focus lied on the inclusion of students’ voices.  

The research is embedded in the tradition of critical social research. It is explorative in nature due 

to two reasons. First of all, the topic is still a young one and hardly researched so far, in particular 

in the African context; and secondly, as I tried to leave as much space as possible for the 

informants’ own conceptions, opinions and ideas.   

 

During the research period, I was based at and supported by the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) in 

Kampala. The FES is a German political foundation dedicated to the basic concepts and values of 

social democracy and the Labour Movement. Its aim is to foster a pluralistic, democratic culture 

by means of political education for all people from all classes of society. Furthermore, it aims at 

contributing to international understanding and co-operation.49 

During the three months spent with FES I benefited from a favourable work environment, support 

in terms of transportation and use of all facilities. The participation in workshops and debates, the 

direct contact with youth leaders and young politicians and many discussions enabled valuable 

insights in Uganda’s democratic transition. Although students are not a primary focus group of 

the FES, the collected data is of interest for the organisation as it sheds light on democratic 

conceptions and opinions of the youth. As I will provide all information and the final thesis to 

FES, it will furthermore be available to interested individuals.  

 

The units of the research, namely the school culture, classroom situations, secondary school 

teachers’ and students’ opinions were addressed by various qualitative methods. The following 

                                                 
49  FES Uganda’s current focus is the establishment of a forum for stakeholders. The foundation 
promotes public dialogue, trade union and media activities, gender and women participation, youth 
activities and regional integration. For further information on ongoing programmes please consult the FES 
homepage, which also offers various links to publications: www.fesuganda.or.ug  
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chapter explains the conceptual scheme, the research questions, and the sample of the study.  It 

illustrates the research process and its methodology and highlights characteristics of the research 

design. Lastly, limitations, weaknesses, and ethical considerations are taken into account. 

4.1 Conceptual Scheme  
 
The following scheme visualises the main concepts and components of the research.  

Arrows illustrate directions of effects or respectively the relationship of the concepts as it was 

predicted. The scheme illustrates that learning and teaching for democracy (and democratic 

citizenship) is always related to the broader environment: the school, the local, regional and 

national level. 

School Culture

National 
Context

Local
Environ-

ment

Classroom
Practices

Classroom
Practices

Teachers‘
Conceptions, 

Opinions and Attitudes
Ideas for Change

Students’
Conceptions, 

Opinions, 
Ideas for Change

School Policies
Education for

Democratic Citizenship

National Policies
and Curriculum

 

 Figure 2: Conceptual Scheme 

 

Uganda’s national policies and the national curriculum strongly determine education for 

democratic citizenship as it is expressed in school policies and implemented within an existing 

school culture. Both, the policies as well as the school culture, influence teachers’ and students’ 

classroom practices.  Teachers’ conceptions, attitudes and practices are expressed inside and 

outside the classroom. Students have their own conceptions and visions of education for 

democratic citizenship, related to their experience as students, but also influenced by the teachers’ 

attitudes and behaviours. The students reflect on classroom and school practices and might see 

possibilities for change.  

Conceptions as well as practices are always embedded in and influenced by the national context 

and the local environment, which is the setting of the research (chapter 3). 



Teaching and Learning for Democracy in Secondary Schools in Uganda   

 48 

4.2 Operationalisation of the concepts 
 

The concepts utilised are defined as follows: 

Conceptions Conceptions describe ‘apprehensions’, ‘understandings’, or an ‘imagination’ 
(Pearsall et al. 1996: 299) regarding a specific construct. Within the theoretical 
framework (chapter 2) conceptions of democratic citizenship prevalent in the 
literature and apparent in educational  practices were discussed and operationalised 
as democratic knowledge, skills, values and attitudes. 
Applying the theory discussed, conceptions of democratic citizenship are 
categorised as relating to the liberal, communitarian or critical school. 
 

Attitudes Attitudes are defined as ‘a mental set that causes a person to respond in a 
characteristic manner to a given stimulus.’ (Chapman et al. 1999) Attitudes describe 
the way people view and interpret their environment. Unlike opinions, attitudes are 
not expressed directly, but become apparent in teachers’ behaviour, e.g. their 
reactions on students’ questions or their interaction with students etc.  
 
As democratic (and vice versa non-democratic) attitudes are regarded attitudes that 
express democratic principles, in particular equality, inclusion, diversity, tolerance, 
participation and power sharing. 
 

Opinions Opinions express a belief or assessment, a person’s subjective view on something 
referring to concrete experiences. Opinions cover the wide range of students’ and 
teachers’ statements and comments on practices, policies or observations.  
 

Ideas  An idea is ‘a conception or plan formed by mental effort’, ‘a notion’ that might 
even transcend experience (see Pearsall & Trumble 1996: 701).  
Ideas stem from students’ and teachers’ imagination and are oriented towards 
change and improvement. 
 

 
National policies As national policies are understood all documents and binding guidelines by the 

Ugandan Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES), including the national 
curriculum. National policies ultimately legitimise and determine school policies 
and practices. 
 

School policies As school policies are regarded internal arrangements and regulations that schools 
establish. School policies cover e.g. the school’s mission and vision, the choice of 
subjects and curriculum, the offer of extra-curricular activities and other 
programmes, as well as the school rules and regulations.   
 

School culture School culture is determined by school governance (hierarchies and decision-
making power of the different actors, including opportunities for students to 
participate e.g. school council and leadership); teacher-students and student-student 
interaction, democratic and non-democratic practices and attitudes at school level, 
character and practice of curricular and extra-curricular activities. 
A democratic school culture is characterised by inclusion, tolerance, openness, 
participation and power sharing. 
 

Classroom  
practices 

Classroom practices comprise teaching and learning processes determined by the 
interaction of teachers and learners in the classroom, the methods applied, and the 
use of learning materials; 
Democratic classroom practices promote inclusion (absence of exclusion, 
discrimination, unequal treatment), gender equality, decision-making and 
participation, as well as a learner-centred, participatory teaching style and methods  
 

Figure 3: Operationalisation of concepts 
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4.3 Research Questions 
Aiming at actor-oriented research the main research question is the following:  

 
What are Ugandan secondary school students’ and teachers’ opinions and practices of education 

for democratic citizenship in their school, and what are their ideas for change towards a more 

democratic style of learning?   

 

This main question is answered using the following sub-questions. 

School policies and practices, school culture 

• What are objectives and approaches of citizenship education promoted in the school 
policy? 

• What democratic learning opportunities are created by the school governance and school 
practices? 

• How do interaction processes take place according to the different actors? 
 

Democratic practices in the classroom 

• What are the opportunities for democratic participation and decision-making in the 
classroom? 

• Is there differential treatment and opportunities regarding class, ethnicity or gender?   
• How do teachers deal with democratic participation of students? 
 

Teachers’ opinions, practices and possibilities of change 

• What kind of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values do teachers consider as important for 
democratic citizenship (education)? 

• What is the teachers’ opinion on democratic practices in their school? 
• Where do they see possibilities for change? 
 

Students’ views on learning for democratic citizenship, practices and possibilities of change 

• What kind of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values do students consider as important for 
democratic citizenship (education)? 

• What are the students’ opinions on the implementation of citizenship education and 
democracy in their school? 

• Where and how do they see possibilities of change? 
 

These sub-questions served as guidelines throughout the research process. 

Setting the focus on ‘good practices’ and ideas for change allowed reflection on objectives, 

conceptions and approaches, with a focus on constructive criticism. This is also in line with a 

research ideology emphasising participation, empowerment and ownership of the informants. 
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4.4 Research Methods and process of data collection  
 

Unlike standardised and pre-defined quantitative studies, it is the aim of qualitative research to 

give voice to those researched; to collect authentic and natural data and to generate hypotheses 

and interpretations by interacting with the informants of the research (Lamnek 1995: 199). Thus, 

the study employed qualitative methods in order to explore teachers’ and students’ collective 

practices, subjective conceptions and opinions.  

 

The research is rooted in the epistemology of subjectivism/ constructivism and the theoretical 

stand of interpretivism. In this scientific perspective, the world is seen as socially constructed 

rather than as objectively given (objectivity). It focuses on meaning rather than facts and aims at 

understanding rather than explaining of subjective realities and interactions. Interpretivism ‘looks 

for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life world’ (Crotty 

1998: 67). The focus of this research clearly lies on understanding social interactions and 

processes rather than explaining them. Applying the rationale of symbolic interactionism, this 

study attempted to understand how teachers and students give meaning to a certain situation. 

These meanings are interpreted against the wider context of ideology and power structures.  

 

The research topic ‘democracy’ required a dialogue, participation and actor-oriented research 

design, rather with than on students and teachers. Adolescents – as their teachers – were seen as a 

source of enormous ability, creativity, energy and enthusiasm, and their ideas as important and 

valuable. Trying to involve participants as much as possible, group discussions and semi-

structured interviews were used as the main research techniques. 

Additionally, ethnographic methods e.g. participatory observation, field notes and document 

analysis were used to gain insight in school culture and practices. 

The combination of ethnographic and participatory methods matched the explorative nature of the 

research, giving insight in a thus far rarely researched area, where quantitative, pre-defined 

variables would have met limitations.  

 

4.4.1 Sample – Informants and participating schools  

 
Around 70 people participated directly in the research in interviews or group discussions, others 

contributed indirectly in workgroups, by presentations or informal conversations. Among the 

interviewees were students, teachers, head teachers and relevant stakeholders. The following sub-

section explains the rationale behind the selection of schools and interview partners. An overview 

of all interviewees can be found in the Appendix.  
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Selection of schools 

During conversations with my local supervisor I tried to map out school characteristics that could 

influence education for democratic citizenship. Ugandan secondary schools are divided into 

government aided (public) and private schools, faith-based schools and community-based 

schools. Secondly, there are obvious distinctions, e.g. whether it is a day or boarding school, a 

mixed or single sex school. We found further key characteristics in the number of students and 

the age of the school (long established – newly established). In the selection of schools I 

furthermore wanted to recognise different socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds of the 

students, and the location of the school: whether it was situated in an urban neighbourhood or in a 

rural environment. 

The deputy of the Education Department of Makerere University Kampala helped to identify 

schools according to these categories. As soon as I got the permission and recommendation letter 

of the Ministry of Education, I visited the different schools. After initial conversations with head 

masters or mistresses about their willingness to participate in my research, I finally selected four 

schools that contrasted sufficiently according to my selection criteria. 

 

The following table illustrates and compares characteristics of the four schools included in the 

sample. These indicators are an important basis for the analysis of the research data; this 

overview might be consulted throughout the further reading. To keep the data anonymous the 

school’s names are not mentioned, but are coded as Schools A, B, C and D. 

 

Schools participating in the research 

 School A School B School C School D 

location Urban  Urban  rural urban 

Day – Boarding day Boarding day boarding 

Mixed –single sex  mixed mixed mixed girls 

Foundation Anglican  Muslim Community-
based 

Catholic 

Tradition/age Long established  
(by missionaries) 

Long 
established 

Newly 
established  
 

Long 
established 

Funding Government-
aided; parents  

Government-
aided; parents 

parents parents 

School Fees low high Very low low 

Socio-econ. backgr. 
students 

Rather low Rather high low heterogeneous 

Size huge large small large 

# students 2400 1560 215 1000 
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 A B C D 

# teachers 102 73 (21 p/time) 12 50 (25 p/time) 

Average class size 100-120 85 40 75 

%  girls ~33% ~30% > 50% 100% 
Closeness of family Mostly close  Mostly far Very close Mostly far 

Ethnic diversity To some extent high low high 

Material facilities Good moderate Very limited limited 

British Council 
project  

yes no no no 

Fig. 4:  Characterstics of Schools included in the sample 

 

All three urban schools are located in poor neighbourhoods in the capital Kampala. School C is 

located in a village in Kamuli district, a three hours drive from the capital, in the Eastern Region 

of Uganda (see map Appendix). Both government-aided (public) schools, A and B, reported that 

the funding has to be supplemented by parents’ contribution, which constitute 70% of School B’s 

budget. School C and D rely entirely on parents’ contributions. 

 

Unlike in the other schools, my access to school D was limited and I was confronted with a 

reluctance to cooperate or receive me as an observer.  This led to limitations in the time I spent in 

this school. Although the major share of data was hence collected in school A, B and C, I decided 

to include the observations and interviews in school D as basis of comparison. 

 

Sample of informants 

In all schools I spoke first to the head master or mistress who would then introduce me to the 

other staff members.  In all but one school this opened the gate to my informants, and teachers 

volunteered as interviewees. As it turned out to be much easier to reach teachers than students, in 

frustrated moments I thought about restricting the research on teachers’ views. Luckily, I did not 

give up the aim of including the students’ perspectives as these did definitely enrich the study. 

Once convinced by my intentions to conduct focus groups, teachers helped me gather students 

and student leaders from different classes.  

My aim was not to create a particular ethnic or religious sample. Similarly, it was not always 

possible to achieve gender balance among the informants. The most important criterion was the 

voluntary participation of the informants.  The choice of participants is explained and justified as 

follows: 

• Students as participants of focus groups were recruited in grades S3 and S4. Due to their 

age (~17-18 years old) and the time they already spent in the school, these students were 

seen as a particularly interesting group for this study. Nearing the end of their secondary 
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schooling (only a minority continues with High School S5/6), they are about to make the 

transition from adolescence to adulthood and take on new life roles. At the age of 18 they 

might be expected to become more active members of their communities and they 

become eligible to vote (Amadeo et al. 2002: 14). However, with not even 20 percent of 

the population reaching secondary school level, the students can be considered to be an 

elite group, intellectually and/or financially. Their opinions can not be seen as 

representing the Ugandan youth in general. 

• Due to its potentials for citizenship education, the subjects of history, English literature 

and political education where chosen for lesson observations. Preferences for 

interviewees were teachers representing the first two subjects as these are taught in all 

schools examined. Two teachers of different subjects (German and geography) were 

included as they acted as gatekeepers in the respective schools and one teacher of 

religious education as he was in charge of citizenship education in cooperation with the 

British Council.   

• As heads of the schools and responsible for structures and final decisions, the 

headmistress and/or headmaster of the schools were interviewed. In School C the 

headmaster was not available. 

• To get insight in their current efforts towards democracy, human rights and citizenship 

education, as well as their perceptions and ideas for change, the sample was extended by 

several stakeholders. I interviewed representatives from the National Curriculum 

Development Centre, MS Uganda and the British Council (see chapter 3). 

• For additional background information I also contacted the Ministry of Education and 

the National Civic Education Programme (UHRC). Conversations with several 

informants from civil society, political parties and other organizations completed my 

overall picture of the Ugandan political and social situation.  

4.4.2 Research Methods 

 
In order to include all relevant aspects, and to balance strengths and weaknesses, I applied various 

methods of data collection. Triangulation of methods also allows to cross-check information by 

different sources (Gray 2004: 33).  In the following paragraphs, the multiple methods used in this 

study are described in more detail, and their scientific purpose and procedure are explained. 

Applications, necessary adjustments and attempts to balance weaknesses are highlighted. In a 

following sub-section I discuss general limitations of the study and ethnical considerations. 

 

 

 



Teaching and Learning for Democracy in Secondary Schools in Uganda   

 54 

Document review/ analysis 

To learn about the basis of formal citizenship education in secondary schools it was imperative to 

analyse Uganda’s national policies and curricula. The same accounted for available school 

documents such as school policies, school rules and regulations, time tables, posters or school 

magazines available in schools. As another important source of secondary data I read publications 

in the field of citizenship education by various Ugandan organisations.  

 

Participatory observation and field notes 

In order to understand practices in schools and classrooms, teachers’ and students’ opinions and 

their ideas for change, I spent time in the respective schools to participate in and observe school 

events. At least for some time (approximately 10 days in each school) I was present in the school 

community, experienced school culture and climate, observed interactions and classroom 

situations. 

 

According to different scholars, only by participatory observation of the interaction of group 

members the researcher gains deeper insight in the daily context of the group, procedures and 

activities, or non-verbal statements (Flick 2000: 161). This was confirmed by my own experience. 

In the first place, observations were a good way of familiarising myself with the setting (Rubin et 

al. 1995: 172). First impressions helped me improve my methods of approach and get a deeper 

understanding of the language of the interviews.  During the observations I discovered self-

evident and natural issues interviewees might not explicitly have talked about in the interview, 

e.g. the time table of lessons, how students sit in the classroom, or the dynamic of the group. 

Moreover, participation and spending time together helped to create an atmosphere of trust and 

mutual understanding, an important feature of qualitative, participatory research (Grey 2004). 

Throughout the research process I used observations as a tool to cross check and therefore 

increase the validity of information gained in the subjective interviews. Observations of 

classroom practices allowed me to compare (self-) evaluation given in the interviews with the 

attitudes and practices shown in the classroom.  

 

Observation sites in schools included: 

• classroom situations (mainly in the selected subjects) 

• daily school culture: dining hall, student-student interactions, teacher-student 

interactions outside class, assemblies 

• extra-curricular activities, clubs 

• staff meetings, situations in the staff room 
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The observations I carried out during the approximately 10 days I spent on each school site and 

complemented them by many valuable informal conversations with teachers and students. I 

documented conversations, observations and impressions in my daily field notes to include them 

in the further analysis. Often, my level of participation was limited and mostly I was a real 

observer in the back. However, I was not a secret observer. My presence and the reason for my 

presence, i.e. my intentions of doing research were known by all people involved in order to meet 

ethical considerations.  

 

Despite its importance, I recognised limitations of participatory or non-participatory observation.  

The presence of a researcher in the classroom might result in a change of behaviour by teachers 

and students. For some teachers it was not clear why I would still be interested in their lessons 

after they already gave me their opinion. Due to the repetition of teaching practices and my 

discomfort about the fact that I might be seen as controlling the teachers, I observed less in the 

classroom than originally planned, but more outside the classroom, during informal situations, in 

breaks and school events. Although after a few days I became familiar with the settings, my role 

was clearly defined as a non-permanent visitor. Thus it was not difficult to keep the necessary 

neutral distance, what Flick mentions as one of the main challenges of participatory observation 

(Flick 2002: 248).  

 

Other aspects I took into account were limitations of observations by the selective perception and 

memory of the observer. One way to balance this weakness was to draft field notes and protocols 

directly after observations (ibid.). In a field diary written throughout the research process I 

reflected upon remarkable experiences, impressions, the application of the methods and emerging 

questions. While still being in the field, I thereby collected initial valuable thoughts for analysis. 

 

An important source of information outside of the schools was my participation in the 

‘Stakeholders’ meeting for inclusion of human rights and democracy in the secondary school 

curriculum’, jointly organised by MS Uganda and the NCDC on August 24, 2006. Another 

occasion to gain insights in the current discourse of the topic was the launch of democracy 

materials by MS Uganda, where members of civil society as well as politicians were present.  

 
Semi-structured interviews  

The core of the research is the voices of the participants. Opinions and ideas of teachers and 

stakeholders were collected in face-to-face interviews.  

In order to compare the information while granting enough flexibility for the individual flow and 

character of the interview, I chose a semi-structured approach (Russell 1995: 209), using 

interview guidelines (see Appendix IV). Ugandan colleagues at FES helped to adjust the 
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questions to the Ugandan context. Two ‘pilot’-interviews tested the appropriateness and 

practicability of my guidelines and led to final revisions. Although I applied the guidelines in a 

flexible manner rather than as a fixed set of questions, most of the interviewees expected my 

guidance and control of the interview, resulting in a rather structured outcome. 

 

I interviewed 4 head teachers, 13 teachers, and 7 stakeholders on a one-by-one, or two-by-one 

basis depending on the preference of the interviewees. Keeping in mind time restrictions of the 

research period I prioritised the depth of interviews and time I spent with individual teachers over 

the quantity of interviews. The in-depth interviews (approximately 45- 60 minutes) with teachers 

were framed by various informal conversations prior and after the taped interview. A list of the 

interviews conducted can be found in the Appendix.  

 

The interviews took place in the offices of the interviewees, in a classroom or outside the school 

building on a bench. Generally, privacy and a quiet atmosphere were secured, however, 

background noises or interruptions by students could sometimes not be avoided.  

Prior to the interview, I introduced the nature and purpose of the research, assured confidentiality 

and anonymity of all data gathered before the interview. Furthermore I asked for verbal consent 

to tape and later transcribe the interview. In most cases the interviewee did not hesitate to agree to 

tape the interview; two teachers however preferred that I took only notes and the first part of one 

interview could not be taped due to technical problems. During these interviews I took notes and 

produced a detailed protocol directly afterwards. 

 

After a short introductory part to ‘warm-up’, teachers and stakeholders on the whole opened up 

and shared their personal opinions, perceptions and ideas. For aspects such as potential criticism 

on school practices I used ‘indirect questioning’ (Fielding et al. 2001: 127) which helped to 

stimulated new ideas and avoid socially desired answers, Similarly, with ‘prompting and probing 

strategies’, e.g. posing a question several times in different ways (ibid: 128) I was able to 

encourage respondents to express their views in more detail, and in honest or more subjective 

ways.  

 

Focus group discussions 

Since a number of teachers preferred to be interviewed in groups of two rather than individually, 

it soon became clear to me that it might be more comfortable for students, and at least as fruitful 

for my research, to conduct focus group discussions with students. One-by-one interviews might 

have caused ‘fears’ similar to oral exams in the classrooms, whereas group discussions with 

fellow students in a relaxed atmosphere were considered as a pleasant and joyful experience. 
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Group discussions enable the gathering of information through a more natural and less influenced 

discourse among a group (Bohnsack 2003: 102) and stimulate insights that would be less 

accessible without the interaction of the group. Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that 

other information might remain unmentioned. In particular less expressive students might have 

preferred hiding and not exposing their experiences and opinions in front of other class mates. 

 

Initially I planned to conduct focus groups separately with boys and girls to take into account 

potential gender differences. The first discussions, however, revealed no striking gender-based 

differences of perceptions, opinions and participation, but rather an interesting difference in 

perspectives, participation and way of discussing between student leaders and ‘ordinary’ students. 

The latter distinction was hence applied throughout the research.  

 

I conducted 7 group discussions, 3 with student leaders and 4 with ‘ordinary’ students in three 

schools. The focus groups had between 4 and 14 participants. This is more than Fielding and 

Thomas (2001) define as the ideal size of a focus group discussion (6 to 10 participants), but I did 

not want to exclude students who were eager to participate. Most of the students seemed to like 

the interaction with their fellow students. In one school, students expressed their gratitude for the 

chance to discuss their complaints with an outsider. 

I tried to keep the groups gender-balanced, which was not always possible. Nevertheless, I made 

sure that focus groups were composed by students from different streams of S3 and S4, so that 

they might contribute and share different experiences. All group discussions took place in a 

classroom without the presence of any teacher or further staff and were taped with the consent of 

the participants. I introduced myself and my research, assured confidentiality and anonymity and 

asked also to treat other participants’ contributions as confidential. 

 

Although it is the aim to generate free flow of discussion with minimal interference by the 

moderator (Bohnsack 2003), in particular in the beginning, students expected me to take up a 

leading role. Students were so used to answering questions that it took some effort to stimulate 

real discussion. Partly it was achieved; in other cases the discussions resembled more a group 

interview. Although some participants contributed more actively than others, there was rarely 

someone dominating the discussions. Interestingly, there was also no certain pattern whether girls 

or boys, students or student leaders were the more active and energetic discussants.  

 

Data analysis 

To increase the reliability and validity of the data collected I cross-checked the information I got 

out of the interviews with observations and vice versa. The validity was enhanced by presenting 

the preliminary research findings to a group of informants, including one head teacher, teachers 
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from different schools, and a representative from the NCDC and MS Uganda. This presentation 

opened opportunities for clarifications, feedback and discussion of my conclusions and inspired 

the critical reflection of those who are involved directly and on a daily basis with citizenship 

education. The participants’ comments served as the first and constructive steps for the further 

analysis. 

 

Primary data sources for the analysis included transcripts from interviews and group discussions, 

summary notes of the interviews, which where not taped, notes of lesson observations, of 

meetings and assemblies, the stakeholders’ workshop and other activities I participated in, as well 

as the field notes. All teacher interviews and focus-groups were transcribed verbatim.  

Having read the text files thoroughly for a general understanding of the data, I identified main 

themes and clusters to categorise the data. Relevant information was grouped to the according 

category, which allowed for an overview of the occurrence and significance of each answer. The 

data was thereby reduced to its essence, and representative or most striking quotes could be 

identified. Throughout this process of categorising patterns, connections, similarities, contrasting 

viewpoints were highlighted and critically interpreted on the basis of the theoretical framework 

(chapter 2). 

4.5 Field Challenges and Limitations of the study 
 
The schools selected gave insight into four very different practices of citizenship and democratic 

education. As any qualitative research covering only a small sample, the research cannot lead to 

generalisations that are representative or directly applicable to a larger population or another 

group. Nevertheless, the conclusions can give insight in processes of citizenship education and 

can help to understand what and why practices happen in schools and classrooms. 

 

A clear limitation of the study is that with one exception, mainly urban schools were included. 

Due to its strong community basis and involvement of parents and students, the rural school 

visited cannot be regarded as representative for other rural schools. Moreover it was visited 

during the term holidays, which restricted my opportunities for observations. 

Although the length and the frequency of contacts differed, I could maintain continuous contact 

with all four schools throughout the research process. The location of three schools in the capital 

also implied advantages, as I could get acquainted with the informants and was able to speak to 

most of them more than once to clarify unclear elements and ask further questions.  

As far as I can judge, informants mostly seemed to be very open and honest. Nevertheless it has 

to be taken into account, that teachers and also students might have been holding back and 

silencing opinions and criticism of school or classroom practices fearing their statements might 
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be voiced publicly and lead to consequences – in particular as individual opinions were oppressed 

historically, as the previous chapter illustrated. The same accounts for the concept of democracy. 

In Uganda’s young and unstable history of democracy Western donors strongly pushed the 

development towards multi-party democracy. Respondents therefore might have assumed that I 

am personally in favour of the ideal of a democratic society with certain key characteristics. 

Rejections or fundamental criticism might then not or not directly have been expressed. 

 

Backed by a letter of recommendation by the ministry and my university/supervisor it was not 

difficult to get access to schools in the first place. The biggest obstacle was the term holidays, 

which strongly limited my research time. In those four weeks it was not only impossible to 

observe and interview teachers and students, but it also caused the postponement of a number of 

appointments. Fortunately, the time could be used meaningfully by researching the community-

based school, where S3 and S4 students study throughout the holidays. 

Limited access to school D resulted in limited time spent there. Appointments for student focus 

groups were several times cancelled or postponed by the head mistress, thus I decided to rely 

more on informal conversations with students. This means a further limitation to my material. 

 

Language proved to be no obstacle and due to the impressive English sufficiency of secondary 

school students and teachers it was possible to conduct focus groups and interviews in English 

without fearing the loss of data.  

 

I am aware that the nature of my research is characterised by a certain, unavoidable degree of 

subjectivity which is part of every academic research (Mayer 2001: 303). In the particular field of 

‘democracy’ a Western researcher is confronted with one’s own normative and Western 

influenced perception and understanding of democracy. This might have limited the study in two 

ways: Firstly, the way I un-intentionally look at ‘democratic’ practices, for instance in my 

observations. And secondly, the fact that I sometimes tried to consciously avoid terms like 

‘democratic’ to avoid a  bias in the answers, which might have resulted in an inconsistent use of 

the terms ‘democratic’ and ‘democracy’.  

4.6 Ethical considerations 
 
As in any research, there were ethical challenges and sensitive issues that had to be considered in 

order to do no harm to informants.  

The first ethical principle of social research refers to informed consent by all informants involved 

in the research, in particular by those participating in interviews and focus groups. It was 

imperative that all participants would participate voluntarily and moreover, would know about 
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my intentions and the usage of the information I gathered and analysed (Scheyvens et al. 2003: 

142/ 146). 

Anonymity and confidentiality were two very important principles to stress in particular in the 

realm of a political topic. Talking about conceptions of citizenship, ideals and visions for society 

refer to a person’s values and attitudes, personal opinions and criticism. Given the existing 

structures of hierarchy and authority, democratic values and attitudes are a sensitive topic. It was 

important to create a trustful atmosphere and to ensure confidentiality towards colleagues and 

other people. Uganda traditionally faces a situation characterised by a highly politicised context. 

In one of the first interviews I realised and subsequently tried to bear in mind that Ugandans, in 

particular adults, might feel uncomfortable to share their views and perspectives regarding their 

political ideas. In order to respect the principle of anonymity, no names of schools, teachers or 

students will be mentioned throughout the thesis. 

 

A further ethical worry refers to the issue of reciprocity, i.e. researchers’ dilemma to get more 

from informants who share valuable time and information than participants themselves might 

gain from their participation in the study. This was tried to address in various ways. On school 

level I was available for all kind of questions, regarding the research as well as all other issues of 

interest for teachers and students. I might have answered by far more questions than I posed. 

Occasionally I volunteered as a German teacher or as a guest speaker in debates and discussions. 

During several interactions students and teachers confirmed their pleasure to be listened to.  

The research was designed in a way that it was joyful and interesting for students (and teachers) 

to participate. By providing a copy of the thesis to all schools, participating stakeholders and the 

FES I hope to extend the level of reciprocity.  

 

Due to time restrictions it was not feasible (as initially planned) to present and discuss the 

preliminary findings of the research in all participating schools and with a wider group of 

informants, including the students. However, a small group of teachers and stakeholders attended 

the discussion and appreciated the insight and the possibility for personal feedback given to them. 

By sharing opinions and suggestions for improvements during this presentation, as well as by 

distributing copies of my thesis to all schools and stakeholders, the research might (in the longer 

run) contribute to or inspire school development. On an individual level, I hope that participants 

might have benefited through the reflection on the value of what they learn, their ideas for change 

and possible own contributions. I tried to avoid expectations that could not be fulfilled, and the 

disappointment of active students and teachers, by stressing potentials and agency.  

After having spent intense time with students as well as teachers, the withdrawal from the field 

was planned sensitively and happened gradually. 
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5 Empirical Findings and Data Analysis 

 

This chapter presents the empirical findings and the analysis of the data collected in the four 

selected secondary schools. Its main sources are seventeen semi-structured interviews conducted 

with teachers and head teachers, seven focus groups with 56 students and my own observations in 

schools and classrooms. The analysis is divided into three major parts: 

The first part outlines conceptions of education for democratic citizenship prevalent in national 

policies and the curriculum, as well as in teachers’ and students’ perspectives. The second part 

comprises the practices of education for democratic citizenship at school level, and teachers’ and 

students’ opinions on its implementation in their school. This includes the areas of school 

policies, school governance, school culture and classroom practices. The third part is dedicated to 

teachers’ and students’ ideas for change, and discusses teachers’ views on barriers towards more 

democratic education.  

The data collected is analysed against the background of the theoretical framework (chapter 2), 

and the wider local and national context (chapter 3). Each sub-section firstly describes the data 

and secondly analyses it. Sub-conclusions after each main chapter summarise and highlight the 

major findings. 

 

5.1 Conceptions of education for democratic citizenship   
 
Conceptions of education for democratic citizenship are expressed in the knowledge, skills, 

values, and attitudes that are regarded as important for democratic citizens. Different conceptions 

and hence objectives exist in national policies, teachers’ and students’ minds.  

This chapter presents conceptions of democratic citizenship from the different actors’ point of 

view. As the overall framework and legitimisation of citizenship education in school and 

classroom, a first section examines conceptions of citizenship education implied in the national 

goals of education, national policies and the curriculum. The second sub-section presents 

teachers’ views on what democratic citizens should learn in school. The third section explores 

what characterises democratic citizenship in the eyes of the students. The chapter concludes in the 

analyses and comparison of the different actors’ view on the objectives of citizenship education. 

5.1.1 National policies and curriculum  

 
Uganda’s education system is highly centralised. It aims at educating one type of Ugandan 

citizen, possessing knowledge and skills, values, and attitudes in accordance with appreciation for 

the national unity and culture, moral and individual qualities. The Government White Paper on 
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the Education Policy Review Commission Report (1992) continues to be the policy document for 

the goals of primary and secondary education.50  

 

The first three aims spelled out in this document refer to values and attitudes that should be 

imparted in Ugandan students from primary level on.  

Through formal education young citizens should firstly acquire ‘understanding and appreciation 

of national unity, patriotism and cultural heritage’ . The second goal requests ‘moral, ethical and 

spiritual values’ and the individual’s values of ‘self-discipline, integrity, tolerance and human 

fellowship’. Morality, integrity and discipline are regarded as (religious) core values aiming at 

‘good’ character education. This is further expressed by the third aim ‘to inculcate into Ugandans 

a sense of service, duty and leadership for participation in civic, social and national affairs’. 

Collective responsibility and co-operation facilitated ‘through group activities in educational 

institutions and the community’ refer to the individual’s contribution to and participation in 

community and society.  

Next to these value-oriented goals, three knowledge-related goals stress essential ‘scientific, 

technical and cultural knowledge, skills and attitudes’ to contribute to national development. The 

importance of human capital for the advancement of the Ugandan society is put clearly in the last 

aim ‘To equip the learners with the ability to contribute to the building of an integrated, self-

sustaining and independent national economy’ (Republic of Uganda 1999: vii) 

  

Written by a government body in the 1990s, the second decade of Museveni’s ‘one-party 

movement’, no reference is made to political knowledge, political participation or any kind of 

active or critical contribution. As result of their education, young people should become ‘good’ 

and obedient national citizens, adjusting to the neo-liberal rules of the market and supporting the 

national economy.  

 
National policies 

There is no specific policy by the Ministry that defines citizenship education. Nevertheless, to a 

certain extent all national policies, however, reflect a vision of how future citizens should be 

educated and how they should behave. The national curriculum determines citizens’ knowledge, 

which is supported by the centralised national exams that cover the entire syllabus of four years 

of secondary education.  

                                                 
50  This was confirmed by the Assistant Commissioner of Comprehensive Secondary Education, 
Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES). The content of the White Paper was explained in chapter 3, 
footnote 36. The goals of education are derived from the White Paper of 1992 and are quoted in: Republic 
of Uganda 1999:vii. 
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Recent policy changes refer to organisation and governance of schools and request a stronger 

involvement of students. Students’ opinions and participation should be strengthened by 

obligatory school councils and regular assemblies.  

Another very recent policy change that affects the educational practices and the young citizens’ 

upbringing was the abolition in August 2006 of corporal punishments, e.g. by caning.51 In many 

interviews teachers referred to this policy change, either welcoming or criticising it.  

 
Curriculum for Secondary Education 

Strongest reference to citizenship can be found in the curricula of political education, religious 

education and history.  

 

Political education aims at the promotion of political knowledge, values and attitudes of future 

citizens. The syllabus covers a wide range of topics, grouped in the four parts of ‘States and 

government’, ‘Political economy’, ‘Justice and Human Rights’ and ‘Revolutions, liberation wars 

and international relations’ (UNEB 2005: 84). The selected content is meant to inform 

adolescents about theoretical political and economic concepts. One part covers moral and legal 

aspects of citizenship, and includes the topics human rights, citizenship, justice and tolerance, 

lives of human rights activists and teachers of justice, judiciary and morality. This includes ‘great 

teachers on justice’: Karl Marx and Engels (p.89), or ‘great liberation and revolution war 

leaders’: e.g Ho-Chi-Minh, Che Guevara, Robert Mugabe, Mao-tse Tung etc. (p.90), representing 

a post-colonial, and rather left-wing, socialist orientation.52 

Although this rather progressive curriculum might facilitate the education of rebellious minds, the 

teaching methodology remains traditional, concentrating on theoretical knowledge and the 

cultivation of national consciousness, pride and commitment to a united Uganda. A closer look at 

the curriculum reveals that Uganda’s present situation, e.g. transition to multi-party democracy, 

or civil society, is still under-represented in the curriculum. My observations in political 

education classes supported the hypothesis that reference and transfer to the present political 

situation are often missing. Similarly, the curriculum of political education does not touch upon 

topics that relate to internal conflicts, highly present throughout Uganda’s past and present, for 

instance the government’s conflict with the LRA in the North of Uganda (see 3.2). 

 

                                                 
51  As a reaction on an incident in Arua where five students had been hospitalised after being severely 
beaten by a group of teachers, the Ministry of Education released a note that banned the ‘use of the cane or 
any other form of punishment that could cause injury’ (published in the newspaper New Vision, Aug 14, 
2006). ‘Caning’, i.e. beating students with a cane, is/was the most widespread form of corporal punishment 
in Uganda. 
52  This orientation is in particularly surprising as Uganda, unlike the neighbour country Tanzania 
never had a real socialist period. In lessons of political education I have observed, this socialist orientation 
was not apparent, which might indicate that the examination questions do not prioritise it. 
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The syllabus of Christian and Islamic Religious Education focuses on respective religious 

knowledge, and the values and attitudes that enable the practice of religious behaviour.  

History aims at understanding ‘the political, social and economic developments that have taken 

place both in East Africa and in the other regions of Africa up to independence or the present 

day’. Throughout the course, students should acquire the abilities ‘to weigh information and make 

judgments on historical events.’ (UNEB 2005: 73). The national exam questions, however, leave 

little space for reasoning, opinions, and argument, but do expect ‘correct’ answers. Students’ 

critical judgements might hence contradict the answers that are expected from them, which might 

lead to the reproduction of expected answers.   

 

The review of national policies and curriculum content gives insight into the conceptions, and 

hence objectives of democratic citizenship promoted at national level. In the national ideology, 

citizenship is closely related to the nation-state. Via the curriculum young citizens should acquire 

theoretical knowledge and practical skills that enable them to contribute to national economic 

development. Applying a (neo-) liberal perspective citizen should internalise national duties and 

obligations that require individual responsibility and commitment (Jones et al. 2002: 4).  

With a strong republican connotation (ibid.) it is the national education’s objective to foster 

citizens’ commitment to a united Uganda, to promote national unity and national culture. The 

curriculum does not refer to citizens’ belonging to local, ethnic communities, nor Uganda’s 

ethnic, religious, linguistic diversity and skills, values and attitudes that requires. 

In the national ideology, ‘good’ democratic citizens are guided by strong moral values and 

attitudes. The nation of Uganda is regarded as the ‘moral community’ (ibid: 5) toward which 

democratic citizens’ behaviour is oriented. Referring back to definitions established in the 

theoretical framework, young citizens shall be educated as ‘personally responsible’ and 

‘participatory’ in national development (Westheimer et al. 2004: 263). Political activism, critical 

thinking and challenging of existing structures are not seen as appropriate ways of contributing. 

Although the curriculum implies space for critical reflection, national policies (in particular the 

national exams) direct the education towards profound moral and character education (Althof et 

al. 2006), and additional elements of active citizenship education.  

 

5.1.2 Teachers’ conceptions and objectives  

 
Despite national regulations, it remains the responsibility and freedom of the individual teacher -

in terms of content - to impart knowledge, skills, values and attitudes regarded as relevant for 

democratic citizenship; behaviour which is based on teachers’ personal conceptions of democratic 

citizenship that are discussed in this section. To explore these conceptions, all seventeen teachers 
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and headmasters interviewed were asked to describe the kind of knowledge, skills, values and 

attitudes they personally consider as important for democratic citizenship, and that hence students 

should learn in school. The analysis of teachers’ conceptions will be deepened in the sub-

conclusion at the end of this chapter.   

 

Democratic knowledge and skills 

Knowledge required by the democratic citizen had the smallest share in teachers’ responses. If 

mentioned at all, teachers stressed the knowledge of laws and the constitution, over and above the 

rights and responsibilities of the citizen. This knowledge was immediately linked to the necessary 

skills, which were described as ‘obeying’, ‘adjusting’ ‘respecting’ and ‘being aware’ of the laws. 

The majority of teachers highlighted responsibilities, duties and civil obligations, while only a 

minority emphasised citizens’ rights and entitlements. Only in one school, the community school 

C, teachers mentioned the importance of understanding the concept and mechanisms of 

democracy and citizens’ role therein. 

 
Most important for future citizens, teachers generally agreed, are practical skills that will help to 

get or create a job and secure one’s livelihood. Beyond the common sense and national ideology 

of employable skills, e.g. technical skills, written expression or arithmetic, only five teachers 

referred to different inter-personal skills, in particular communication skills, negotiation, listening 

and public speaking, building and expressing one’s own opinion and point of view. 

 

Democratic values and attitudes 

More explicitly, teachers formulated values and attitudes they expect from democratic citizens. 

These values comprised firstly, individual conduct and character, secondly, inter-personal values, 

and thirdly, values related to the wider community and society. They are presented below in order 

of their importance.  

 

Regarding the character of a ‘good’ citizen, consent existed among all teachers concerning the 

values of integrity and morality. In all four schools, teachers emphasised the core values of 

honesty, integrity, morally upright behaviour and being God-fearing. These values are regarded 

as the basis of desirable behaviour and as counter-acting non-democratic practices and ‘evils’ like 

corruption and bribery. As one teacher expressed it: 

‘I think we need God fearing people to live in this mad world. In a way it brings them 
closer to doing good.’      (Teacher 3, School A) 

 
As another important element of moral and character education some teachers mentioned 

cleanliness, of the environment as well as of the body, which implies for three female teachers 
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also the value of abstinence. Two teachers related this to the value of ‘being smart’. In particular 

head teachers stressed the importance of being ambitious, hard working and efficient. 

 

An interesting distinction arose concerning more psychological values that were highly stressed 

by six teachers, and not mentioned by the others. These interviewees emphasised the promotion 

of self-esteem, confidence and self-reliance. As one headmaster pointed out, students should be 

encouraged to be proud of their talents, confident and assertive regarding their own opinions and 

interests.  

 

As a second category of democratic values and attitudes all interviewees referred to the 

importance of collective values, by many referred to as ‘African values’. These were described as 

sharing, reciprocity and cooperation, as well as kindness, willingness to help and to relate well 

with others. Similarly regarded as vital ‘African value,’ was the respect of elders and of other 

persons. Some teachers extended this to ‘respect for each other’ (five teachers), respect of other 

societies, cultures, ways of life and places of origin (four teachers) and other opinions (one 

teacher). This includes the values of pluralism and diversity, which was explicitly mentioned by 

three teachers.  

 
As a third category, teachers mentioned citizens’ contribution and participation in society. Unlike 

the national goals of education, those interviewed stressed individual development and 

subsistence over citizens’ contribution to national economic development. Nevertheless, it was 

described as an obligation of educated citizens to share their knowledge and skills with the wider 

society. Citizens should apply their skills to help themselves and help the nation. Five teachers 

emphasised active participation in society and in politics. 

 

Summarising teachers’ conceptions and objectives it can be stated that teachers have a clear idea 

what kind of citizens students should become. In line with the national policies, citizens’ 

knowledge and skills should build human capital for individual and national development. To a 

limited extent teachers reflect upon participatory skills like deliberation, cooperation, mediation 

or critical analysis as political ‘capital’ for democratic citizenship. Most strongly represented in 

teachers’ conceptions are the values that characterise democratic citizens. These desirable values 

include obedience to religious and traditional authorities, and inter-personal ‘African’ values like 

friendliness, cooperation and responsibility. Beyond the national orientation, these values relate to 

citizens’ belonging to local communities (Jones et al. 2002: 4). Unlike the national policies, 

several interviewees mention respect for local cultures and origins and diversity as important 
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democratic values and attitudes. For the teachers in the rural community schools, democratic 

attitudes include participation in decision-making at local level. 

Hence, teachers incorporate the national policies’ (neo-)liberal conceptions of citizenship, in 

particular the orientation on human capital for national development, and extend them by skills, 

communitarian values and attitudes needed for participation and obligations in the local 

community (ibid: 5). Citizens are ‘personally responsible’ and ‘participatory’ (Westheimer et al. 

2004) at national and local level.  

5.1.3 Students’ conceptions and objectives  

 
In focus groups students discussed what kind of knowledge and skills they want to learn in school 

in order to become good democratic citizens and by which values and attitudes democratic 

citizens are characterised in their perspective. 

Even more forcefully than their teachers, students in all seven group discussions emphasised 

values and attitudes beyond the required skills and presented characteristics of democratic 

citizenship as an attitude of ‘be willing to’ rather than ‘be able to’. Students seem to have 

internalised that democratic and non-democratic, or more often the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ citizens 

are distinguished by their moral or immoral values and behaviour. 

 

Democratic knowledge and skills 

Students in the community school C seemed to be most aware of formal knowledge required for 

participation in democracy. In their opinion, citizens should know definitions of democracy, 

democratic procedures and processes, the constitution as well as rights, including their rights as 

children and students. In one group students agreed that a democratic citizen should know the 

national anthem, which might by some be understood as a symbol of national unity and identity. 

 

In particular in the rural school C all students emphasised the importance of a certain level of 

education. Being among the educated people, the discussants believed, will lead to respect by the 

people in the village. Education is required to contest for a post, to conduct good and fair 

leadership, to understand problems and to bring peace among people. More specifically, C-

students mentioned important democratic skills that can already be absorbed in school, e.g. 

problem-solving and co-operation, public speaking and listening skills, or discussion techniques.  

 

Democratic values and attitudes 

Values and attitudes students regarded as important for democratic citizenship resembled those 

mentioned by teachers. Nevertheless, some differences emerged. 
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Following the same three categories, students highlighted personal characteristics of ‘good’ 

democratic citizens. They noted citizens’ obligation to pay taxes, to avoid criminal activities, to 

obey authorities and to take over responsibilities. Students believed in the significance of rules for 

society everybody has to adjust to. Only one student mentioned in this regard the appreciation and 

respect for human rights. Following the same reasoning, students in all schools noted the value of 

discipline as basis for citizens’ behaviour: 

‘So that, being good disciplined, it is the main source. So as you behave well, even in the 
villages, they can respect you and you can be a good citizen among others.’   
(male student, School C)  

 
The importance of obedience was also expressed regarding religious norms, values and 

authorities, political leaders and traditional authorities. Students, in particular in the rural school, 

suggested following the example of elders as role models of desirable behaviour:  

‘Apart from school we can learn to become good and democratic citizens from the elders, 
the grandmothers and -fathers, they teach us to behave’.    (male student, School C) 

 

For students, citizenship is clearly shaped by the local community. As various scholars argued 

(Bradley 2005, Eyoh 1998, Kabeer 2002) traditional, hierarchical structures are prevalent in local 

African communities and present in students’ minds. Particularly in the villages, elders and 

traditional authorities strongly demand obedience.  

 

On the contrary, a minority of students in an urban school argued that democratic citizens should 

rather be confident to develop own attitudes and guidelines, as the following remarks 

exemplified: 

‘Me, according to what I have studied in the newspaper, me I think, having a person to 
follow might not be good. Why? Because what these people follow, they have also 
mistakes in their past. So, if I follow my good attitude, I should do that - for my country – 
in that way I do not even think that others teach, because I follow the right path, because I 
take this side, that one did this - so it’s just there, I follow my way and also people admire 
of what I am doing.’        (male student, School B)  
 
‘As good citizen you should ask a leader about, what have you done about it, is that right? 
You should get a chance to know why they are doing things that way.’  
      (female student leader, School B) 

 
Instead of following blindly, these discussants stated, democratic citizens should hold their 

leaders accountable, question their decisions and ‘make also some noise.’ (female student, School 

C). Whereas values and attitudes mentioned previously clearly stressed the good and obedient 

citizen subordinated to communal authorities, the last two statements point in the direction of 

more critical citizenship. Interestingly, these critical conceptions were raised in the school, which 

puts the highest value on obedience of authorities and laws (see 5.2).  

 



Teaching and Learning for Democracy in Secondary Schools in Uganda   

 69 

Parallel to the teachers, as a second category, students described the character of the ‘good’ 

democratic citizen in terms of collective values and attitudes, e.g. respect for others, being 

helpful, friendly and cooperative.  

 

Responses on my question: ‘In ten years from now, what kind of citizen would you like to be?’ 

revealed students strong visions of citizenship regarding the third group of values and attitudes 

that refers to citizens’ contribution to community and society.  

 

In particular for girls, collective responsibility seemed to be imperative for ‘good’ citizens. This 

can be expressed in daily life situations of sharing with others or taking over collective duties: 

’In school, in the morning you have to clean the school. Then you may be like “no, I don’t 
want, may be the latecomers do it.” But if you are a good citizen you would be like “let me 
do it, so that all of us can be, can benefit”. (…) what you have done in school, now when 
you grow up we can also do the right thing for the right cause.’  
(female student, School A) 
 

For the girls interviewed, ‘good’ citizenship implied efforts to help those in need, and ‘do good’ 

for the community and Uganda as a whole. ‘Good’ citizens are helpful; service-oriented, and feel 

their responsibility for the ‘common good’, as two quotes illustrate:  

‘I want to help the needy children, bring them together, if they need something I can help 
them, I can be a mother to many’.   (female student, School A) 
  
‘I have to help Uganda, there are lots of people, there are so many who are suffering - 
people affected by war, to help them up’.         (female student leader, School A) 

 
As Davies (2001) noted, gender influences notions of civic agency and girls’ answers shed light 

on the gender-related roles and conceptions of citizenship they see for their future. Portraying 

their role in society as serving and helping, as ‘doing good’ and contributing within the system, 

they refer to traditional, in its extreme subordinated roles of women in society. For the girls 

interviewed service is a significant element of citizenship. This might be reinforced by traditional 

gender-related tasks they fulfil in their homes and throughout their socialisation, may be even in 

schools, which will be further examined in the following sections.  

As further reason, this focus on ‘charity’ and moral solidarity (Westheimer et al. 2004: 263), in 

particular expressed in the three urban schools, might be related to the students’ socio-economic 

background and their privilege to attend secondary education.53 

 

Particularly boys, on the contrary, see their collective responsibility more outward-oriented in 

contributing to national development. They follow the ideology of human capital and aim to 

develop productive capacities for economic growth. As one student argued:  

                                                 
53  As explained in chapter 4 (Fig. 4) the socio-economic background of students differs in the four 
schools along the broad lines of very poor (School C), predominantly low (School A and D), predominantly 
high (School B). 
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‘Being a scientist is the best option in our culture. Look at our country, the technology is 
very low. All this technology - when will my country be like this?  So this is what I want to 
bring out, if all goes well, the study and what, to become, to make our country technology 
better and collect a group of people - let’s make up a group, to make it a better place.’      
(male student, School B) 

 
Other contributions to national development were seen in political engagement and leadership, as 

a student leader explained: 

‘I want to be a politician. I want to be a politician, so to see that Uganda is among the 
super-powers of the world. (…) because Uganda has the ability, but our leaders are 
somehow weak. So I want to fight it, so that Uganda also is among them.’  
(male student leader, School A) 

 
Democratic citizens’ duty to participate in politics, e.g. in discussions and elections, was mainly 

discussed in the community school C. In one of the focus groups in School C a boy noted: 

‘ I want to be in the villages to struggle, to say that, I contest for post of, any post, so that I 
can teach people how to lead and how a good citizen must respect others and how to 
behave in the society, so that we can live in peace in the country’.   
(male student, School C)  
 

As Torres (1998: 425) among others argues, values implied in citizenship develop context-

specific. The value of peace and to work for a ‘conducive society for everybody’ in Uganda was 

only stressed by students in school C, which is located in the Eastern part of Uganda. There, areas 

of ethnic conflict (e.g. in Karamoja)54 are physically closer than to the capital Kampala – and 

might hence be more present in the students’ minds.  

Similarly, citizens’ activity was formulated related to the context students live in. While students 

in the community school saw their duties clearly in the village context, urban students considered 

their responsibility for the ‘urban poor’, e.g. orphans or sick people.  

 
For some students’, particularly students in the three schools in the capital, ideals of citizenship 

implied patriotic attitudes, as one student remarked:  

 ‘So, if all is well, for me, I am there to fight for this country’.   (male student, School B) 
   
 

In sum, students’ conceptions of democratic citizenship are strongly based on values that relate to 

life in community and the obedience to authorities. More strongly than teachers and policies they 

emphasise the politically and socially active role of citizens. Students want to become ‘personally 

responsible’, engaged with charity, and ‘participatory’ citizens (Westheimer et al. 2004). 

Citizens’ agency is strongly related to the local community and the context they life in, be it rural 

or urban. Students’ conceptions of democratic citizenship also imply a gender-related dimension, 

                                                 
54  Kamuli district borders Lake Kyoga which divides the country into North and South (see Maps 1 
and 2 in the Appendix). Violent ethnic conflicts, e.g. cattle raids, are widespread in the Karamoja region, a 
very try area with scarce resources and politically and socially marginalised from the rest of the country 
(Legget 2001: 47f.). 
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which is service-oriented for girls, and boys focussing on individual and national development. 

Despite the strong focus on obedience that is imposed on students’ mind, some students 

developed critical opinions and, unlike their teachers and the policies, pointed to critical roles 

democratic citizens should play. Interestingly, these opinions developed in the context where 

obedience and authoritarian relationships were most present. 

5.1.4 Sub-conclusion 1: Conceptions of democratic citizenship 

  
National policies and the national curriculum are the basis of citizenship education in Uganda. 

Primarily concerned about economic growth, productivity and Uganda’s national development, 

the national goals of education aim to create obedient and productive citizens, who are prepared 

for the rules of the market and the rule of law, and act morally and responsibly.  

Teachers’ and students’ conceptions of knowledge and skills for the democratic citizen are 

closely related to this national ideology. The accumulation of human capital is clearly part of their 

understanding of democratic citizenship. Above political competencies, democratic citizens are 

portrayed as productive, capable and committed to their own, as well as the country’s 

development. The national goals aim to establish democratic citizens who promote national unity 

and national culture. They construct Uganda as a ‘moral community’. 

 

Beyond the loyalty to the nation-state, teachers and students define citizenship as membership to 

the local community, which implies communal duties and obligations. In all responses the 

communal character of the African society, and hence communitarian notions of citizenship, are 

apparent. Traditional ethnic and religious authorities demand citizens’ uncontested obedience. 

This turned out to be most visibly expressed in the rural context.  

Citizens’ skills, values and attitudes of the ‘good’ citizen, as well as civic agency, are 

contextualised within the community. More than their teachers, students stressed active 

components of citizenship. Agency is geared towards the ‘common good’, which was at no point 

questioned critically. Despite individual contributions towards change and development, students’ 

visions do not question existing societal structures or the system as such. They do not consider 

taking a critical stand towards developments, structures, injustice or inequality; nor the root 

causes of poverty and conflict, and hence a broader scope towards transforming the existing 

society. Nevertheless, some students raised critical voices against the blind and obedient 

following of authorities, which touches upon the value and skill of critical thinking.  

 

Teachers’ and students’ conceptions of citizenship are influenced by the local context. 

Interviewees in the rural school embrace participatory elements of local government and citizens’ 

active political participation more strongly than those in the city.  Students described their civic 
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duties as being clearly contained within the village context, and only in this school, that is 

regionally closer to conflict areas, was peace mentioned as an area of civic concern. 

 

Citizenship conceptions are defined by gender-related considerations. While girls elaborated on 

service-oriented behaviour, boys focus on human capital. Students’ conceptions reflect the 

gender-related determinants of citizenship that are prevalent in society.  

 

Knowledge had the smallest share in teachers’ and students’ conceptions, and did not transcend 

the notion of formal and factual knowledge. Interviewees mentioned social skills, while 

participatory skills played a minor role. Surprisingly, considering its importance for community 

participation, deliberation was hardly mentioned as an important democratic skill. Again, it was 

brought forward mainly in the community school. 

 

Under-represented in many teachers’, but particularly in policies’ and students’ conceptions, were 

citizens’ skills and agency for intercultural understanding, and the appreciation of diversity and 

mutual learning as a basis of peace, inter-ethnic, inter-religious or inter-generational dialogue. 

This is particularly critical in a country like Uganda that is deeply divided along ethnic, religious 

and socio-economical lines (see chapter 3).   

 
 

5.2 Practices and opinions on education for democratic citizenship at 
school level 

 
Whereas conceptions remain abstract and rather theoretical, this second chapter examines the 

implementation of education for democratic citizenship in four selected secondary schools. 

Although guided by the same national policies, schools’ practices of citizenship education differ 

in many regards.  

This chapter compares key elements of school policies (5.2.1), school governance (5.2.2.) and 

school culture (5.2.3). This is followed by a deeper look at classroom practices (5.2.4). Each sub-

section presents the school practices in the perspectives of the teachers and students. This is 

completed by my own observations of practices in schools and classrooms. Sub conclusions after 

each part highlight the major findings and analyse the prevalent practices. 

While teachers’ perceptions reveal their attitudes towards democratic education beyond its 

theoretical dimension, students’ opinions shed light on the impact of the particular practices on 

the young citizens’ learning experiences.   
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5.2.1 School policies 

School mission 

Every Ugandan school is run under a certain mission that formulates explicit objectives for the 

education of the young citizens. Indicating the schools’ priorities, the missions of the schools 

included in this sample are the following: 

 
A:  ‘To provide quality education through practical skills, teamwork, self-reliance, and to produce 
 God-fearing persons.’ 
 
B:  ‘To produce a morally educated individual with skills and knowledge for national development.’ 
 
C:  ‘Wholesome development of the individual. Responsible students, socially, economically 
 and politically empowered.’ 
 
D: ‘To promote girl’s education, modelling them into virtuous and God-fearing students, women of 
 integrity and future mothers for our nation’. 
 

 
The study revealed a strong connection between these mission statements and the schools’ 

policies, which will be discussed in the following. All teachers expressed to be very satisfied with 

the school’s mission. Comparing the individual teachers’ perceptions of citizenship education 

(see 5.1.2) with their school’s mission the resemblance indicates a strong identification of 

teachers with their school’s mission.  

 

Aiming at the objectives expressed in the mission, each school develops and applies school 

policies. The following sections analyse four key elements of school policies that illustrate 

different approaches toward citizenship education: school rules and regulations, the choice of 

subjects within the curriculum, extra-curricular activities, and additional programmes for 

citizenship education.   

School Rules and Regulations  

All four headmasters/mistresses interviewed mentioned the school rules and regulations as the 

most important instrument of the school policy. Developed by the school administration and 

ratified by the School’s Board of Governors, they are regarded as essential means to maintain the 

students’ discipline and a beneficial learning environment. Discipline is the most important 

principle in all four schools. Major differences can however be found in the presentation, scale 

and strictness of these rules.  

 

School A’s rules and regulation set a limited framework of rules for good inter-personal 

relationships among teachers and peers. Punishments are formulated in a way that leaves room 

for negotiation. Teachers in school A enforce rules by patient counselling, convinced that 
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students will change their behaviour when they understand its inappropriateness, as two female 

teachers reflected: 

‘T1: We counsel and counsel and counsel and counsel. 
 T2: We counsel until someone gets it, you know, into their head, and we counsel and  
 talk and show him the disadvantage of this and the advantage of that.’   
(Teachers 1 & 2, School A) 
 

According to all interviewees in School A, most cases of indiscipline can be solved by 

counselling and light punishments, e.g. mobbing the class or sending the student home. Small, but 

constant reminders of desirable behaviour, as I observed formulated in a very friendly and 

motivating way, seek to implant the norms into the students, as well as the teachers.  

 

School B’s constitution, in contrast, established extensive rules covering all aspects of school life. 

They are presented as ‘grave’, ‘serious’ and ‘risky’ offences followed by a list of their punitive 

measures. Values and principles are indicated by their negative counterparts. To give one 

example, ‘Failure to achieve the desired pass mark in all tests and examinations as determined 

by the respective subject teachers’ (III.4) is regarded as a risky offence and, if repeated, as 

disobedience. This is explained by the school’s emphasis on achievement and result-orientation.  

School B requests strict obedience to authorities indicated by the following ‘severe offences’, 

which can lead to indefinite suspension, if repeated:  

II. 1. (a) Failure to immediately obey an order from the headmaster and/or his   
 staff.(…) 
         (c) Failure to do the right thing in the right place at the right time. 

  
In School B punishments do not allow compromise or negotiation. Teachers believe in the 

benefits, the necessity and the appropriateness of these strict laws, as one quote exemplifies: 

‘Strict regulations, strict regulations. If you are caught, if you appear to have taken [drugs] 
or you act contrarily to the school constitution, we dismiss you (…) Yah, that’s the best we 
can do.’        (Dep. Headmaster, School B) 

 
Although caning is now forbidden by the government, it is used rarely ‘in consent with the 

parents’, as one teacher explained. Corporal punishments are regarded as effective learning 

experience. Four teachers of other schools shared this opinion: 

‘If you are punished you cannot do that mistake again, so if they ban all the punishment in 
schools, I think that is not good for the students.’               (Teacher 2, School C) 

 
School C’s ‘School life guidelines’ are similarly not negotiable and established by the authorities. 

Likewise, School D’s constitution mentions 25 strict and non-negotiable rules. Punishments are 

applied by the disciplinary committee and cover a wide range. These practices stem from the 

belief that strict rules are beneficial for the girls’ upbringing. 
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It is a common belief among all teachers that the application of the school rules constitutes an 

essential practice of citizenship, preparing for the obedience of laws and reminding of citizens’ 

duties and obligations. 

 

Students discussed their opinions on these practices. Both focus groups in School A appreciated 

that their teachers do not cane, but counsel. They regarded rules and regulations as important to 

guarantee discipline, to learn duties and responsibilities, to indicate what is ‘good’ and ‘wrong’ 

and thereby to prepare them for the future. In the community school, School C, this topic did not 

cause any discussion, and it can be concluded that rules are accepted as given. Likewise, informal 

conversations with students in School D pointed to the absence of critical reflection, but rather 

the acceptance of the rules that guide their school life.  

In contrast, in School B the school’s laws and punishments initiated major arguments. More than 

about the strict rules and the punishments as such, students complained about the teachers’ 

unpredictable application of the rules, as one student illustrated:  

‘You are being pressured. You are doing something which you think it is right, it is not – 
[they ask you] why are you doing this?  (…) [Under these] conditions, the environment 
here is very harsh.’             (male student, School B) 
 

In School B students reported that they would not always understand the teachers’ reactions. 

They perceived them as rather arbitrary and ‘show-off’ of teachers’ authority, resulting in a 

‘harsh’ climate. Although the learners did in general believe in the benefits of discipline for their 

future life, they requested changes of some teachers’ attitudes.  

 

The application of rules and regulations reinforces different conceptions and approaches of 

citizenship education, which accounts in particular for the means to maintain authority. This 

determines ultimately the overall school climate. 

As the most progressive approach, School A aims at liberal upbringing and responsible inter-

personal relations among all members of the school community. Students know, understand and 

respect the rules. They appreciate the liberty, responsibility and trust they enjoy by their teachers. 

This nurtures a harmonious and understanding climate. In School B regulations and their 

application are geared towards obedience and social control of students’ behaviour. Drawing on 

Turner’s (1990) conceptions of citizenship, students are treated as subjects of authorities rather 

than responsible citizens. Students fear the rules and the unpredictable application of 

punishments. They strongly criticise them, but do not have effective means of protest and 

criticism. This results in an authoritarian and harsh climate. School C’s guidelines and practices 

strengthen the school as community and the focus towards life in the community. Students know 

and respect the rules as uncontested authorities. The clear and consistent framework of behaviour 

fosters a harmonious climate and students’ strong identification with the school community. 
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School D similarly aims at the internalisation of obedience towards authorities, mainly religious 

authorities. School D tries to maintain what Avalos (1986) calls ‘benevolent despotism’55, which 

is widely perceived as such by the students. 

 

As school rules and regulations are apparent in all aspects of school life, they impact strongly the 

‘democratic’ skills, values and attitudes students aquire. Knight et al. (2000) mention educational 

authority and its enforcement as crucial indicator of the internal democratisation of schools. 

School rules and regulations serve as citizenship learning related to authorities and the 

constitution. In none of the schools students have the chance, nor consider proposing changes of 

the rules and regulations, which underlines the focus of obedience and passive citizenship and 

restricts agency and active citizenship.  

Students’ perceptions allow the conclusion that the authoritarian way of control is neither the 

only, nor the most successful way of promoting understanding of rules, duties and the importance 

of discipline. Used as an instrument of control, these practices leave little space for critical 

reflection and reasoning and neglect the encouragement and reinforcement of desirable 

democratic skills, values and attitudes. In particular in school B students’ activities are filtered by 

the attempt to avoid punishments rather than genuinely democratic attitudes, although the 

authoritarian practices also stimulated critical attitudes towards the harsh system. 

Curriculum and the choice of subjects  

On top of six compulsory subjects (English, mathematics, biology, physics, geography and 

history) the administrators of secondary schools choose the school’s curriculum from a menu of 

42 subjects. The choice of subject constitutes the profile of the school and is an indicator for the 

knowledge and skills headmasters and administrators regard as most valuable for the citizens’ 

future.  

 

Next to religious education, which is stressed in all four schools, priorities are set in different 

ways. School A, with 2400 students a very large school, offers a huge variety of academic and 

vocational subjects (e.g. electricity, metal work, technical drawing, textile). School B has a rather 

narrow focus on theoretical subjects and sciences, including practical ‘sciences’ like food and 

nutritional science or computer skills. Unlike the other schools, school B demands students to 

take 17 subjects56 during their O-levels, according to the deputy head master: ‘to give them a 

                                                 
55  Avalos (1986: 134) developed this term based on ethnographic studies in classrooms in different 
countries in Latin America.  She describes it as another form of authoritarianism. ‘Benevolent despots’ 
view themselves as responsible for the course of the lesson, but not necessarily for the outcomes. Students 
are seen as conferring favours and duties upon the teacher by following exactly the teacher’s instruction 
and learning as indicated. These instructions are delivered in tones of greater or lesser care or respect.  
56  National policies oblige students to be examined in at least 9 subjects. 
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wider perception’. School C offers a variety within their limited possibilities, but emphasises on 

agriculture. School D is the only school that does not offer political education, as other subjects 

were considered as more relevant for the girls’ upbringing. It focuses on subjects vital for the 

education of the girl child and offers gender-related courses like home economics. 

 

The choice of subjects relates to prevalent socio-economic and gender-related conceptions of 

citizenship, as described by scholars as Bratton (2006) and Davies (2001; see 2.3). While the very 

poor rural school C chooses subjects related to village life, and School A with lower socio-

economic backgrounds emphasises on vocational, practical skills. School B, whose students come 

from higher socio-economic backgrounds, stresses its academic profile and factual knowledge. In 

line with its mission, School D has deliberately chosen those subjects that they regarded as 

promoting important knowledge and skills for ‘future mothers’, i.e. that prepare for future gender-

roles.  

 

Teachers as well as students stated to be content with the school’s profile, which might indicate a 

general compliance with conceptions of citizenship expressed therein. Similar to their teachers, in 

focus groups and informal conversations students emphasised the importance of practical skills 

for their later life. They clearly appreciated their right to choose certain subjects. In three (out of 

seven) focus groups participants mentioned the relevance of political education as preparation for 

democracy. One learner noted this was the only subject in which he could express his opinion 

openly. 

 

Extra-curricular activities 

Extra-curricular activities comprise after-class activities including sport and games, academic, 

religious, practical and community-oriented clubs and associations, e.g. Computer Club, German 

Club, Scripture Union, Interact Club, Aids Club, Dance and Drama etc. The participation in clubs 

and associations additional to regular classes is voluntary in all four schools; the participation in 

at least one activity is however strongly advised. In all interviews, extra-curricular activities were 

described as a vital element for both, citizenship and democratic learning. Nevertheless, the 

research revealed significant differences in scale and organisation of these activities, and the 

learning experiences teachers believe to facilitate. Unlike the choice of subject, the number of 

clubs and activities does not depend on the school size, but on decisions made by the 

administration. 
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School A has established a vibrant club culture with clubs covering a wide range of practical, 

academic, spiritual and community-oriented extra-curricular activities. Additionally, throughout 

the spare time the playing field is used for sports.  

School B’s club activities, on the contrary, are restricted and limited by the administration and 

mainly related to the curriculum. Unlike clubs in school A these activities resemble the classroom 

and are run rather hierarchical and top-down. Moreover, School B puts strong weight on sports 

and ‘Failure by any student to participate in at least one sport or game’ is regarded as a 

punishable offence of the school’s rules and regulations.  

School C has a vibrant club culture within the community context. Clubs explicitly promote 

student ownership and are organised to serve as genuinely democratic experience.  

Extra-curricular activities and clubs in School D offer community-service, academic and religious 

activities and are strongly influenced by the teachers’ supervision.  

 

   

Examples of club activities in School A, 
Left: Life: Litter Free Environment, right: message by the AIDS club 

 
In teachers’ opinion clubs and societies are considered to have multiple positive learning effects 

on the young citizens. Teachers in all schools considered extra-curricular activities as an 

important balance of cognitive subjects with the potential to develop talents and include 

academically weaker students, as one teacher explained: 

‘Somebody could act perfectly in a play, but when it comes to class he is not. So if you 
don’t  make more of those things, some people will be left out.’       (Teacher 1, School C) 

 
According to teachers in Schools A, C and D, clubs facilitate useful practical skills, e.g. 

horticulture club, computer club or First Aid, or increase students’ exposure, e.g. trips to national 

parks or visits of other schools. Several teachers referred to opportunities opened up in a setting 

different from the classroom. Developing and practicing talents and skills in smaller groups, they 

pointed out, strengthens students’ confidence and activity. Within the associations, so the 

common belief of teachers, students can practice skills of public speaking, democratic decision-

making and leadership. Moreover, community or environment-oriented clubs enhance students’ 
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caring attitude while the participation in religious unions or fellowships57 support moral and 

spiritual values.  

 

Individual teachers emphasised further democratic learning experiences. According to the deputy 

headmaster of School B sports as extra-curricular activities signify an important exercise of active 

participation that makes students ambitious and nationalistic. Teachers in school A and C valued 

competitive elements, e.g. internal or inter-school competition to create ambitions, learn to win 

and lose, contribute to friendship and unity.  

 
Students’ opinions confirm in many ways teachers’ assumptions. Students in all schools 

welcomed opportunities of sport and competition for the purpose of fun and physical exercise. 

They regarded clubs as positive learning opportunities, supporting the development of talents, 

appreciation and empathy. As a female student leader illustrated: 

‘(…) and also the wildlife club. You learn about environment, you know, before we came 
here, we didn’t mind about environment. It was something, which was supposed to be there 
and we did not mind. But with the club, you feel yeah, it is important, you should take care 
about the environment.’     (female student leader, School B) 

 
Above anything else, the adolescents appreciated the group experience, associating with youths 

from other classes.  

In School B a striking distinction emerged between students’ and student leaders’ participation 

and evaluation of extra-curricular activities. Leaders reported to participate actively in order to 

gain positive learning experiences. Students, on the contrary, stated that they hardly participate as 

they do not consider clubs as attractive and helpful anymore. In their opinion, the attraction went 

away since clubs do not go out any more and since the most interesting clubs were banned. 

‘Ordinary’ B-students did not know the reason for this banning, while student leaders noted that 

the ban resulted from a lack of funding.  

 

Unlike their teachers, students did not emphasise to acquire democratic skills like communication 

or decision-making.  

While extra-curricular activities clearly facilitate valuable learning experiences, practices and 

opinions discussed revealed different impacts of these practices as active learning of democratic 

citizenship. Clubs in School A and C are designed mainly action-oriented and as active 

citizenship learning, in School B they are mostly geared towards knowledge and the curriculum. 

Clubs in School D focus on moral and spiritual values and thus serve as strong element of moral 

and character education.  

 

                                                 
57  ‘Fellowships’ are small religious groups, which meet to discuss parts of the bible or other topics. 
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Several clubs are run teacher-centred and apply methods that reproduce hierarchical structures 

and carry the risk to be limited to a practice of obedience and restricted agency. Parallel to studies 

quoted earlier (e.g. Morgan et al. 2001) students react on the lack of attraction since the club 

remain academic, but also a lack of student voice and ownership with resentment and rejection 

(School B). Drawing on the same study (Morgan et al. 2001), student leaders’ higher participation 

and more positive evaluation of the programmes as compared to their classmates might be rooted 

in their generally higher voice, engagement and commitment to their school, their higher self-

concept, and their higher loyalty towards the authorities. 

 

All four schools offer extra-curricular activities that can be regarded as service-learning (see 

2.5.2). While students and teachers praise the effects of this active form of citizenship education, 

potential risks and limitations pointed out in the literature, are also apparent in the school’s 

practices. Students learn pro-social behaviour and doing ‘good’, but are not encouraged to reflect 

upon the underlying root causes and structures that make their ‘service’ necessary (Kahne et al. 

1996). This cultivates clearly morally educated citizens committed to help and serve those in 

need. It can become a practice of collective solidarity and responsibility, but will not train 

‘critical consciousness’ (Freire 1970) and ‘justice-oriented’ thinking (Westheimer et al. 2004). 

A second limitation remains in particular critical in boarding schools, where during the term the 

contact to the ‘needy’ population during the community service is students’ only contact with the 

‘outer’ community. Weekly or even irregular meetings will not be sufficient to establish authentic 

interactions and relationships, and will hardly transcend the service as ‘paying a visit’ rather than 

becoming socially involved. This might widen the divide between ‘the less fortunate’ and 

themselves as ‘better-off’ or ‘superior’ (Bickmore 2001: 148). In contradiction to Yale et al. 

(1999) students in boarding school did not seem to have developed an increased sense of 

belonging and social connection to the community surrounding them. 

Teachers’ and students’ explanations revealed that they are not meant as critical action and 

reflection, ‘critical consciousness’ (Freire 1970) and hence do not transcend ‘minimalistic’ and 

‘conventional’ citizenship (Torney-Purta et al. 2001: 77). Students are not educated as ‘justice-

oriented’, but ‘personally responsible’ and ‘participatory’ citizens who maintain the ‘common 

good’ (Westheimer et al. 2004). 

Programmes and strategies addressing citizenship and democracy  

Next to the rules and regulations, the subjects, and extra-curricular activities, interviewees 

mentioned occasional special programmes and strategies that are meant to complement the 

citizens’ personal development.  
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In all four schools these programmes include ‘Career days’ (Schools A, B, D) or ‘Guidance Days’ 

(School C) whereby adults, regarded as ‘good’ and successful citizens, give guidance and advice 

to the students. In School A and C weekly talks organised by the counsellors help the adolescents 

to find their way into society. In all schools counsellors are available for a personal conversation 

on the students’ request. Teachers in school A, C and D also stressed the importance of living and 

behaving as a role model for the students, which confirms their awareness of their role in the 

young citizens’ upbringing.  

 

Special days are often linked to the school’s yearly theme that the headmasters choose. In 2005 

all students in School A, for instance, were called to campaign for a ‘Litter free environment’. Up 

to today trash bins and wooden signs throughout the school compound remind the students of the 

importance of ecological behaviour (see picture, p.78). The yearly themes illustrate again the 

different priority setting, e.g. ‘Cleanliness is a collective responsibility’ (School B), ‘We are 

called to be good Samaritans’ (School D), both stressing positive character and good habits, 

compared to ‘New visions, new horizons’ (School A), which highlights opportunities and new 

endeavours and refers to active citizenship. 

 

Another indirect contribution is made by school A through organising once a year an internal 

staff workshop on themes like team building, democracy or life planning skills. Teachers’ 

reflection, exchange of ‘good practices’, and willingness of change are upheld in weekly staff 

meetings. In my observation, this strengthens the positive and open atmosphere among the 

teachers. 

 
In sum, activities that are explicitly designed to strengthen citizenship education remain 

occasional and extraordinary events. These activities are more prevalent in School A and C where 

they also include active elements of citizenship education, while they play a minor role in Schools 

B and D. Efforts often centre around the teacher-centred transmission of values and attitudes. 

While teachers impart the desirable ‘good’ behaviour to the students, learners are on the receiving 

end – which fosters again the obedient and passive citizen. Capacity building and exchange of 

ideas among the teachers nurtures a climate of openness and change. 

5.2.2 Sub-conclusion 2: School policies  

 
This section revealed how school policies, illustrated in school rules and regulations, choice of 

subjects, and extra-curricular activities, as well as special programmes for citizenship education, 

reflect certain notions of democratic citizenship. 

Schools’ mission, the choice of subjects and the offer of extra-curricular activities imply, and 

hence reproduce, socio-economic, gender-related and context-specific determinants of 
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citizenship. The very poor rural school C offers subjects and activities related to village life. 

Active and democratically structured clubs, guidance, and counselling, complement the education 

for rural citizens who will play their role within the community context. Students from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds in school A are trained in vocational and practical skills, as well as 

active citizenship. The school for wealthier students, B, stresses its academic profile and factual 

knowledge. Their upbringing, as the elites of society, is underlined by the push for high-level 

achievement in all areas, and this is enforced through severe punishments.  In School D the 

choice of subjects and extra-curricular activities relates to gender-specific conceptions of 

citizenship, and the school’s strong focus on moral and character education.  

 

Extra-curricular activities, as well as ‘Career’ and ‘Guidance Days’, remain often teacher-centred, 

with little or no involvement by the students in planning and implementation. Hence, they are 

mainly practiced as traditional transmission of knowledge, moral or character education. This is 

partly combined with more experiential approaches that promote active citizenship, e.g. during 

‘special days’.  

Through extra-curricular activities, all four schools promote service learning, although its impact 

is limited due to the lack of student voice and ownership, and, in the two boarding schools, by the 

limited contact students have with the community, apart from these services. While stimulating 

important social and moral values and attitudes, service learning programmes mainly remain an 

exercise of ‘doing good’, a kind of charity, public service, and part of character education, rather 

than an element of critical citizenship education. 

In particular, in both boarding schools, rules and regulations play an important role in enforcing 

hierarchical structures and obedient behaviour, and maintaining social control over the students. 

Another school (A) shows the example of educating responsible and committed citizens without 

force. Rules and regulations strongly influence the school climate as perceived by the students, 

and hence their opportunities of democratic agency. 

 

When asked about the qualities of future citizens who leave their school, teachers’ opinions 

revealed broad satisfaction with the school policies. All interviewees believe that the school’s 

programmes and strategies work towards the school’s mission; as one teacher summarised: 

‘We are seeing a generation, a good generation that we have trained. And tomorrow it will 
be a better nation, if we follow the school policy.’   (Teacher 4, School A) 

 

Without disregarding these intentional learning arrangements and their benefits for young 

citizens, they represent only one side of school life. Other, less reflected components and 

practices at school level, might have an even stronger impact on students’ democratic learning, 

which will be illustrated in the following sub-sections.  
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5.2.3 School governance  

 
Next to the content, what schools teach about democratic citizenship, an important learning 

experience is related to the question how young citizens experience democratic structures of 

governance. This accounts in particular for students’ opportunities to participate and voice out 

their opinion. This chapter analyses school governance in selected key areas: the process of 

decision making, involvement of parents and community, student voice and participation and 

student leadership. Teachers’ and students’ opinions on mechanisms and practices explore the 

potential impacts on the adolescents’ learning for citizenship and democracy. 

Process of Decision making 

The structure, and accordingly the process of decision-making, of all four schools is characterised 

by a clear hierarchy that runs from the Board of Governors58, the headmaster or –mistress, 

followed by the deputy headmasters/mistresses, to the teachers, the student representatives and 

lastly the students. Nevertheless, the decision-making power the four schools attach to the 

different levels varies, in particular to which degree teachers, and especially students and parents 

are consulted. 

 

School A has a highly decentralised structure, with responsibilities, duties and decision-making 

power divided among the administration and the teachers. The clear division is well known by the 

students, which avoids clashes and speeds up daily decisions.  

School B, on the contrary, is highly centralised. Although decisions have to pass the Board, the 

administration (headmaster plus deputies) acts clearly as head of the school. One teacher in this 

school complained that teachers would not be involved in decision-making processes, but were 

only the implementers.  

In School C decisions are taken jointly by teachers and the headmaster. School D has a 

centralised structure, but teachers are involved in the decision-making process.  

 

In many statements teachers expressed their wish to be consulted and to have responsibility, 

within the school. This demand reflects what Mulford et al. (2003) found as an important factor 

for school reform and institutional learning: teachers’ participation and valued contribution are 

necessary for a climate of joint commitment and efficiency. Moreover, and also in line with 

Mulford et al.’s findings, the study revealed the great influence of the head master/mistress’ 

approach to make and communicate decisions on teachers’ and students’ satisfaction and feeling 

of involvement.  

                                                 
58  The Board of Governors consists of representatives of the foundational body, teachers, old 
students, and in some schools parents. All of them are elected democratically. 
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Involvement of parents and community  

Decision-making about school policies is only one of the areas where parents can be involved in 

order to democratise school governance.  

Beyond the formal representation of parents in the Board and a ‘parent-teacher-association’59, 

major differences in the scope of parents’ involvement emerged between the day schools (A and 

C) and the boarding schools (B and D). While most parents of day scholars live close to the 

school, in boarding schools parents are allowed to visit once per month (B) or once per term (D), 

and hence contribute rather financially than for the process. Parents’ involvement in both 

boarding schools is very limited. Parents do not know, nor oversee school life. As a consequence, 

boarding schools are to a lesser extent accountable to parents as day schools.  

 

School A has open doors for parents’ questions and contributions throughout the year, and 

particularly during occasional ‘Open Days,’ class days and the general annual meeting. The 

headmaster uses these consultations to discuss and agree on educational practices that might clash 

with traditional behaviours, e.g. whether girls have to kneel down as a sign of respect towards 

older people, which is traditionally obligatory for girls in the Buganda culture.  

Headmasters of both boarding schools similarly reported clashes between the students’ norms in 

school and those applied during the term holidays at home, e.g. where richer students might not 

have to sweep or to get up early. Although this might have counter-effects towards both sides, 

they did not consider addressing or negotiating these practices with the parents. 

. 

According to its mission as a ‘community school’, in School C the involvement of parents is 

highly encouraged. Parents are seen as part of the school and are invited to monitor, which in turn 

increases teachers’ commitment. One step further, regular meetings aim at stimulating democratic 

attitudes and practices within the community, tackling common traditional behaviours and 

dealing with conflicting values. It is regarded as the schools’ responsibility to promote democracy 

not only in school and classroom, but also within the families:   

‘Actually that’s why, one of the reasons why we call it community college. And that’s why 
we say education for community development. We look at having a lasting impact on the 
community. Not only here, but even the people around the school, they should learn 
something (…) for instance, these things of wife beating and so on, that’s the tradition - 
you sit, you learn issues, here!’                (Teacher 1, School C) 

 
 

Comparing the four schools regarding the process of decision-making and their involvement of 

parents and community it can be stated that democratic involvement is mainly encouraged in the 

day schools. In the very restrictive boarding schools the sample included, students are raised in 

                                                 
59  The PTA (parent teacher association) is a pressure group that advocates for student and staff’s 
welfare. They are not fully recognised by the ministry. 
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isolation from the community and the wider environment. Inter-personal relations are restricted to 

peer-relationships in unisex groups, and the hierarchical relations to the teachers. The preparation 

of democratic citizens’ participation in community and society is hence clearly limited. Both day 

schools, the urban School A, and in particular the rural school C orient citizenship education 

towards the community and take relationships with parents and the community into account. 

As the conceptual scheme (sub-section 4.1) of this research visualises, learning for democratic 

citizenship always takes place in a wider environment. The involvement of the community is 

crucial in order to have a lasting impact on citizens’ behaviour, in particular regarding democratic 

skills and attitudes like gender equality, negotiation, or democracy in the family. This ‘circle of 

citizenship’ was emphasised by participants during the presentation of the preliminary findings in 

Kampala and is also extensively stressed in the literature (Veugelers 2006, Davies 2002, Mulford 

et al. 2003). 

 

Student voice and participation 

In all four schools, practices can be found that give students opportunities to participate and voice 

out their opinions. These opportunities promote democratic agency aiming at different 

conceptions of citizenship. Among the four schools these practices differ strongly in the 

procedures they apply, the level of seriousness and eventually, their translation into student voice.  

 

School A stands out with its practice of general assemblies four times a week. In school A this is 

used as an opportunity for teachers, but also student councillors and prefects to address their 

fellow students. School A has established a culture of shared information and communication. 

Nevertheless, within the curriculum and during lessons students’ participation remains limited. 

Although individual teachers put effort into the promotion of participatory elements (see 5.2.4.) 

the class sizes of 100 and more students remain a barrier towards real participatory and 

democratic education. 

School B implements democratic procedures as requested by school policies (e.g. assemblies, 

school council). These mechanisms, however, stay formal and translate to a very limited extent 

into students’ voice and participation. Assemblies, for instance, inform about programmes and 

changes, and students listen rather than contribute. Students’ ideas are clearly regarded as non-

binding recommendations, as the deputy headmistress stated: 

 ‘They make recommendations for us to take them or not to take them.’  
 (Dep. Headmistress, School B) 

 
Successful suggestions often refer to minor changes, e.g. food or the date of the visitors’ day.   

Likewise School D introduced formal rather than substantive mechanisms of student voice and 

participation. 
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On the contrary, teachers in School C give real voice to students and seek actively students’ 

contribution. Once a week students in School C write complaints and criticism in a ‘form book’. 

Only in this school this happens during class hours and students are directly encouraged to state 

their criticism. As one teacher phrased it: 

‘We build the students a road that they can contribute.’  (Teacher 1, School C) 
 

Students’ opinions are valued, taken seriously and are always responded to. According to one 

teacher, this would sometimes also imply that teachers apologise for their behaviour and try to 

change. Real opportunities to contribute paired with positive reactions strengthen the students’ 

identification with their school and encourage their participation in school development, as his 

report illustrates: 

‘They are taken seriously. They feel that they are part and parcel with the system. They say 
“that our papyrus has now been torn, we need to [fix it]” and so on - we say “yah, you are 
really right”. They say, “Our rooms are too dusty, we propose that we pour there some 
water”. We say, “yah, what a wonderful decision”. (…) for instance they proposed that we 
begin planting trees and flowers on the compound.’   (Teacher 1, School C) 

 

The importance of having substantive opportunities to contribute and participate was highly 

reflected in the focus groups. Students in School C expressed their satisfaction that their 

complaints are responded to and tried to be solved. For discussants in School A this was no issue 

to discuss about in detail, which can be interpreted as general satisfaction.  

On the contrary, in School B students’ voice or rather the lack of it initiated broad arguments. 

Participants of both focus groups felt discouraged to make suggestions, as they rarely lead to 

changes:   

‘Because whatever you take there, nobody will ever change, there is no change actually. 
There is no change, no difference. So whatever most of the time - just be calm and see what 
will happen’                  (male student, School B) 

 
They criticised their lack of voice and powerlessness in decision-making in all areas with the 

argument teachers would know better what is good for them:  

‘(…) We can voice out whatever we want, but in most cases, 80 percent of what we voice 
out is not considered. Like when it comes to entertainment, they don’t look at us. They take 
it as ‘we are older, we know what is best for you`. If we talk about studies, the time table: 
we don’t decide, because they say they know everything better than us. When we talk 
about our future, as we are choosing subjects we are going to, sometimes they choose a 
particular subject because they say they know our future better than us.’     
(male student leader, School B) 

 
Mostly disappointed they felt about the lack of trust and responsibility given by their teachers. 

Disempowerment regarding personal choices and lack of involvement in decision-making at 

school level resulted in a decrease of activism and resignation, and eventually the submission to 

the authorities, as the following statements clearly shows:  

‘We became to learn something about someone who has led. Because when we came here, 
they had just changed the headmaster, the headmaster brought changes. The changes were 
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not welcomed. So whatever things he changed for us, we did not like it, and we were so 
deviant, so rebellious, that’s what we were, initially, because we did not like the person in 
leadership. We thought whatever he has brought for us was something bad. But he has 
brought us to this level, shall I call it submissiveness, where, you come to sit back, let him 
wait, because you just can’t change. We have given up the rest of being rebellious.’   
(male student leader, School B) 

 

Despite the ‘submissiveness’ that this student demonstrated further by elaborating on the need to 

accept changes rather than acting against them, in both focus groups, B students advocated much 

louder than their colleagues for more voice, decision-making and responsibility. 

 

Comparing the schools’ practices and teachers’ and students’ opinions on them, several 

conclusions can be drawn for the citizenship learning they result in.  

Firstly, the different practices are related to their context. Unlike the three large urban schools 

School C is a very small (215 students), and community-based school in a rural context. Life and 

preparation for the life in the rural community demands forms of democratic participation and it 

is the school’s mission to prepare for it. Student voice and participation is emphasised as crucial 

democratic learning experience. School A tries to create opportunities for student participation, 

but these reach limits due to the school’s size (2400 students). Both boarding schools B and D do 

not seek power sharing, but rather the maintenance of full social control over the students (Harber 

2007). Student voice and participation remains restricted to formal mechanisms, which signifies a 

further limitation of active democratic citizenship learning. For some students the restriction of 

voice gives rise to critical observation and reflections of authority and the hierarchical structures 

in their school. Some students are very aware of the domination and constraints these structures 

oppose on them, and on the effects that had on their agency, resulting in ‘submissiveness’ and 

resignation. Although students analyse their situation in a critical way, the first step of what 

Freire (1970) called ‘critical consciousness’, their reflection does not or not anymore lead to 

action. Students are ‘tamed’ to act as obedient and passive citizens, and see no opportunities for 

their action. 

 

Secondly, students’ perceptions confirm the potential of choices, trust and ownership to result in 

increased involvement and commitment to the school, as was documented in Western-based 

studies (Flutter 2006; Mulford et al. 2003). In particular in the community school C participation 

increases students’ sense of shared ownership, and encourages further participation. The school 

demonstrates possibilities to create learning opportunities for active citizenship. The findings 

confirm that student voice and participation is only then regarded as democratic and valuable 

experience if it is authentic, relevant and taken serious (Rudduck et al. 2006; Holsten Leren 

2006). In this school, students feel empowered to raise their voice and participate democratically. 
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Some areas are for both, teachers and students, not regarded as applicable or accessible for 

students’ participation, e.g. rules and regulations, curriculum content, or the classroom methods. 

In this regard, also more progressive teachers’ practices aim at educating ‘good’ and obedient 

citizens that do not demand to question authorities. Most of the teachers do not encourage 

constructive criticism regarding their own practices. 

 

Student Leadership 

Students’ complaints and suggestions can be voiced out by their representatives. A national 

policy requests the establishment of a school council, build out of a male and a female form 

councillor per class. Moreover, a number of prefects are elected for different posts, e.g. a sport 

prefect, compound or food prefect, prefect of speech etc. These leaders60 are elected by their 

classmates after firstly, having passed the administration’s screening according to performance 

and behaviour record and secondly, after having gone successfully through a campaign.  

During the research, student leadership emerged as a contested issue and important learning 

experience for democratic citizenship. Differences among the four schools exist mainly in the 

way they describe implementation, significance and impact of student leadership. 

 

In School A leaders play an important organisational role, act as disciplinarians, advisors and 

communicators between the students and the administration. Various opportunities are created to 

address fellow students. Leaders’ behaviour is highly influenced by the teachers’ instruction to 

ensure co-operation and output of the peer-educators, as the headmaster remarked:  

‘(…) the challenge is to make sure that those on the side of the students encourage them to 
do what is right (...).’               (Headmaster, School A) 

 
To maintain their motivation, the headmaster stressed the importance of certain privileges for 

student leaders, e.g. different uniforms paid by the school, special positions and meals in the 

dining hall, as e.g. they do not sweep, but supervise sweeping instead. A certain distinction 

between the two sorts of students is, thus, needed and desired.  

In School B, on the contrary, leaders are consciously treated as the ‘regular’ students. In this 

school, different teachers perceived leaders’ role in contradictory ways. Both deputy headmasters 

described the role of councillors as forwarding students’ problems and grievances, advocating for 

their rights and presenting new ideas. Contrarily, another teacher portrayed their role as merely 

communicating to the students the administration’s expectations and decisions. In his perception 

                                                 
60  Both teachers as students and leaders themselves did mostly not distinguish between student 
councilors and prefects and generalised them as ‘student leaders’.  Whereas the number of councillors is 
fixed by the national policy, number and positions of prefects vary from school to school, as well as their 
roles. 
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the school council became increasingly inactive within the last years, as a result of its 

powerlessness against the administration. 

In School C, student leadership is regarded as an honourable post and valuable preparation for 

community responsibilities. In consent, teachers emphasised learning experiences of democratic 

values and attitudes, e.g. to see opponents not as enemies, to respect party members’ different 

ideologies, or to react non-violently on defeat. In their opinion, leadership teaches and empowers 

students to participate meaningfully - now and in the future.  

School D has established formal and limited delegation to the student leaders. The lack of 

significance of the school council can be read in the answer of the headmistress: 

‘Maybe we don’t have here a school council, I don’t know. School council, cabinet, I don’t 
know how they differentiate them, because I am not the one in charge.’             
(Headmistress, School D) 

 
In general, teachers believed that elections and campaigns acquaint students with democratic 

processes and principles. Additionally, they agreed that student leaders develop valuable 

leadership skills and serve as role models for their classmates, which is strongly enforced by the 

majority of teachers.  

 
Among the students, this aspect was researched through the organisation of focus groups with 

‘ordinary’ students and groups of student leaders. As expected, the opinions of both sides differed 

and leadership covered a big share of the discussions.61  

 

Student leaders’ description of their function in school life resembled broadly those given by the 

teachers. As their first task they mentioned ‘helping the teachers’ before ‘counselling the 

students’ or defending students’ rights. They clearly described their role as between the teachers 

and the students. 

Regarding learning for democracy, leaders in School A and C emphasised the benefits of 

practicing fair elections, learning to contest and beat the opposition, on top of personal qualities 

like patience or confidence. In their opinion, being seen as role model strengthened their sense of 

responsibility, moral behaviour and skills of interaction. Many stated to be empowered to become 

democratic leaders in the future. These effects are supported by leadership seminars, which are 

conducted by teachers or external facilitators in all four schools (approximately one-two weeks 

per year) and cover skills of negotiation, public speaking or conflict resolution etc.  

 

                                                 
61 Further sub-themes of the discussions that will not be discussed here in detail included ‘qualities 
of good leadership’, ‘how to become a good leader’, ‘learning experiences as leader and respectively, 
learning from the leaders’. Due to the broader focus of this research, the presentation has to be restricted to 
major findings. 
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Contrarily, student leaders in School B are not satisfied with their mere organisational and 

executive role on behalf of the administration, as two prefects expressed:  

‘And here we just sit back and listen. I don’t think we are really trained to be good 
citizens.’      (female student leader, School B) 
 
‘Our role is just to put the school on duty, in practice, putting it on the right track, doing the 
right thing at the right time.’    (male student leaders, School B) 
 
 

Contrasting opinions existed also among the students. While students in School C respected their 

leaders’ work, students in School A disliked some leaders’ arrogance to give orders and demand 

special treatment. In their opinion, privileges widened the difference between ordinary students 

and leaders, which one girl criticised by requesting the opposite: 

‘I think I would try to, you know, sit in the society not treat people like [inferior], I mean, 
we are all the same. I think, we are all humans and we should do well.’   
(female student, School A) 
 

A further point of criticism was the inactivity of some student leaders. In some cases, individual 

students in school A and B, leaders seemed to be more concerned about their benefits than about 

their actual duties. Discussants in School B criticised the submissiveness of the leaders in their 

school, pointing to leaders’ responsibility to stand up for the students’ interest: 

‘A good leader is a person who can talk to people without fear. He goes to the 
administration, tells them this is wrong. They listen or they don’t listen, but he is going 
(…), to see what they are doing. (…) The type of leaders we have in school they are timid. 
They look at the teacher. They can’t speak mature.’   (male student, School B) 

 
Wide criticism thirdly referred to the over-estimation of the screening before the elections. 

Students in School B protested loudly against the control of elections by the administration by 

appointing favoured students – and thus not respecting fundamental democratic principles. One 

girl shared her personal experience with this unfair appointment: 

‘ (...) The administration appoints. You find people, the administration makes sure, ok, that 
one is for that post. We don’t know who is supposed to be where, so we don’t get the 
chance of  knowing what qualities. Like me, myself, I am just appointed, I was just put 
there, so, they don’t give them a chance to elect them. We should have the chance to 
express what we want, we should know what leadership we want (…)’.   
(female student leader, School B) 
 

Practices and perceptions of student leadership, a currently debated issue in educational science,62 

revealed ambivalent democratic learning experiences.  

In many regards, leadership is implemented functionally in order to support students’ compliance 

with the school rules and regulations. The four schools differ in the responsibility that is 

delegated to students. Their practices can be placed along a continuum of formal to active and 

                                                 
62  Several recent journals and conferences were dedicated exclusively to the issue of student 
leadership, e.g. Education Leadership Conference: several articles in Monitor on Psychology 37 (10), 
Nov.2006; Kenneth et al. (2007): Leadership & Policy in Schools 6 (1), March 2007. 
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participatory democracy and citizenship. School A delegates individual responsibilities and 

follows a rather liberal model. In contrast, without mandate and delegation, leaders in School B 

and D are left without responsibility and respect. With a rather high level of responsibility and 

respect in School C, leadership is practiced as preparation for leading posts within the local 

context. This confirms once more the contextual dimension of citizenship education. 

 

Beyond organisational matters on behalf of the administrators, in the three urban schools their 

role as representatives of students in decision-making processes is literally under-represented. 

This is reflected in students’ conceptions of ‘good’ leadership. Asked about qualities of 

democratic leaders discussants stressed moral and collective values, e.g. responsibility, kindness, 

approachability, and confidence, but did not refer to the representation of students’ interests, 

rights and demands. Students learn/ed that ‘good citizens’ obey the leaders’ authority, cooperate 

with them and contribute to the ‘common good’, without questioning their decisions and holding 

them accountable.  

The importance placed on student leaders as role models turns leadership into an exercise of 

character education for both the leaders and their fellow students. Student leaders benefit from 

increased opportunities of participation and involvement (Mulford et al. 2003), paired by 

teachers’ high expectations regarding their performance. In particular in School A individual 

meritocracy leads to a certain status and privileges. This leads to, what Avalos (1986: 134) 

similarly discovered in Latin American schools, special treatment and authority for the elected 

students, while others have to obey. Leadership structures reproduce a sort of teacher-student 

relationship without questioning the creation of inequality. Students explanations of how to 

become a good leader refer to patterns of cultural, social and structural reproduction of 

advantages, and disadvantages, and thus inequalities of society, since only particular members of 

the dominant culture are able to acquire power and leadership capacities (Bourdieu 1990). The 

creation of privileges and inequalities then implies non-democratic practices. As criticised by 

some student voices, student leadership implies the risk to be defined by certain power and 

privileges rather than the representation of students’ interests. These practices resemble 

discussions about power and privileges for Ugandan Members of Parliaments that frequently 

arose during the period the research took place. The school’s practices can be seen as a reflection 

of the practices of democracy in society. Yet again, it can be stated that is not enough to establish 

democratic structures; they also have to be practiced democratically.  
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5.2.4 Sub-conclusion 3:  School governance 

 
This section analysed practices of school governance in the four different schools. Both day 

schools, A and C, practice a model of participatory democracy, creating opportunities for parents’ 

and the community’s involvement, as well as a mandate for student leadership. In contrast, both 

boarding schools apply formal democratic structures, with limited involvement of parents, 

students and student leaders. Apart from their Boards, it appears that boarding schools govern 

with limited accountability, control and contact to parents and the community. Students are raised 

in an enclosed environment, and their experiences of citizenship remain limited to practices of 

obedience and compliance to strong authorities. 

The models of governance applied strongly reflect the context (urban-rural, day-boarding), and 

the underlying conceptions of citizenship that are rather liberal in school A, conservative, 

authoritarian and passive in Schools B and D, and strongly communitarian in School C.  

Student voice and participation, as well as student leadership were illustrated as powerful 

opportunity to foster active democratic learning experiences. Student leadership, the study 

revealed, is often a strong element of character education, with student leaders serving and trained 

as role models. As it is currently implemented in some schools, it carries the risk of reproducing 

inequalities, and widening the gap between ordinary students and student leaders. 

 

5.2.5 School culture  

 

As all institutions, schools develop their specific culture. School culture is influenced by school 

policies and structures of governance, but also by patterns of behaviour, attitudes and practices of 

the people who ‘live’ in it. As important indicators of school culture, the following section 

reflects upon prevalent democratic practices of equality, diversity and inclusion, non-democratic 

practices of violence and discrimination, as well as the relations among teachers and students. It 

presents individual teachers’ and students’ perceptions and some of my own observations 

regarding these principles.  However, it has to be acknowledged that these perceptions, as well as 

my view as an outsider are subjective and might not incorporate causes and incidents of 

discrimination other people experience.  

Equality, diversity and inclusion    

Equality, diversity and inclusion are three central and commonly promoted features of a 

democratic culture. In theory, all educators will agree that inclusive education and the active 

promotion of equality and diversity are important elements of quality education for young 
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citizens.63 Regarding the practices of these principles in their schools, interviewees mainly 

referred to religious and cultural diversity, as well as gender equality, which will be discussed in 

the following. 

 

Religious and cultural diversity and inclusion 

In the eyes of all teachers in urban schools, the ethnic heterogeneity of staff and students implies 

the learning process of relating with people from different cultural backgrounds and origins. As 

one interviewee phrased it: 

‘We have too many tribes, so it is not worth it to be tribalistic here (…) we have students 
from all over the country, and even from Tanzania and Kenya, we have Somalese, so that is 
out of reach, that does not arise at all.’              (Dep. Headmistress, School B) 

 

This is particularly the case in the boarding schools B and D where students come from various 

ethnic, cultural and socio-economic backgrounds and do not only study but also live together. It 

was not discussed in the community school C, where students form a rather homogenous group.  

 

A closer look at school practices revealed that equality among the students is not only a ‘natural’ 

process, but is created as deliberate strategy. In all four schools, school uniforms demonstrate 

students’ equality. Both boarding schools seek to enhance equality among students by limiting the 

number of personal items to avoid the display of socio-economic backgrounds. Similarly, the 

application of the same strict rules for everybody and the consistent use of English as school 

language increases equality, as one teacher emphasised. The ‘equalisation’ then also serves the 

purpose to exclude all aspects that refer to the cultural and ethnic background of the students. In 

this way, all students have the same opportunities and enjoy the same treatment. As a side effect, 

these practices ignore indigenous cultures and origins of the students. In the boarding schools, 

where students come from all over the country, tensions that might arise between traditional 

patterns of behaviour within the ethnic community and the national culture prevalent in the school 

community are not addressed (see 5.2.2). Following the national goals of education (5.1.1) all 

students are raised as Ugandans and their identity shall build on Ugandan national culture.  

 

As Uganda is a country of religious diversity (see 3.2), equal treatment shall also be granted to 

students of all denomination, for instance by guaranteeing freedom of worship, additional 

religious classes or allowing all students to participate in religious events. All teachers and head 

teachers interviewed stressed the non-discrimination of different denominations. Nonetheless, in 

the three urban schools, which have an Anglican (A), Muslim (B) and Catholic (D) foundation, 

                                                 
63  Sad historical examples however prove that formal education system can also promote exactly the 
opposite and serve the purpose of exclusion and segregation of particular groups of society, as it happened 
for instance in Rwanda years before the genocide in 1994 (Bush et al. 2000: 10). 
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the respective denomination was apparent in school rituals, e,g, morning prayers or visualisations 

on the wall etc. Drawing on Avalos’ (1986) findings this subtly promotes the ‘superior’ culture or 

religion. In all schools, teachers’ examples of religious inclusiveness referred to opportunities 

granted by the administration, but did not reflect upon tensions that might be embedded in the 

close living together of adolescents of different denominations. As one headmistress said:  

‘There are some Christians who say, me I also want to fast, so they fast and we cater for all, 
if we go to the [Catholic] shrine we arrange and we take them there’.  (Dep. Headmistress, 
School B)  

 

In a school with predominantly Muslim male students, Christian girls are a clear minority. 

Although they don’t have to, some Christian girls also wear a scarf or even join the others fasting 

during Ramadan. This might rather be motivated by the wish to belong to the group and to be like 

the others rather than by felt and practiced solidarity.  

 

Gender equality and gender-sensitive practices 

As another area of equality, gender-aspects played a role in teachers’ and students’ perceptions of 

school practices. In School A approximately one third of the students and around 50 percent of 

the staff are female. In School B boys and male teachers build a majority of approximately 70 

percent. In school C there are slightly more girls than boys, while School D is only open to 

female students. 

Teachers and students, as well as national policies and school documents often mention 

exclusively male forms of expression, indicating gender-insensitive language. The curriculum of 

political education, for instance, formulates as one of its aims: 

‘To help him develop into a mature, informed, responsible and participating citizen’. 
  (UNEB 2005: 84) 

 

In interviews as in the classroom, teachers and students mostly discussed what ‘he’, the 

democratic citizen, should learn. The citizen teachers and students have in mind is hence clearly 

male which points to a certain degree of male superiority in the minds of the respondents. As an 

exception, some students in School C consistently used both forms to describe citizenship 

objectives. Two girls described the ‘good’ democratic citizen for instance: 

‘He or she should know how to read, write and settle people’s problems’. 
‘He or she should know how to cooperate with the people in the society’  
               (two female student leaders, exercise, School C)  

 

By some students, girls and boys, this was maintained during the focus group discussions. In line 

with its mission to impact the entire community regarding democratic principles such as gender 

equality (see sub-section 5.2.2.2) teachers and students in the community school are highly aware 

of gender-sensitive language and practices. 
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Also in the other two mixed schools, teachers showed concern for gender-equality. Interestingly, 

the majority of teachers measured gender equality as girls’ performance in class and thus as 

cognitive differences. Despite different strengths and weaknesses, all teachers believed in equal 

opportunities for male and female learners. Nevertheless, individual teachers recognised their 

responsibility to encourage girls’ participation in certain areas, among them their commonly 

lower confidence in science subjects, or boys’ domination due to traditional role models. 

According to one male teacher: 

‘The boys tend to (…) dominate the girls. - Being a patriarch society, men are normally on 
the top. But as a qualified teacher, you get a way of encouraging the participation of girls. 
And we try this as much as possible.’           (Teacher 1, School C) 

 

The community school seeks to foster in particular quality education for the girl child, in order to 

avoid drop out, early marriages and hence restricted opportunities in their future life. In the boys-

dominated Muslim school the deputy headmistress emphasised her responsibility to strengthen 

young girls’ confidence. Only one male teacher described how he deliberately integrated gender-

related issues and discussions in his lessons (religious education).  

 

According to my observation, in lessons, gender-based discrimination was not widespread, which 

might also have been due to the short time spent in the classroom. Despite the larger number of 

boys in School A and B, I was impressed by the intense participation of girls in class or during 

group presentations. Nevertheless, this seemed to be caused by the girls’ initiative and I did 

hardly observe any measures to actively promote gender-equality. 

 

In focus groups only the topic gender equality stimulated a vivid but rather cordial exchange of 

contradictory opinions by both sexes. In general, the participants of the five mixed groups agreed 

to have equal academic opportunities. Serious complaints about differential treatment, however, 

were raised by female students in School B:  

 ‘In this school the boys are free, but the girls, we have no freedom. You find that we are 
given a task, like the boys have all the time, but the girls we are only sent to our 
dormitory.’                                                           (female student leader, School B) 

 

This statement points to gender- differentiated practices by the administration and, as Lister 

(1997) and Kabeer (2002) argue, exclusion and disempowerment perceived on gender grounds. 

Despite the same set of rules, measures for girls’ behaviour restrict their liberties. Girls are not 

supposed to ‘hang out’ in the field, but study and stay inside. The school administration’s 

expectations relate to gender-specific codes of conduct and girls’ ‘good’ character. These gender-

differential practices might counter-act attempts to strengthen girls’ confidence and might foster 

girls’ internalisation of gender-related roles and patterns of behaviour. 
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In conclusion, all teachers generally believed that they would treat students equally and regardless 

their religious, socio-economic, ethnical or gender backgrounds. They seemed convinced that 

their teaching will promote equality and inclusion among the learners. Moreover, measures are in 

place to educate the young citizens as ‘equal individuals’. Equality and inclusion of all 

participants regardless their class, race, culture, language, and religion is an important principle of 

democratic education (Knight et al. 2000). However, this liberal conception of ‘equal’ citizens 

can also be contested. Education in ‘created’ equality contradicts, as Raywik (1976) argued, that 

citizens in the classroom are not equal. Negating differences does not promote inter-cultural, 

inter-ethnic and inter-religious understanding. These practices impede critical reflection on socio-

economic, class- or gender-related differences that are widespread in society. As Harber (2007: 1) 

noted, already access to secondary education, but also the education system based on competition, 

achievement, and merit reproduces the existing inequalities. Children from poor backgrounds are 

predominantly found in poor schools. None of the respondents reflected upon the fact that 

students in class are by far not ‘equal’ to the majority of adolescents in their country who do not 

enjoy access to secondary education.  

Non-democratic practices: violence, conflict and discrimination 
 

Discrimination 

Despite teachers’ general confidence to treat all learners equally, individual teachers mentioned 

smaller cases of discrimination on religious ground, e.g. in daily life situations between Christian 

and Muslim students or minor cases of collective discrimination based on socio-economic, ethnic, 

cultural or gender reasons. Although regarded as minor this indicates that they exist. Only three 

out of seventeen teachers considered that there might be individual students who might feel 

discriminated without the teachers’ knowledge. As an observer coming from a different cultural 

background, I could not detect any specific forms of ‘discrimination’ from the educators’ side. 

Again this might have been different if I would have been able to spend more time in the schools. 

 

Like their teachers, those students who participated in the focus groups agreed that there were no 

forms of discrimination among each other. Only students in School B raised complaints regarding 

teachers’ discriminatory behaviour. As one girl claimed, teachers would positively or negatively 

discriminate based on subjective impressions. She reasoned: 

‘What I see it’s according to appearance. Some people, I don’t know, may be they look 
funny, they are so strict. And there are those ones who look so innocent, so they don’t mind 
a lot about them’          (female student, School B) 

 

As discussed previously, in the same school students regarded as discrimination the unpredictable 

enforcement of rules. In both cases discrimination was defined as unfair treatment on irrational 
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grounds. Others experienced it as non-democratic discrimination to be rejected during the 

screening and hence, not being granted the chance to stand for the election as student leaders. 

 

Violence, conflict and knowledge ownership 

Likewise, there was consensus among students and teachers that hardly any conflicts or forms of 

violence exist within their school. Incidents of violence happen in the eyes of many interviewees, 

only among individual students and on a small scale, e.g. teasing of newcomers, slapping or 

stealing small things. The interviewed teachers in School D negated the existence of any form of 

violence among the girls.  

 

In all interviews and focus groups, violence was reduced to its physical dimension. Only one 

headmaster reflected upon the use of abusive words that might sometimes occur among students. 

None of the teachers and students mentioned further forms of violence that might be prevalent in 

schools, for instance psychological violence stemming from discrimination, bullying or labelling. 

Harber (2007: 3) warns, as a consequence, schools might be responsible for violence by omission, 

i.e. by failing to protect pupils from harm caused by practices of bullying, sexual or racial 

harassment from peers or even teachers that happen unnoticed. These practices can be transferred 

by teachers’ reactions and statements, or the way they give orders or punishments (ibid: 4). Forms 

of punishments and students’ opinions on them were already discussed in previous chapters 

(5.2.1.2). Other incidents might persist, but remained un-reflected or at least unmentioned facing 

the researcher (Leach 2006). 

 

Regarding conflicts in the classroom, teachers stressed the bottom-up approach to conflict 

resolution. This was explained as the attempt to encourage conflict resolution among the students, 

before engaging the student leaders, the class teacher, the disciplinary committee (School D) or as 

the last possible instance the headmaster/mistress. In my observation, however, in conflict 

situations – which happened rarely during my presence - the class teacher was highly involved 

and ended the conflict by pointing out the right and wrong side. In all four schools, mechanisms 

applied related to consensus without questioning root causes of conflicts and potentially 

underlying structural injustice or discrimination. As Bickmore (2001) argued, this behaviour 

reproduces adult-dominated power hierarchies. Contradictions, different perspectives and 

conflicts were not regarded as potential learning experiences but as threat endangering the 

classroom harmony. Students might learn to avoid contradictions and internalise uncritical, 

conformist, communitarian (consensus-related) rather than critical approaches towards citizens’ 

obligations to contribute to a peaceful living together (Bickmore 2001, see 2.5.4). 
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None of the schools provides training in democratic skills related to conflict prevention or 

resolution. Despite Uganda’s conflict-ridden history and present situation also in the formal 

curriculum the topic conflict is left out. Hence, conflict resolution and prevention becomes no 

explicit element of students’ learning experience. 

 

The same rationale of consensus and transmission of ‘good and correct’ character is frequently 

implied in teachers’ role during classroom discussions. Almost all interviewees mentioned as 

their pedagogically motivated solution to end contradictory discussions by giving the ‘right’ 

opinion or answer: 

‘I come up to put the whole debate on the right track and say, this is what is meant, this  
is not good, this is the right [answer], I put them on the right track.’    
 (Teacher 2, School C) 

 

Although the pressure to prepare the candidates for the correct answers requested in the national 

exams might justify this practice, it neglects the diversity and contradiction of opinions. Kelly 

(1986) argued, the stress on certainty and the one ‘right’ answer as absolute and unchanging 

knowledge that does not allow legitimate alternatives leads to authoritarianism (Kelly 1986, in 

Harber 2007). This cuts students’ space for dialogue, critical reasoning, analysing and reflecting 

and might translate into the learners’ belief that knowledge is exclusively owned by the teacher 

(Freire 1970). Internalised in students’ mindset this might impact future discussions in class, as 

well as students’ ability to question and reason critically.  

 

As stated repeatedly, teachers commonly believe in their abilities to teach and treat all students 

equally and non-discriminatory. As Harber (2004) and Leach (2003), among others, argued, non-

democratic practices prevalent in school communities are expressed in indirect and subtle ways. It 

might have taken more time in each school community to reveal patterns of racial or gender-

related violence. However, respondents’ answers and my observations revealed that the dominant 

aim to maintain order and to impart knowledge might lead to practices that neglect non-

democratic incidents or behaviour. Trying to avoid physical violence, underlying causes of 

conflicts are not discussed. This again promotes character education and citizens that adjust to the 

given system without reflecting upon societal changes towards more justice. Students’ diversity is 

not used as democratic learning experience.  

Teacher – Student Relations 
 

A key determinant of school culture, which is mainly apparent in the classroom practices, the 

subject of the subsequent chapter, is the relation between students and teachers. Many of the 
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previously discussed findings already touched upon this issue, in particular teachers’ different 

opinions on students’ voice and participation (see 5.2.2.3).  

 

Teachers’ descriptions of the student-teacher relationship range from closeness to distance.  

Teacher-student relations in School A are predominantly described as good, close, friendly, and 

based on mutual understanding. One teacher even called them ‘mother-child- relationships’.  

In contrast, the relationship between students and teachers in School B was characterised by 

distance, which one teacher explained as a conscious choice: 

‘We did not want to make it so relaxed, because - students abuse that good relationship. 
When you make it so relaxed, they don’t take you serious. That’s why I would say there 
should  be at least a distance (…).’    (Teacher 4, School B) 

 

Similarly, teachers in School D emphasised the importance of good relationships while keeping 

‘professional distance’ (Teacher 2).  

In School C teachers regarded the relationship to their students as good and cooperative. They 

stressed the importance of establishing empowering relationships. 

 

Teacher-student relationships are driven by teachers’ expectations of how learners would handle 

increased freedom, i.e. less authoritarian and restrictive relationships. Several teachers worried 

that students might misuse the good relationship and undermine the teachers’ authority. 

 

The range between closeness and distance is highly reflected in the focus groups and my own 

observations. 

In unison, students described good relationships with teachers who are friendly, approachable and 

helpful, understanding and encouraging. The vast majority of discussants in School A and C 

perceived the relations as very good and as fulfilling these criteria. As one girl reflected: 

‘What I know about the teachers, they are trying to handle the person according to what he 
or she is, the character of the person, teaching them easy or slowly, because some students 
don’t understand things straight away. Teachers really encourage us. (…) In class, if you 
don’t understand one thing, you are free to put up your hand and tell the teacher what you 
have not understood (…) they will go through that thing at least as many times as he or she 
can understand, and if you fail, they can tell you, you can meet them out of class time and 
then they’ll help you’                (female student, School A) 

 

Strikingly, both focus groups in School A (as well as the staff) praised the friendliness and style 

of the headmaster who is also in my observation crucial for maintaining the spirit of friendship 

and unity in his/her school. Students in School C were pleased about the good cooperation and 

the respect they enjoy by their teachers.  

In contrast, although the discussants in School B acknowledged good relations with few 

individual teachers, they evaluated others as too strict and too distant to the students. 

Approachability was again mentioned as determining criteria, as one boy clearly stated: 
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‘Some teachers have walls around them. When it comes to approaching them you find it 
difficult. Sometimes they know your problems, but just the way you can reach them, it 
appears to be difficult.’     (male student leader, School B) 

 

Unlike in School C and D where authority has traditional roots, towards adults in the rural school 

and towards the nuns in the Catholic school, teachers in School B maintain their authority by 

strictly enforcing the rules.  

If relations are defined by distance, teachers often lose respect of the students which enhances 

teachers’ attempt to maintain authority by being strict. The statement of one girl pointed into this 

direction: 

‘Some are good, they are just normal, but others are too strict, they overdo some things, 
like, it’s like they want be noticed.’       (female student, School B) 

 

Strikingly, in this sample the relations in both day schools (A and C) are characterised by 

closeness while in the boarding school (B and D) distance is generally preferred by the teachers. 

This reflects the overall authoritarian climate maintained in both schools.  

 

Teachers-student relations serve as democratic learning experience regarding the relationship 

with authorities. In a positive or a negative direction, students’ experiences with power structures 

and hierarchies might affect the role they expect to play later on in society. In both day schools 

(A and C) this experience is characterised by responsibility, trust, understanding and cooperation. 

Students respect their teachers as role-models. Both boarding (B and D) maintain hierarchical 

structures to secure their authority. With a tone that reflects to different extents care and respect, 

they act as ‘benevolent despots’ (Avalos 1986: 134). Once again, young citizens are thereby 

trained to be obedient and follow the authorities. Nevertheless, in the rather authoritarian 

environment of School B students developed more critical reflections on authorities and adults’ 

behaviour, which might imply an important democratic learning experience for their future 

behaviour as parents or leaders. 

5.2.6 Sub-conclusion 4:  School culture 
 

Together with the previously addressed aspects of school policies and governance, the factors 

discussed in this section determine the school culture.  

Democratic practices and attitudes of equality, inclusion and diversity were discussed in contrast 

to non-democratic practices of discrimination and violence. While schools deliberately seek to 

educate equally, and their awareness is particularly high regarding gender equality, teachers and 

students hardly reflect upon the potentially non-democratic impacts of their explicit and implicit 

practices. Beyond physical fights, violence could for instance refer to un-reflected harassments or 

discrimination on gender, class or religious grounds. Contradictions, different perspectives and 
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conflicts are not considered as important democratic learning experiences, but as threats to order 

and knowledge transmission. Similarly, cultural, ethnic or religious differences are not addressed, 

but regarded as natural learning processes. Negating differences and disparities, young citizens 

are educated in seemingly ‘equality’, ‘non-violence’ and harmonious conditions that do not 

reflect the ‘real’ society around them. This is particularly maintained in the boarding schools.  

 

School cultures are strongly determined by teacher-student relations. Closeness and distance were 

discussed as two ends of a continuum mainly depending on the teachers’ expectations of students’ 

ability to deal with open and free relationships. Teacher-student relations strongly impact the 

general climate in school and classroom as perceived by the students. This facilitates, or limits 

students’ opportunities and willingness to participate and cooperate.  

 

As illustrated in the theoretical framework (chapter 2), democratic school cultures set the 

framework for democratic learning experiences. School A has established an open and friendly 

school culture, characterised by mutual understanding, trust and responsibility. School B’s school 

culture is determined by authoritarian relationships. School C maintains a culture of friendship 

and unity, strongly focused on cooperation, while school D preserves its culture of ‘benevolent 

despotism’ (Avalos 1986), marked by professional relationships and care. 

 

Looking at all aspects discussed so far, rules, extra-curricular activities, the process of decision-

making, parents and community involvement, and student voice and participation, teacher-

student-relations can be seen as indicators of the democratisation of schools and hence conditions 

that foster education for and in democracy (Davies 2002, Knight et al. 2000). Regarding these 

factors, the practices of the day schools in this sample are more likely to foster democratic 

principles than the more restrictive and rather authoritarian boarding schools. 

 

 
Classroom Situation School C 
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5.2.7 Classroom Practices 
 

Although looking at the school community as a whole, in several aspects analysed in the previous 

chapters it was not strictly distinguished between practices inside and outside the classroom. 

Issues of equality, inclusion and diversity, for instance, were looked at in a general perspective. 

The classroom is the centre of students’ academic learning. This chapter analyses more 

specifically what happens inside the classroom and hence concentrates on the individual teacher 

practices and attitudes influencing citizenship education. It firstly emphasises on teachers’ 

practices to integrate citizenship and democracy issues in their teaching and secondly, democratic 

teaching methods. The section ends with concluding remarks concerning the classroom practices. 

Integration of citizenship and democracy issues 

Despite the binding curriculum, various teachers’ practices and statements revealed potentials for 

the integration of democratic citizenship education. Eight out of seventeen teachers saw these 

opportunities within their subjects. As a teacher in School D argued, the teacher’s creativity can 

make up for gaps left by the school policies.  

 

To mention only some examples, three English teachers mentioned the use of literature to initiate 

a discussion of good and bad behaviour and character. One statement illustrates this:  

‘For example some of these novels about corruption: As we teach them, we really try to 
teach them that corruption is bad. Bad, you know. It is not expected out of a good- citizen.’  
 (Teacher 1, School A)  

 

History, another teacher stated, opens up opportunities to talk about causes of war, historical 

leaders and personalities and to thereby learn for the current situation. Various teachers told they 

would integrate students’ personal experiences and situation to exemplify their messages. 

Other teachers, in particular in School B, regarded their freedom to include citizenship issues as 

restricted by the pressure to cover the content that is relevant for the national exams. As one 

teacher said: 

‘Yah, mainly, as I told you, ‘cause really, Uganda as it is now, there is high competition in 
education. So, our teaching is exam-oriented. Although you might have freedom to teach, 
to bring out new ideas, but it is just to expose students. But when it comes to answers, they 
must go by the official dictates by the curriculum. That’s why – in class you can bring in 
[citizenship issues] - but as a by the way, share with students and expose them.’   
(Teacher 4, School B) 

  

It can be concluded that the promotion of civic knowledge and skills and in particular the 

promotion of values and attitudes strongly depends on the individual teachers’ conceptions and 

practices. As Myers (2007) argued, citizenship education is influenced by the teachers’ personal 

political and moral values and attitudes. In line with teachers’ conceptions illustrated in the first 

part of this analysis, teachers’ examples, illustrations and reminders focus on character education, 
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morality and the civic virtues of the ‘good’ and obedient citizen. This is supported by the fact that 

teachers’ integration mainly consists of teacher-centred normative inputs, rather than students’ 

critical recognition.  

Most of the teachers who see opportunities for integration are teaching in School A, the school 

that participated in the British Council programme (see 3.6). Their awareness for citizenship 

related issues is furthermore strengthened during regular staff meetings and a yearly workshop on 

various topics.  

Teaching style and methods   

 
My observations in classrooms confirmed the general prevalence of teacher-centred methods. The 

methodology reflects the traditional way that, in many teachers’ opinions, has proven to serve the 

purpose of transmitting knowledge and preparing the students for the national exams.   

Several teachers, in particular in school B and D, regarded teacher-centred methods, specifically 

‘chalk-and-talk’ and lecturing, as the only option. They consciously limit the students’ 

participation due to various reasons: In the first place, theoretical subjects, two teachers stated, 

would call for the input by the person who knows about them. As a second argument, lectures 

were seen as more effective and less time consuming to cover the huge workload the syllabus 

required. The deputy headmaster of school B noted:  

‘It would be ideal to use also the other very good methods of teaching, but the exams 
dictate. The exams demand so much from the child. So when you leave them to go the 
other - good methods - they may not come out. So many people have let, especially in this - 
humanities, people have learned so much from lectures and what, and then discussions 
come later because they must come around.’    (Dep. Headmaster, School B)   

 

Further arguments (all of them brought forward in School B) referred to the inapplicability of 

participatory methods due to the big classes, the immaturity of younger students and the necessity 

to ‘push the students in a certain direction’, as one teacher stated. As Maitles et al. (2006) and 

Rudduck et al. (2006) explored in British schools, according to my observations, some teachers’ 

reactions on questions and their tone in explaining and giving order reflected attitudes of seeing 

students as not-yet-responsible and immature citizens. 

  

Contrarily and despite these circumstances, some informants saw opportunities for participatory 

elements in their lessons. These teachers stated that it is their task to encourage the students’ 

participation. As one teacher in the community school described his intentions: 

‘(…) discussions are very many. Students are involved and they are encouraged to 
contribute. - Like a contribution. And normally during lessons we tend to use discovering, 
exploratory discussion. You help them to discover, but at the same time you give them 
more room to discuss.’                          (Teacher 1, School C) 
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Without disregarding these valuable efforts, according to my observations, democratic intentions 

are however not always paired by democratic procedures. For the majority, participation is 

indicated by students’ answering of question. ‘Guided discussions’, as some call it, rarely 

stimulate vivid discussions among all learners, but are organised in a rather formal way. As 

mentioned earlier, it is a common practice among the facilitators, to end discussions by giving the 

correct answer and leading to the ‘right’ track, thereby undermining democratic values of 

pluralism and diversity (5.2.3). In some cases I observed the rejection of questions that were not 

related to the ‘official knowledge’ of the curriculum. The knowledge and the processes in the 

classroom are in all four schools clearly owned by the teacher (Freire 1970). Moreover, class 

sizes of 100 students or more set limits in how far discussions can stimulate everybody’s 

participation. 

 

Some teachers reported to practice opinion-building and public speaking, using small-group 

discussions or presentations of group work. In particular presentations are a popular teaching 

method among some teachers. One teacher concluded students’ presentations by giving feedback 

and constructive criticism to the presenters which I consider important to support the learning 

experience. In his class, presentations had an empowering effect on the presenters, strengthening 

confidence and self-esteem. However, group work often aimed at, yet again, answering of 

potential exam questions. This might stimulate the reproduction of teachers’ lectures rather than 

critical thinking, analysing and reasoning.  

Only one teacher, the one who participated in the British Council project, shared his discovery of 

the potentials of research projects done by students, indicating a student-centred approach: 

‘(...) The method I am using now is different. I used to come to class, work so hard to go to 
class and teach. But now I tell them, you are so many - and you come from all sorts of life, 
bring what you have, you see, if you don’t find, you don’t give me the whole thing, tell me, 
what is it like and bring it out. You are teaching the person to research, to appreciate what 
is around.’                     (Teacher 4, School A)  

 

In focus groups, students described their teachers’ methods in a similar way. Many learners 

remarked the focus on theoretical input and ‘chalk-and-writing’ (B students), which is sometimes 

boring or too quick to understand.  Like recent studies in European schools (Maitles et al. 2006, 

Torney-Purta 2002), the Ugandan students’ answers revealed their appreciation of participation 

and action-oriented elements, e.g. outings and fieldwork, competitions, language exercises or 

debates. They commented that practical examples or exercises, small stories or jokes by the 

teachers helped to stimulate motivation and understanding. Concerning the latter, only students in 

the School C mentioned to have many discussions. They felt encouraged to participate and to 

contribute their knowledge and ideas. 
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More than about the methods, students mattered about teachers’ behaviour and attitudes. There 

existed consensus among all discussants that good teachers are clearly those who explain very 

well, who are open and approachable for further questions and who treat the students fair and 

kind. Generally, strict teachers were accepted as long as their explanations led to understanding 

and as long as students felt respected. The wish to understand, the right to get further explanations 

and to be well prepared for the exams, dominates over students’ wish of having a voice, which 

indicates their compliance and acceptance of teachers as authorities. Nevertheless, they clearly 

prefer democratic relationships characterised by mutual trust and care.   

5.2.8 Sub-conclusions 5:  Classroom practices 

 
Having a deeper look at classroom practices, this section revealed the persistence of teacher-

centred teaching methods in all four secondary schools, and hence traditional citizenship 

education as character and moral education. Teachers explain this by the workload of the 

curriculum and their concern to cover all areas. This leads to the emphasis on factual knowledge, 

limiting opportunities of student participation and, consequently, student ownership of their 

learning in the classroom. Teachers’ practices are guided by their attitudes and perspectives on 

the students’ responsibility and maturity. Several teachers’ statements revealed they do not view 

students as responsible and mature citizens and individuals, but as subjects in need of guidance. 

These attitudes impede power sharing and democratic relationships. To different extents, teachers 

generally try to maintain social control over the classroom, as Harber (2004) phrased it, which 

results in students’ submissiveness (de Crepo 1986: 97).  

Students’ opinions confirmed the fundamental importance of teachers’ attitudes in the way they 

perceive their learning environment and their empowerment. 

Methods used promote mainly intellectual skills of reproduction and memorisation, rather than 

analytical skills, evaluation, position taking and constructive thinking that would be required for 

citizens who think beyond compliance to their authorities. Nevertheless, some teachers promote 

social and participatory skills; for instance reasoning, self-expression and presentation skills. This 

signifies attempts to integrate approaches towards active citizenship. Beyond active elements, the 

promotion of critical citizenship would require opportunities of critical analysis and reasoning, as 

Paulo Freire (1970) states: action and reflection.  

In conclusion, classroom practices mainly reproduce teachers’ and the national policies’ 

objectives of citizenship education: to produce obedient, ‘personally responsible’ and 

‘participatory’ citizens (Westheimer et al. 2004), rather than critical agents of social change. 
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5.3 Ideas for change - Towards democratic citizenship education? 
 
A first step revealed the different actors’ conceptions and objectives concerning knowledge, 

skills, values and attitudes of democratic citizenship. A second step analysed practices and 

perceptions on the implementation in different schools. Directly or indirectly, these opinions 

implied criticism on policies and their implementation. Exploring the potential of these criticisms, 

this third and last part is dedicated to possibilities for change. Teachers and students were invited 

to reflect critically upon ideas and ideals of democratic citizenship education and the changes and 

agency these would require. While the first sub-section collects the concrete ideas, a second 

section highlights barriers, fears and limitations the different actors see towards democratic 

changes. This sheds light on the nature of teachers’ and students’ ideas towards more democratic 

citizenship education that is analysed in a concluding sub-section.  

5.3.1 Teachers’ and Students’ Ideas for Change 

Policies and curriculum 

The vast majority of ideas for change towards (more) democratic citizenship education espoused 

by teachers, referred to the curriculum and national policies: the areas teachers have little 

influence on.  

Few teachers pointed to the need to fill gaps in the curriculum, e.g. greater emphasis of rights, of 

democratic principles, or multi-party democracy; their major concern instead was the relevance of 

the curriculum for the Ugandan context and the students’ life. 
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Four teachers advocated for the compensation of long-lasting colonial influences and argued for 

the inclusion of African and specifically Ugandan illustrations and traditions. The following 

quote exemplifies their wish to ‘localise’ the syllabus to make it more relevant for the national 

development: 

 ‘Why can’t our geography not just concentrate on Africa, and we really say “how do we 
improve Africa, how do we build dams?” Otherwise we study about the central [European 
countries], some of us even die before we have reached there! But if we study either about 
the dams within Uganda (…)’     (Teacher 2, School C) 
 

Despite its national outlook, one teacher claimed the curriculum should also incorporate recent 

changes and trends of modernisation, liberalisation and globalisation. These changes, according 

to his and others’ opinion, would promote knowledge that is more useful for young citizens. 

The most frequently expressed need of change regarding the curriculum referred to the skills 

young citizens acquire in school. Consensus existed among all educators, that the curriculum 

should be less theoretical and less geared towards academics, but rather promote practical skills, 

relevant and applicable in the citizens’ daily life and a valuable basis for their future life. Even in 

the knowledge-oriented school B and the traditional girls’ school D, teachers stated in unison the 

importance of innovative practical skills that will secure citizens’ livelihood by making them 

employable or, even better, self-employed. Secondary education, so the general opinion should 

become more useful and relevant for all, including drop-outs, by imparting skills of 

entrepreneurship to students, and hence producing ‘job creators rather than job seekers’. In 

compliance with the national policies, teachers clearly expressed need for change in assuring the 

nation’s human resources, productivity and economic development as education’s first priority. 

   

According to five interviewees, a stronger focus on practical skills would also avoid ‘white-

collar-attitudes’, the belief that a degree will result in a well-paid office-job. One headmaster 

underlined the need for innovative and self-reliant thinking to replace reproduction and 

dependency: 

‘And this has caused so much of the poverty thinking in the nation, because most of the 
people are looking for employment by the government; Because this is the nature of the 
orientation that the education system gives. So people are not trained to think by 
themselves. They know whatever they can do, but to start on their own, that without 
employment from the government that they can  improve. So, all, the most of the educated 
people are basically people who are incapacitated, they can’t think beyond what they are 
taught. That’s why the most progressive people basically are not educated.’       
(Dep. Headmaster, School B) 

 

Interestingly, his reflections contradict the policies and practices of his school, school B. 

 

Teachers in all schools commented on the dictation of learning contents by national exams that 

restricts opportunities to promote additional knowledge and skills that are regarded as important 

for democratic citizens; as one teacher reflected: 
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‘Education should target more to teach people skills to help them survive the changing 
world not to pass exams’.                                            (Teacher 2, School D) 

 

Ideas for structural changes regarding the national exams and the curriculum were, however, not 

proposed. 

When discussing the choice of compulsory subjects, the values of inclusion, individual talents 

and choice competed with the values of productivity and science-orientation that might cause 

exclusion of some learners. These choices refer to either teachers’ prioritisation of national 

development, or the focus on students’ individual development. Regarding national development, 

none of the teachers or head teachers proposed changes in the curriculum towards the 

incorporation of topics like peace, cultural and ethnic diversity. 

Four teachers stressed the importance of political education to prepare all young citizens for 

active political participation in society, and suggested making political education compulsory at 

O-levels. Furthermore, teachers in the community school claimed political education should be 

enriched by practical learning elements and exposure, for instance visits – or even consultation – 

by Members of Parliament or local leaders.  

 

Several ideas for change referred to gaps in the current education system. Alternative vocational 

education and outreach programmes for slow learners and drop outs, as suggested by one head 

mistress, would ensure meaningful education and inclusion of this group. Moreover, the 

education system should cater for special talents, e.g. sport academies and allow specialisation at 

an earlier stage. None of the interviewees considered chances to grant equality regarding access 

to secondary education, and equal access to quality education and social services in all parts of 

the country 

 

Several points of improvement referred to teachers’ involvement in policy decisions. Many 

interviewees claimed teachers’ perspectives and practical experiences should be involved in the 

development of curricula and national policies to assure that they are created ‘on the ground’.  

None of the teachers expressed the need to introduce a national policy as an official guideline for 

citizenship education. It remains open as to whether interviewees consider this not meaningful, 

not necessary, as increasing their workload or whether they have further reasons for not 

requesting a policy. 

 

Furthermore, urgent need for change was described in the way teachers are treated by the 

ministry. According to two teachers’ evaluation, the ministry is characterised by high levels of 

corruption, bureaucracy and nepotism. As a consequence, they complained, teachers are ‘pressed 

down’, not treated respectfully, have their salaries withheld, and have no chances of being 
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promoted. As they argued, this results in a decrease of teachers’ general motivation and lowers in 

particular their conviction to teach about democracy, democratic values and attitudes. They 

regarded the treatment of teachers as highly as their socio-economic conditions, i.e. the salaries, 

as important basis to guarantee democratic teaching and learning. In this regard, both teachers 

expressed their solidarity with teachers in remote areas who teach under difficult socio-economic 

conditions. 

                       

In general, students expressed by far less ideas for change than their teachers. This might refer to 

their perceptions of restricted opportunities of action as well as difficulties to imagine 

alternatives. Like many teachers’ voices, students, in particular in School B, which is the most 

knowledge-oriented, considered the curriculum as overloaded and too theoretical. Both focus 

groups in school B advocated for early specialisation and personal choices according to interests 

and capabilities. More than the national policies, students blamed their school’s policies, for 

requesting to take 17 subjects. This refers to the next section that presents ideas for change at 

school level.  

School policies, governance and culture 

Regarding education for democratic citizenship at school level, only individual teachers had 

concrete ideas for change. Mentioned only in the day schools, these included the organisation of 

more special days and the strengthening of parents’ and the community’s involvement in school 

life to broaden the focus of learning. Three interviewees suggested the cooperation with national 

or international stakeholders, e.g. embassies, or human rights organisations, political leaders or 

the police, to stimulate exposure and the sharing of ideas. All remarks referred to a more active 

and action-oriented approach towards citizenship learning at school level.  None of the teachers 

proposed fundamental changes of the existing school policies, the school rules and regulations or 

the internal structures of governance, which might indicate the authority they have even for the 

teachers. 

 

Ideas towards more democratic learning on school level were mainly brought forward by students 

in School B. There, in both focus groups discussants proposed to have smaller classes and a less 

tight study programme, which would increase their freedom. One girl expressed her grievance:   

 ‘(…) like on Wednesday and Thursday I am not free at all. You come from physics, then 
we go to literature, then we go to German, then we go – no free. Sometimes you have 
homework, you  have to do it for the next lesson and you are so tired, you want to sleep, 
and you don’t do it for the next lesson, then you are beaten.’    
(female student leader, School B) 

 

The time-table exemplified for students in school B their powerlessness and the dictations of their 

activities by the administration. Students in School Cs’ request for change related to material 



Teaching and Learning for Democracy in Secondary Schools in Uganda   

 110

circumstances, e.g. lack of technical equipment, library or computers. Like discussants in School 

A, they did not mention any further complaints or concrete ideas of change at school level. 

In general, students in none of the schools questioned discipline as a basic principle, and they did 

not express the wish to change the rules as such. As was discussed earlier (5.2.1.2), students in 

school B requested changes of teachers’ practices towards more predictable, and less 

authoritarian, enforcement of the rules. 

Student Leadership 

Teachers did not express any need or ideas for change regarding student leadership. Convinced 

by its lasting effect for democratic citizenship at all levels of society, a teacher of the community 

school wished all schools would follow their example: 

‘If we could [strengthen] the student leadership - We are not the best, of course, but if what 
we do here, could be applied everywhere. Students would feel that, they have a 
contribution to make. One, by looking at their small community, to look at the school, then 
the outside community, the teachers,  the national level as democratic citizens.’ 
(Teacher 1, School C1) 

 

Students, on the contrary, saw in many ways need for change regarding student leadership. 

Guaranteeing essential principles of democracy, B-school students proposed the screening should 

be less based on academic performance and clean behaviour records. The administration should 

stop appointing leaders of their choice, and thus establish free and fair elections. Students were 

divided regarding the question of whether privileges for leaders should be increased or decreased, 

arguing for motivation and authority in the first case or equality among students in the second. 

Despite their criticism, ordinary students did not mention concrete ideas for change, other than 

becoming a leader themselves. 

Student voice and participation 

On the part of the students, it is remarkable that in the focus groups, students from School B 

advocated most loudly for more voice, decision-making and responsibility. For them this is the 

most important and desired change; as one students said: 

‘The dictation in school should be changed. We should be allowed to speak out and make 
our own decisions, that would help. We don’t decide much, depending on the decision for 
you they have already made. That is not good.’             (male student leader, School B) 

 

Students in School A and C expressed satisfaction with the practices, and did not particularly 

demand more voice and participation.                                                                                                                              

Teachers in the community School C advocated for the countrywide introduction of strong 

mechanisms to bring out students’ complaints to give them means to express their views; as one 

teacher illustrated:  
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‘Some of the issues could even be very simple, very simple. But if you don’t want them to 
tell you what they have in mind (…) they develop their complaints and the whole thing 
explodes and you find the whole school burning.’                 (Teacher 1, School C1) 

 

These mechanisms, as vocalised by the same teacher, have to be paired with encouraging the 

democratic attitudes of the administrators. To facilitate this, he proposed seminars for head 

teachers to enhance their understanding of the importance of students’ views and their willingness 

for change. Students’ voices have to be taken seriously, and students have to be treated as the 

responsible citizens they should become.    

As became clear in previous chapters, teachers are divided regarding the question over whether 

education itself shall become more democratic.  

Few teachers explicitly requested change towards increased students’ voice as key element of 

democratic education. According to one teacher, this would enhance critical thinking, tackling the 

focus on ‘truth’ determined by the syllabus. In her opinion, which is supported by three further 

teachers, an increase in students’ involvement would enhance their understanding, and critical 

and creative thinking. Although the interviewees hardly expressed concrete ideas or plans as to 

how this could be achieved, some statements show they consider critical democratic citizenship 

education as ideal. 

 

On the contrary, the majority of teachers expressed worries concerning increased student voice 

and regarded it as a less desirable change, as students might misuse their freedom and might only 

look at their rights, not their responsibilities. The following statement illustrates this widespread 

opinion: 

‘Education can be more democratic, and remains to be more democratic, but not total - to 
avoid to be abused [what] can lead to a lack of direction, (…) what I fear, people would 
abuse it. [If] students have too much democracy, they will only know their rights, they will 
not know their obligations. You come to conflict when you come to emphasise obligations’  
(Teacher 4, School B) 

  

Strikingly, for the majority of teachers, increased democracy and students’ voice is directly 

associated with a laissez-faire teaching style which, as the quote underlined, might lower their 

authority and the social control over the students. In my conversations I gained the impression 

that most teachers highly value their authority and lack imagination as to how education could 

become more democratic and participatory without sacrificing authority, discipline and academic 

achievements.  

Classroom Practices 

It was already illustrated that some teachers aim at democratic classroom practices, e.g. through 

the application of participatory methods and integration of citizenship issues. Some teachers 

mentioned further ideas towards more experiential and active learning. These implied in 
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particular to make education more interesting, e.g. by trips and outings, thereby stimulating new 

experiences and inspirations. Other teachers suggested positive impacts of guest speakers, for 

instance politicians, policemen or lawyers, which could increase students’ information and 

awareness of citizens’ rights and opportunities.   

 

The majority of teachers, however, mentioned to a very limited extent changes and potentials of 

their own teaching, behaviour and attitudes in order to stimulate the adolescents’ democratic 

skills, values and attitudes.   

Apart from one teacher, who has participated in the project by the British Council, none of them 

considered fundamentally changing his or her teaching-style towards democratic, active, or even 

critical citizenship education.  

 

Students’ ideas for the change of classroom practices were partly explored by the question of 

what they would change or do if they were a teacher. While the adolescents did have some 

criticism, they hardly came up with concrete ideas for change. This might be caused by the still 

strong respect of teachers as authorities, and the trust that they know best. As another explanation, 

many students have never been exposed to alternative teaching styles and methods making it 

difficult to imagine.  

Nevertheless, students’ remarks in the focus groups revealed their liking of participatory and 

active elements of the more progressive teachers. Students in school B wished lessons would 

include less lecturing and more practical elements. Next to more active learning, students 

requested individual pace and understanding.   

Student leaders expressed the idea to extend leadership seminars and workshops, which they 

consider as practical and effective learning experience and valuable exchange of ideas. 

Further ideas brought forward by students in School B referred to a less authoritarian teaching 

style that would enable more independent and critical thinking; as one girl stated: 

‘(…) Cause you find here, we just hear from what they say, they dictate on us. They say 
yes, we say yes. We don’t get the chance to look at things in and out.’      
(female student leader, School B) 

 

As mentioned before, in the rather authoritarian environment in School B students had a clearer 

and more critical vision of change as expressed in the rather adjusted opinions of students in 

school A and C. There, students saw the greatest need for change in teachers’ attitudes treating 

them as responsible, mature and democratic citizens. 
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5.3.2 Barriers of change - Limitations of democratic learning 
 

Additionally, in reference to criticism and ideas of change, it is interesting to explore where 

teachers and head teachers see barriers and impediments to change, which significance these 

barriers have, and how they evaluate possibilities to overcome them. 

As already discussed in previous chapters, many teachers referred firstly to impediments of 

democratic education on the side of the students. This is linked to the fear to lose authority and 

control over the class.  

 

Secondly, teachers saw obstacles rooted in the teaching conditions and hence on the side of the 

government and the ministry. These include, for instance, the workload of the syllabus, the big 

class-sizes, the lack of teachers and facilities. Barriers were described as teachers’ poor socio-

economic conditions, poor chances to get promoted and the disempowering treatment by the 

ministry. Innovations and changes are restricted by the lack of finances. 

 

Thirdly, individual teachers considered limitations that relate to the teachers themselves. 

Not surprisingly considering Uganda’s short history of democracy, one teacher worried about 

educators’ lack of knowledge and experience with democracy and even citizens’ rights – making 

it difficult to teach about it. He explained: 

‘But it is happening that these aspects are lacking, somebody does not have a background 
even in democracy, or rights of citizen; somebody has never been taught about society. So 
my doubt is that in the future those are people who look at competition as a war, they end 
up fighting one another (…).’      (Teacher 1, School C) 

 

In order to democratise education, according one opinion, teachers need (in service) training to 

enhance capacity building, inspiration and willingness to change. Surprisingly, nobody 

considered structure, approach, and the content of teacher training as basis for sustainable change.  

Limitations were seen in teachers’ demanding time-tables which impedes efforts, apart from 

teachers’ routine, that require preparation. None of the teachers mentioned the abilities and 

attitudes democratic education demands from them, e.g. to react democratically, to cope with 

increased students’ participation, or to be challenged by their contributions.  

Additionally, as proposed by one teacher, democratic education might be biased by the teacher’s 

personal party affiliation or religion. 

 

This refers fourthly, to the local context. Barriers and counter-effects for the effects of democratic 

learning in school were regarded in practices and attitudes prevalent in the learners’ families and 

communities. It remains a challenge to impart in the students democratic values and attitudes, for 

instance gender equality or non-violence, that they might experience differently in their homes. 
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Finally, obstacles towards the implementation of democracy and democratic principles are rooted 

in characteristics of the Ugandan society.  

Although described as an advantage by some educators, others regarded the extreme diversity of 

students’ socio-economic, ethnic, and religious backgrounds as a difficulty. 

One female teacher referred to the legacy of insecurity and the still widespread fear of people 

voicing their opinion, which undermines an important principle of democracy: 

‘I think insecurity is another barrier. You might see something wrong in society, but you 
can’t speak about it, because you fear the repercussion. You don’t know who is hearing 
you and who is going to reporting you somewhere. So there are certain things you might 
not say and keep to yourself. (…) our country really needs a lot of democracy. There are so 
many things that are not going the way they should’.    (Teacher 1, School A) 

 

Democracy has not reached all areas of life, as the interviewee pointed out. Three teachers 

claimed, Uganda was still characterised by high levels of immorality, corruption and injustice: 

‘They may join parties and everything. But they join parties so that they can gain, it’s a 
selfish will, but not for God and my country, as the motto is in Uganda, it is for God and 
my stomach.’        (Teacher 4, School A) 

 

Facing these challenges, teachers sometimes feel powerless. One teacher regretted that she could 

not do more than talk to her students, but in society nothing will change. Education has hence a 

limited impact for the promotion of a democratic culture.  

As one interviewee concluded, changes take time – this accounts for schools as for society.  

 

5.3.3 Sub-conclusion 6: Ideas for change 

Unlike teachers’ explicit conceptions of democratic citizenship, explored in the first part of the 

study, teachers’ ideas for change refer strongly to the democratic knowledge that young citizens 

should acquire. Knowledge, expressed in the curriculum, should become more practical, and 

more relevant for students’ life and the Ugandan situation. It should comprise local, national and 

global issues, help the national, but also the individuals’ development. This comes close to what 

Pearl and Knight (2000) define as democratic knowledge: knowledge that helps learners to solve 

problems that are important for them and society. 

Ideas for change in the curriculum also refer to democratic skills and attitudes, which shall in the 

eyes of some interviewees become more practical, more political, for few even more critical. 

Increased student voice, self-reliance, critical thinking, critical reasoning and analysis were 

mentioned by some teachers as ideal, rather than as concrete idea for change. 

Ideas for change on school and classroom level consider more active and practical citizenship 

learning and the strengthened linkage with actors of community, politics and civil society. 
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Democratic principles expressed in teachers’ and students’ ideas for change are inclusion (e.g. of 

slow learners, of different talents), choice, freedom, voice and participation, as well as respect for 

each other. Ideas for change do not comprise equality, e.g. regarding access to quality education 

for all, or the incorporation of peace and conflict resolution in the curriculum.  

 

For students, need for change was mainly requested regarding teachers’ attitudes. In some 

students’ views, the most important need for change towards more democratic education is 

grounded in teachers’ attitudes, which should show responsibility, trust and respect towards them.  

Teachers’ on the contrary, hardly reflected upon their own attitudes and capabilities as barrier 

towards democratic education, but see obstacles on the side of the students, the ministry, the local 

and the national context.  

Mostly, teachers expect changes through the curriculum and the national policies rather than 

through their own efforts. Despite their criticism on these policies, teachers do not consider 

structural changes regarding the policies or the examination system. They see their agency and 

involvement as clearly limited in terms of curriculum and policy changes. Likewise they feel 

disempowered regarding the current national situation rather than agents of change. 

 

Not discussed were fundamental changes in the wider society that would be required to guarantee 

the basis of firstly, democratic citizenship and secondly, access to (citizenship) education 

countrywide. This refers, for instance, to the huge ethnic, and socio-economic divide within the 

country. 

 

 
Kampala – A city of contrasts 
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6 Conclusions  

 
This final chapter answers the main research question: 

‘What are Ugandan secondary students’ and teachers’ opinions and practices of education 

for democratic citizenship in their school, and what are their ideas for change towards a 

more democratic style of learning?’ 

It summarises the main findings of the research and draws conclusions on processes, determinants 

and challenges of citizenship and democracy education. Based on the interviewees’ suggestions 

and my own observations it finalises this thesis by providing recommendations for policies and 

curriculum development in schools and classrooms as well as for future research.  

6.1 Main findings 

Conceptions of democratic citizenship 

Teachers’ and students’ personal understanding of democratic citizenship revealed that 

traditional, conservative and communitarian notions of citizenship coexist with nationally and 

globally promoted (neo-)liberal ideas. The respondents’ conceptions of citizenship clearly refer to 

all four dimensions described before: status, identity, values and action.  

 

Primarily concerned with economic growth, productivity, and Uganda’s national development, 

the national goals of education aim for obedient and productive citizens who are prepared for the 

rules of the market and the rule of law, who will act morally and responsibly. Young citizens are 

educated to adjust to the neo-liberal and capitalist framework that is globally presented and 

promoted in Uganda’s efforts for poverty reduction and economic growth. 

Teachers’ and students’ conceptions of knowledge and skills for the democratic citizen are, as a 

result of these educational goals, closely related to this national ideology. Democratic citizens are 

portrayed, above having political competencies, as productive, capable and committed to their 

own as well as their country’s development. In a poor country like Uganda, livelihood security is 

the first priority and human capital fosters the dream of a better future.  

 

The national goals aspire for democratic citizens who promote national unity and national culture, 

something which was never really existent in Uganda due to its history of ethnic, cultural and 

religious divides, as described in chapter 3. In the national conception of citizenship Uganda is 

constructed as a homogenous moral community. The national goals and curriculum do not 

formulate skills, values and attitudes of democratic citizens who promote intercultural 

understanding and appreciate diversity. Similarly, in teachers’ and students’ conceptions 
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intercultural and inter-religious values, skills and attitudes only play a minor role which is critical 

in a country as culturally and socially diverse as Uganda.  

 

All interviewees characterised the ‘good democratic’ citizen by his or her ‘moral values’ and 

attitudes the national goals refer to. The consensus among the interviewees about such moral 

values reflects Uganda’s constructed ‘moral community’, and what teachers call ‘African values’. 

These values set out the citizens’ ‘good’ character as well as personal and inter-personal values 

including friendliness, respect, kindness, helpfulness, cooperation, and the commitment to 

national development. 

 

While the national goals define citizenship in terms of national identity, belonging and 

commitment to the nation-state, teachers and students strongly understand citizenship as 

membership to the local community. This implies communal duties, obligations, and sometimes 

traditional cultural values (Jones et al. 2002) and is closely related to traditional and 

communitarian notions of citizenship. In line with Kabeer’s (2002) argumentation (see sub-

section 2.3), the communal character of the African society and the dominance of collective rights 

and interests of religious, ethnic or tribal communities are strong. Traditional, ethnic and 

religious, authorities demand citizens’ obedience and, as Bradley (2005) argues, constitute the 

‘other’ next to the state. 

Skills, values and attitudes of the ‘good’ citizen as well as civic activity are formulated within the 

community. More than their teachers, students stressed active components of citizenship. Agency 

is geared towards the ‘common good’ and students in particular define democratic citizenship as a 

contribution to social development and the given system.  

 

While liberal, republican and communitarian notions of citizenship can hence be traced, critical 

citizenship is not part of policies’, nor teachers’ or students’ conceptions of democratic 

citizenship. Conceptions of ‘good’ citizens are developed and phrased within the existing society 

and community.  They relate more to maintaining the status quo and current opportunities of 

citizens rather than to strive for an ideal and transformed society. Authors like Freire (1970), 

Gandin et al. (2002), or Veugelers (2006) describe critical skills (critical thinking, reasoning and 

analysing) as crucial, yet they are not included in teachers’ and policies’ understandings of 

democratic citizenship It is not seen as a democratic citizens’ duty or civic action to take a critical 

stand towards developments, structures, injustice or inequality; and hence to take a broader scope 

towards transforming the existing society.  

This is arguably related to Uganda’s historical context, where opinions were suppressed for 

decades and critical thinking and actions could have had tremendous consequences for the 
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individuals and groups involved. Moreover, teachers themselves were raised in a school system 

that was geared towards obedience and adjustment. Nevertheless, the lack of critical notions of 

citizenship I found in the schools visited was surprising compared to the opinions of Ugandans I 

spoke to outside of the school system, who seemed to be highly politicised and critical towards 

the government and the current political development. The school is not the place to criticise the 

government and society. It might also not be the place where critical opinions are developed. 

Nevertheless, some students raised critical voices and stated that for them democratic citizenship 

would not imply the blind and obedient following of authorities. 

 

The study revealed differences in students’ conceptions of civic action in the urban and the rural 

context. In the rural community, school citizenship has a strong communitarian appeal. Citizens’ 

active political participation and civic duties are described within the village context. Moreover, it 

is interesting that only in the rural school, which is regionally closer to conflict areas, was peace 

mentioned as area of civic activity.  

Supporting Lister (1997) and Davies’ (2001) hypotheses, gender-related conceptions of 

citizenship were evident among students. In the eyes of the girls interviewed ‘female’ civic duties 

related to traditional gender roles of serving, while boys saw their role more outward-oriented 

toward science, and obtaining human capital and political power. Students seem to have 

internalised gender-related conceptions of citizenship that are deeply rooted and still prevalent in 

the Ugandan society.  

It can be stated that forms, conceptions, influences and restrictions of citizenship reviewed in the 

literature became apparent in the policies’, as well as teachers’ and students’ reflections.  

Practices of education for democratic citizenship  

National policies’ and teachers’ conceptions of what characterises the ‘good’ and democratic 

citizen guide the practices of citizenship education. Comparing four different schools, the 

research explored different understandings of democratic citizenship that represented 

communitarian, conservative and liberal notions, which are promoted in all areas of school life: in 

school policies, school governance, school culture and classroom practices. 

 

School policies 

The research illustrated how schools’ mission, choice of subjects and the offer of extra-curricular 

activities relate to and reproduce prevalent socio-economic and gender-related determinants of 

citizenship. Drawing on Althof et al. (2006), curricular and extra-curricular activities in all four 

schools provide mainly traditional, teacher-centred moral and character education, related to the 

aim of ‘good’ and obedient citizens. This is partially combined with more experiential approaches 

geared towards active citizenship. In all four schools, service learning programmes aim at 
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stimulating participation and commitment for the community. Their implementation is, however, 

often limited to character education and ‘charity’ and hence conservative or liberal notions of 

citizenship, as Westheimer et al. (2004) describe them. Confirming Morgan et al. (2001) 

argument, this is firstly due to their lack of student voice and ownership. Secondly, in the 

boarding schools occasional community service does not stimulate social involvement and 

political participation since boarding schools raise the young citizens in isolation of the 

community surrounding the school as well as their community of origin. Service learning is not 

meant for, nor does it encourage any forms of critical reflection of social inequalities and 

injustice.  

The study revealed that different practices of school rules and regulations aim towards the young 

citizens’ internalisation of discipline, duties and obligations. In all four schools they are 

hierarchically defined but implemented and enforced through different mechanisms. This results 

either in an exercise of obedience and hierarchical relationships, in forms of ‘benevolent 

despotism’ (Avalos 1986), or individual responsibility and trust. Rules and regulations and their 

enforcement strongly influence how students perceive their opportunities to act independently, 

responsibly and democratically, and to what extent they feel as subjects of authorities (Turner 

1990), following orders rather than acting with self-determination and personal responsibility. 

While the first can impede the development of critical judgement, thinking and analysis, the 

freedom to act in a responsible way allows for the opportunity to learn the consequences of one’s 

own behaviour, to act responsible and hold the ownership for one’s learning process and personal 

development (Harber 2007, Arendt 2003, Freire 1970).  

 

School Governance 

The study discovered different forms of school governance. Both day-schools included in the 

sample practice a model of participatory democracy creating various opportunities for parents and 

the community to become involved in the process. Moreover, these schools created a mandate for 

student leadership. In contrast, both boarding schools apply formal and highly centralised 

governance structures, with limited involvement and accountability to the parents, to students and 

student leaders. Students’ experiences of citizenship remain limited to practices of obedience and 

submissiveness to strict authorities. In the day schools, citizenship learning is not restricted to 

school and classroom, but is applied to the wider environment. Multiple dimensions of citizenship 

are stimulated in the rural community school, where close student involvement in processes of 

school development result in increased participation, activism and identification with the school 

and the community. Additionally, the community school seeks to have a lasting impact on the 

democratic values and attitudes of the community and to encourage democratic learning beyond 

the school. The models of school governance strongly reflect context-specific notions of 



Teaching and Learning for Democracy in Secondary Schools in Uganda   

 120

citizenship. The rural school is created as a place to acquire skills and experience of democratic 

processes on community level. Applying a liberal model of school governance, the urban day 

school aims at the development of individual’s character and moral behaviour as well as 

individual responsibility and participation. Both urban boarding schools, on the contrary, seek to 

maintain conservative hierarchical structures in which the participation of students, as well as 

parents and community, is limited and remains formal. 

 

Student leadership was perceived as a powerful opportunity to foster active democratic learning 

experiences. Nonetheless, student leadership is often implemented as a formal institution 

guaranteeing compliance and adjustment to the school’s rules and regulations, as well as an 

element of character-building through role models. Similar to Avalos’ (1986) observations in 

Latin America regarding the creation of privileges for leaders, this carries the risk of creating a 

gap between students and student leaders, and hence to reproduce hierarchies and inequalities 

persistent in school and society. Student leadership is not practiced as a critical democratic 

exercise, as it neither encourages critical reflection nor critical action.  

The study confirmed the findings of European scholars (Fielding 2001, Fielding et al. 2006, 

Flutter 2006, Mulford et al. 2003) that students’ increased ownership and involvement in school 

issues enhances students’ sense of belonging, commitment and motivation 

 

School culture 

Democratic school cultures set the framework for democratic learning experiences.  

School uniforms, the same rules and English as the common language are means to demonstrate 

equality among students of diverse socio-economic, ethnic, cultural and religious backgrounds. 

The findings revealed teachers’ general belief that democratic learning, e.g. intercultural or 

gender-sensitive behaviour and attitudes are a natural consequence resulting from heterogeneous 

learning conditions. Concerned with the compliance of the curricula, the promotion of democratic 

skills, values and attitudes remains secondary priority. The learning potential Uganda’s diverse 

society would imply in terms of inter-cultural, inter-religious and inter-ethnic dialogue is not 

used. Contradictions, different perspectives and conflicts are also neither considered as an 

important democratic learning experience, nor as a possibility for peaceful conflict solution and 

learning about diversity, but rather as a threat for order and knowledge transmission. Rather, 

differences and disparities are ignored or negated. According to interviewees’ as well as my own 

observations, physical violence was not apparent in the schools and classrooms. Nevertheless, 

students and teachers neither reflected upon possible discriminatory effects of their implicit and 

explicit practices, nor on dimensions of psychological and structural violence as Harber (2004) 

found, or on engendered violence, which Leach (2003) reported from Ugandan schools. Young 
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citizens’ are educated in seemingly ‘equality’, ‘non-violence’ and harmony - conditions that do 

not reflect the `real` society around them. This is again practiced in particular within boarding 

schools.  

 

School cultures are strongly determined by teacher-student relations. Closeness and distance as 

two ends of a continuum are rooted in teachers’ expectations of students’ ability to deal with free 

and open relationships. Teacher-student relations, closely related to the school rules and 

regulations, strongly impact the general climate in school and classroom as perceived by the 

students. Teacher-student relations were explored as the core of a democratic school culture that 

creates an enabling learning environment and strengthens students’ willingness and confidence to 

participate democratically.  

 

Students’ opinions and ideas for change define desirable teacher-student-relations by 

understanding, friendliness and approachability of teachers. The students’ voices demonstrate the 

importance and the possible impact on students’ commitment, motivation and confidence when 

being taken seriously and enjoying respect and responsibility given by the teachers. Students’ 

strongest criticism referred to individual teachers’ attitudes and behaviour. As Maitles et al. 

(2006) and Rudduck et al. (2006) found in British schools, also according to the Ugandan 

students the most essential principle of education for democratic citizenship is to treat the 

students as the responsible, active, and critical citizens they should become.  

Interestingly, in the most authoritarian of the sample schools students developed more critical 

ideas and opinions towards their teachers’ practices than their peers in the other schools.  

 

As another important and influential factor on the establishment of a democratic school culture, 

the study showed the crucial role headmasters play for the establishment of school culture. 

Regardless of the size of the school and despite material and financial restrictions, open-minded 

headmasters can establish  a liberal, democratic school culture embracing change and innovation 

that will trickle down to teachers’ and students’ attitudes and behaviours. The example of one 

progressive school showed the positive influence of the headmaster’s international contacts, 

exposure and broad horizon in his selective integration and adaptation of international ideas.  

 

Classroom Practices 

In all four schools, teacher-centred teaching methods and approaches persist and are often 

consciously maintained by the teachers. This is re-enforced by the overloaded curriculum and the 

focus on the national examination that leads to a strong emphasis of factual knowledge and 

intellectual skills of reproduction and memorisation. While progressive teachers’ approaches and 
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ideas for change refer to the promotion of active citizenship education (e.g. experiential learning, 

participatory methods), critical citizenship elements (e.g. critical thinking, analysing and enquire) 

remain an ideal mentioned by very few teachers. Mainly, classrooms do reproduce national 

policies’ focus on obedient, ‘personally responsible’ and ‘participatory’ citizens (Westheimer et 

al. 2004, Kahne et al. 1996) rather than critical agents of social change. 

 

Teachers’ opinions in general revealed broad satisfaction with the school’s implementation of 

citizenship education and more specifically with their own promotion of democratic values and 

principles. Most teachers are convinced that their teaching contributes to the young citizens’ 

development of democratic knowledge, skills, values and attitudes they desire, indicating little 

self-reflection in this regard. 

 

While their conceptions strongly relate to practice and status quo of national policies, ideology 

and society, teachers’ ideas for change are more visionary. Unlike their conceptions of 

democratic citizenship outlined in the first parts of the interview, teachers’ ideas for change refer 

strongly to the democratic knowledge and skills young citizens should acquire. Knowledge, 

expressed in the curriculum, should become more practical and more relevant for the students’ 

life and the Ugandan situation. Some teachers mentioned the need for change towards critical and 

creative thinking. 

 

Generally, teachers expect changes through the curriculum and the national policies rather than 

through their own efforts. Teachers’ ideas for change, as well as limitations towards more 

democratic learning, mainly refer to the governments’ policies and practices or the students’ 

behaviour rather than making a personal difference through their own efforts and attitudes. On the 

one hand, teachers see their agency restricted, since the legitimisation of educational practices lies 

ultimately in the hands of the ministry. On the other hand, change might also be impeded by a 

lack of awareness for the consequences of their practices and the lack of ideas for how they could 

change their teaching in order to contribute to more democratic citizenship education. While few 

teachers expressed their wish for increased student voice and participation, the preparedness of 

many teachers to share authority with students, and hence to enable democratic experiences 

remains low. 

Despite their criticism of the national policies, teachers do not consider structural changes 

regarding the educational policies, the formal curriculum or the examination system. It is striking 

that none of the teachers or head teachers proposed changes in the curriculum incorporating the 

promotion of peace, ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic diversity. Respondents did also not 
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discuss fundamental changes in the wider society that would be required to guarantee democratic 

citizenship and education countrywide.  

6.2 Challenges for Uganda’s citizenship education 
 

In the eyes of the interviewees, citizenship education was defined as the fundamental question of 

what kind of person students should become and how they should relate to others, the community 

and the state.  

Conceptions, practices and possibilities for change develop within the local and national context. 

Considering the historical legacy, traditions of powerful leadership based on ethnic affiliation and 

the persistent importance of traditional authorities, it is not surprising that the school system 

generally remains hierarchical. Progressive ideas are limited in the face of powerful social 

structures, role models and attitudes. Education will not transcend the level of democracy of the 

society that constructs and reproduces it. Uganda’s current teachers were raised in a system that 

systematically repressed critical, ‘disobedient’ and alternative thinking. This accounts for the 

political situation as well as teacher education, which is itself teacher-centred and authoritarian. 

As all learners, teachers tend to reproduce what and how they themselves have once learned. 

 

The political landscape of Uganda is in transition and at an important crossroad. As chapter 3 

pointed out, this accounts for the opening of political space, the recognition of women and 

minority groups in local and national politics, and the rise of civil society – at least in some parts 

of the country. This climate of transition is also apparent within the education system.64 The 

government is increasingly willing to embrace and support (donor driven) initiatives towards the 

integration of democracy, human rights and citizenship issues in the curriculum.  

 

Although the education system in general still aims at obedient and adjusted citizens, the study 

also explored democratic practices, opportunities and ideas for democratic learning. These are 

implemented by progressive individual teachers, but also by school approaches, in particular in 

the day schools. It showed that approaches toward active citizenship and democracy education as 

they are discussed in Western and other societies are applicable, practiced and desired in the 

African context. Although implemented in different ways, Ugandan schools have for instance 

established mechanisms of student participation and voice. Campaigns and elections are held for 

                                                 
64  Sadly, these positive developments do not reach all citizens of Uganda and again it shall be noted 
that the situation in conflict-areas in the North and the North-Eastern part of the country does considerably 
differ from the situation in the Southern and Central part of Uganda. The challenges presented here refer to 
the situation encountered in the four sample schools, which belong to the advantaged area of Uganda. 
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school councils and student representatives. Initiatives at school level align with progressive 

elements in society. 

While it is always easy to point at negative and non-democratic practices, taking into 

consideration Uganda’s legacy of colonialism, dictatorship and ethnic divide on top of limitations 

due to class size and the overloaded syllabus, these individual democratic initiatives are a 

remarkable step. Although still few in number, individual teachers and students have already 

developed critical ideas - which can be seen a positive and promising signal for the future. 

 

Looking back on my own education in a typical `Western` secondary school, active citizenship 

was presented to a limited extent and critical citizenship hardly heard of. It can be concluded that 

critical education as a general idea may still be too revolutionary for African societies, for 

countries in transition and even for some long established democracies. Critical citizenship is a 

utopian ideal that analyses, discusses and takes action against fundamental structures of the 

education system, the political system and the society as a whole. Nevertheless, I consider it an 

important ideal. Despite their shortcomings, difficulties and limitations, I consider schools to be 

important agents of change. Although ‘education cannot make up for society’ (Basil Bernstein), 

education has great potentials to influence citizens’ personal development, and as a consequence 

the education of citizens who will create a more democratic society. 

 

This thesis is meant to encourage reflection on current practices and stimulate thinking about 

possible changes. It shall support the few critical minds among teachers and students to become 

more confident and active in their approaches, to voice their ideas and take small steps of change 

that might make a big difference in the lives of future citizens. 

6.3 Recommendations 
 

Leaving aside global discussions and ideals and rather drawing on the findings of the study, the 

challenge towards realistic and short-term changes of democratic citizenship education in Uganda 

is two-fold: 

Firstly, how can curricula and methodology of education be changed in a way that it may promote 

the conceptions and objectives of democratic citizenship the actors have in mind? 

Secondly, how can internal relations in school and classroom be altered to acknowledge and react 

upon Uganda’s socio-economic, ethnical, cultural and religious diversity? 

6.3.1 Recommendation for policies and curriculum development 

 
Teachers have large workloads and carry huge responsibility, and in the case of Uganda this is 

not compensated or acknowledged on the part of the Ministry of Education. While improvements 
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in this regard would increase teachers’ motivation, another important basis of change lies in their 

own education. Teacher training and education should become a democratic and participatory 

learning experience in itself, stimulating and preparing teachers to democratise their own 

teaching. It should comprise learner-centred and participatory teaching methods, different 

teaching styles, and also promote reflection on teachers’ role and responsibility for young 

citizens’ learning. Having experienced participatory and interactive learning themselves, teachers 

will be encouraged to apply these ideas in their lessons. Moreover, in-service training should 

update, sensitise and motivate all teachers to integrate democracy, human rights, citizenship and 

intercultural education into their teaching. As a foundation for this, workshops should raise 

teachers’ awareness for various roots of inequalities and injustice in their country.  

 

Chapter 3 described three current initiatives that aim at integrating citizenship and democracy 

issues in the curriculum. These initiatives widely reflect teachers’ and students’ objectives and 

ideas expressed in interviews and discussions. These imply the creation of opportunities for 

discussion and talk about citizenship issues on one side and to open space for more participatory 

and active learning on the other. This is in line with the British Council’s pilot project. Although 

not the only factor, participation in the project might have stimulated democratic practices in 

School A. Workshops and sensitisation for teachers, and further distribution of the manual could 

consequently have positive effects for other schools. Similarly, the materials and participatory 

elements suggested by MS Uganda could serve and be integrated in classroom practices. The 

National Curriculum Development Centre’s effort to balance the relation between theoretical and 

practical aspects in the curriculum, as well as the introduction of subjects that promote practical 

skills, would meet the request of all interviewees, although the implementation will take a long 

time. 

 

In my opinion, changes regarding the curriculum should even go further. If democratic 

knowledge is defined as knowledge that is relevant for the students’ life, the curriculum should be 

far less restrictive and centralised. To cater for the students’ diverse backgrounds and interests it 

should target key themes and broad topics to discuss. This would open up opportunities for joint 

decisions on relevant knowledge, as well as opportunities to discover and explore issues that are 

interesting for the students. It would furthermore lower teachers’ as well as students’ pressure that 

stems from the domination of the curriculum and increase students’ motivation to learn. 

Simultaneously, this would foster democratic skills of cooperation, negotiation, communication, 

as well as critical analysis and reflection.  
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Subsequently, this requires fundamental changes in the national examination system; in particular 

the strong focus on ‘the correct answer’, suggesting that there is only one, where in fact there are 

many.  

In terms of the content of the curriculum, topics should be included that are crucial for the 

preparation for life and participation in a diverse and multi-cultural society, but that were 

neglected thus far. This accounts in particular for internal conflicts, conflict resolution and 

prevention, and elements that stimulate intercultural, interethnic and inter-religious dialogue and 

awareness for differences within the own country. The curriculum needs to address Uganda’s 

diverse cultures, ethnic and religious groups. 

6.3.2 Recommendations for school and classroom 

 
In addition to the ideas already mentioned by teachers and students, further measures could open 

up opportunities for democratic citizenship learning. Many efforts do not even cost money but 

simply the willingness and cooperation from all actors in school. The common factor is the 

importance of student voice and participation and teachers’ attitude to see students as responsible 

and mature citizens. 

 

In the classroom this could be realised through the application of student-centred, participatory 

teaching methods, by joint decisions about classroom procedures, and taking into account 

students’ suggestions. Even the core curriculum can be presented in a more interesting and 

stimulating way, linking to practical examples and personal experiences of the students and 

giving more space for adoptions to local circumstances. 

On school level, students could be involved in creating the school environment they wish to learn 

in, for instance by decorating the classroom or painting walls. This would not only help to make 

the learning environment more comfortable, but also increase their feeling of ‘ownership’.  

Under the same rationale, student participation could be extended to former teacher-dominated 

areas, e.g. by jointly developing and agreeing on school rules and regulations. In this area I see a 

powerful opportunity to make a real difference for students’ feeling of responsibility, trust, and 

voice given to them by their teachers. Student participation does not mean a ‘laissez-faire’ 

relationship. Teachers and the administration could still have a final say, but students should have 

a chance to demonstrate how responsible and mature they can act and decide. 

Beyond the classroom, extra-curricular activities and clubs could provide a free and protected 

area of democratic decision-making, student ownership and responsibility. While they should be 

learner-centred, teachers can still bring in and stimulate new ideas. To promote democratic skills 

left out during the regular lessons, extra-curricular workshops and seminars similar to those 

offered for leaders could train communication, negotiation, mediation and other valuable skills.  
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My recommendation is to use the structures that are already existent, for instance leadership 

institutions as student representatives, and to substantiate them. This would involve free and 

democratic elections open to all students or the introduction of a rotating leadership system to 

guarantee power-sharing among the students. Changes in the implementation of leadership should 

comprise a strengthened role of leaders in the representation of the students’ interests and in turn, 

the students’ role in holding them accountable.  

Broadening the focus beyond the school level, increasing the involvement and stronger links 

between parents, the community and the school could have various benefits. As the example of 

the Citizen School in Porto Alegre shows, this enriches citizenship education for the students and 

has an impact on the community. It relates to the potential to stimulate social and political 

involvement of students from an early age. This is particularly crucial in boarding schools: Rather 

than isolating the students from the surrounding community and raising them in protected 

enclosure, students should have the chance to learn from the community and vice versa. These 

contacts can take different forms and can reach different extents. Special days run under a 

particular theme could for instance be organised on the school compound or on a public square 

within the neighbourhood. Instead of protecting the students from the ‘dangerous slum area’, 

research projects could be conducted to find out about the living conditions, problems and coping 

strategies of people living around the school. These initiatives do not have to sacrifice academic 

performance, as was brought forward as a contra-argument, but instead offer rich social and 

political learning opportunities for the future citizens. Citizenship education should always relate 

to the wider environment: the community, Uganda, Africa, and the entire global community. 

 

Schools should become spaces where students are invited to contribute and experience active, 

inclusive, and critical democratic citizenship. Students’ experiences in school and classroom 

should empower them to play their part, to participate in the community and to work for the 

change they desire for a more democratic society. 

6.3.3 Recommendations for future research 

 
While this research incorporated a broad number of aspects and actors, many issues were only 

briefly touched upon, and indeed require future research. It would be interesting and necessary to 

extend the sample to other schools to explore further practices and indicators for comparison, e.g. 

regarding models of school governance or (non-/)democratic classroom practices. To extend the 

sample to different regions of the country, and in particular to conflict-ridden districts in the 

North and North-East of the country, would add further and most likely contradicting 

perspectives on democratic citizenship education. 
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As another contribution, future research could explore education for democratic citizenship in 

primary schools and have a specific look at experiences with the new thematic curriculum 

introduced in February 2007. Another interesting extension would be to focus on one of the topics 

that came up during this research. Matters of student voice and leadership, for instance, certainly 

deserve further investigation.  

While this was not feasible within the three months I spent in Uganda, future research could take 

a stronger participatory stance and be more action-oriented. The methodology and the approach 

of participatory action research (PAR) would be an excellent opportunity to involve students and 

teachers in the research process, and to jointly reflect upon and act towards changes within the 

school culture. A genuinely democratic research process might then lead to lasting changes 

towards more democratic education. 
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8 Appendix 

 
 
I  Maps of Uganda 
 
 
A: Uganda and its districts 
 

 
 

The research locations: Kampala and Kamuli district 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: http://www.unido-aaitpc.org/unido-aaitpc/new1/uganda/uganda-map.gif  
 (accessed on March 9, 2007) 
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B: Uganda’s ethnographic composition 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: www.c-r.org/.../uganda-ethnographic-map.jpg  (accessed on March 9, 2007). 



Teaching and Learning for Democracy in Secondary Schools in Uganda   

 138

 
II  Research Process 

 
The table illustrates how the research process in the field was organised. The field work was 

divided in three phases followed by the data analysis and thesis writing:  

 

 period Activities 

1 

 

End  Jul – mid Aug’06 

(3 weeks) 

- Rapid appraisal 
- First informative interviews with stakeholders 
- Adjustment and completion of interview 

guidelines 
- Selection and contact of schools 

2 mid Aug- mid Sept’06 

(4 weeks) 

- Document review (policies, curriculum) 
- Semi-structured interviews with head teachers 
- Regular visits/ contact to schools 
- Participation / observation stakeholders’ 

workshop and other relevant activities 
- Observations, interviews and focus groups 

School C 
3 mid Sept – end Oct’06 

(6 weeks) 

- Classroom and school observations School A, B 
and D 

- Semi-structured interviews with teachers School 
A, B, D 

- Focus groups with students School A and B 
- Preliminary analysis 
- Presentation of preliminary findings 

 Nov - Dec´06 - Transcriptions, preparation of analysis 

4   Jan - Mar’07  

(10 weeks) 

- Further analysis 
- Thesis writing 

  Fig.5: Research Process 

 

 
III  Overview Interviews and Group Discussions Cond ucted 
 

Focus Group Discussions with students 
#  of 
discussants 

Gender        
distribution 

School Group and grade Date 

 8 5 f, 3 m School A Students S3 02/10/06 

 4 3 f, 1 m School A Student leaders S3 02/10/06 
10 3 f, 5 m School B Students S4 26/09/06 
 8 4 f, 4 m  School B Student leaders S4 26/09/06 

12 7 f, 5 m School C Student leaders S3, S4 05/09/06 

10 10 f School C Students (girls) S3, S4  07/09/06 
  4 4 m School C Students (boys) S3, S4 07/09/06 
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Interviews with (Head)Teachers 

 
Interviewee gender school Position, Subject Date 

  1 Headmaster m School A Headmaster 02/10/06 

  2 
  3 

Teacher 1 
Teacher 2 

f 
f 

School A 
School A 

Teacher English Literature 
Teacher English Literature 

26/09/06 

  4 Teacher 3 f School A Teacher History 28/09/06 
  5 Teacher 4 m School A Teacher Christian Religious E 03/10/06 
  6 
  7 

Dep. H’master 
Dep. H’mistress 

m 
f 

School B 
School B 

Deputy Head Teacher, 
Deputy Head Mistress 

25/08/06 
 

  8 
  9 

Teacher 1 
Teacher 2 

m 
m 

School B 
School B 

Teacher History 
Teacher English literature 

20/09/06 

10 Teacher 3 m School B Teacher German 21/09/06 

11 Teacher 4 m School B Teacher Political Education 29/09/06 
12 Teacher 1 m School D Teacher Geography 05/09/06 

13 
14 

Teacher 2 
Teacher 3 

m 
m 

School D 
School D 

Teacher English Literature 
Teacher Political Education 

06/09/06 

15 Headmistress f School C Head Mistress 13/09/06 
16 Teacher 1 f School C Teacher English literature 15/09/06 

17 Teacher 2 f School C Teacher History 15/09/06 
 
 
 

Interviews with Stakeholders 
         Name Position           Date, Place 

 
1 Mr. Japhes Mukiibi-

Biimbwa 
Programme Officer MS Uganda 03/08/06 

MS, Kampala 
2 Mr. Behzad Khatai Democracy Coordinator  

MS Uganda 
04/08/06 
MS, Kampala 

3 Mrs. Connie Kateeba Executive Director National Curriculum 
Development Centre 

10/08/06 
NCDC, Kyambogo 

4a 
 

Mr. Harry Kamya Director Secondary Curriculum Review 
Project, NCDC 

10/08/06, 15/08/06 
NCDC, Kyambogo 
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IV Interview Guidelines 
 
Introduction of all interviews and group discussions 
All interviews and group discussions were conducted on a voluntary basis. If participants 
preferred to be interviewed together (2 people) the wish was acknowledged. In the introduction of 
all interviews and groups discussions the participants were informed about the topic and the 
nature of the research. All participants were assured of the confidentiality of the information and 
the anonymity of their statements. They were asked for their consent to tape the interview. It was 
agreed that the content of the interview may be used within the research and documented in the 
thesis of the interviewer. 
 
Length of Interviews and group discussions: between 45 -60 minutes 
 
 
A: Guiding Questions for head teachers  
 
1. Introduction 

- How long are you the headmaster of this school? 
- How is the school funded?  
- How many students attend your school? How many teachers do you have? 
- How are the students studying in your school selected?  
- Where do the students come from? What is the students’ socio-economic background? 

 
2. (School)  Policies 

- What is the school’s motto, its vision and mission? 
- According to this mission, do you have a particular school policy (leading principles and 

goals)?  
- What is the school’s approach to educate democratic citizens? 

How does your school educate for democratic citizenship? 
- Do you offer political education? (Why not?) 
- Which subjects cover citizenship education in terms of civic knowledge, values, skills and 

attitudes? 
- What role do extra-curricular activities play? Which are offered?  
- Do extra-curricular promote democratic skills and values? Which? 

 
- How do national policies describe the goals of education? 
- Which objectives are described regarding (democratic) citizenship? 

 
3. Curriculum and own conception on education for d emocratic citizenship 

- What kind of knowledge do you personally consider as important for democratic 
citizenship? 

- What democratic skills should students learn in school? 
- Are these skills and knowledge emphasized in the curriculum? 
- What are important values students should learn for citizenship? 
- What are democratic attitudes that the students learn in your school? 
- Does the curriculum help to promote these values and attitudes? 
- If you could change the national curriculum, what would be your personal suggestions? 
 

4. School organisation and culture 
a)  Decision-making 

- How would you describe the process of decision-making in your school?  
- What is the decision-making power of the ministry, or other decisions from above 
- What areas are your, the headmaster’s decisions? 
- Are parents involved in decision-making processes? 
- How can students participate in decision-making? Do you have examples of recent 

decisions made by the students? 
- What role does the school council play in your school? 
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b) Teacher-student relations and interactions 

- How would you describe the climate in your school? 
- How are the relationships among students and among teachers? 
- How would you describe the interactions (the communication) of teachers and students? 
 

c)  Non-democratic practices/ attitudes 
- Do you observe any forms of violence outside or inside the classroom? In what way? 
- Can you think of any form of exclusion or discrimination of single students or groups of 

students that occurs by teachers or students (if so, on which grounds and how?) 
- Is there a difference in the classroom between girls and boys? 
- Do girls have the same opportunities to participate?  

 
5. Classroom Practices 

- What will most likely happen if there are conflicts in the classroom? 
- Are there lots of discussions in the classroom? And if, how are contradictory opinions 

handled? 
- How would you describe the teaching style of the teachers? 
- What teaching methods are used?  
- Which teaching methods do you prefer? 
 

6. ‘Output’  
- How would you summarise in few words the qualities of future citizens who leave your 

school? 
- What do you think about that ‘output’? 
- How have students learned about rights and responsibilities of citizens? 
- How have they learned about democracy and human rights? 
- What does ‘democracy’ mean for you in the school context? 
 

7. Ideas for Change 
- Is there anything you would say that should change, not only in your school but in general 

about how secondary schools educate citizens?  
- Should education itself become more democratic? 
- Where do you see major barriers of change towards a more democratic education?  
 

7. Support by environment 
- How would you describe the school’s environment, the community, the families etc, in 

terms of supporting democratic objectives and values of the school? 
- Is there a difference between what students learn in school and what they experience at 

home 
- (in boarding schools:) In how far do students live together in a democratic way/ in how far 

does living together become a democratic learning experience? 
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B: Guiding Questions for Teachers  
 
1. Introduction  

- How long are you already teaching in this school?  
- What is your educational background? 
- Which subjects do you teach, and (currently) which grades? 
- How big are your classes, and what do you think about this? 

 
2. Policies 

- What do you think about the school’s mission? 
- According to the school’s mission, is there a certain school policy (principles and goals of 

your school)? How is it implemented? 
- How would you say, does this school educate for democratic citizenship? 

 
3. Curriculum and personal conception of EDC 

- What kind of knowledge do you personally consider as important for democratic citizens? 
- What democratic skills should students learn in school? 
- Are these skills and knowledge emphasised in the curriculum? 
- What are important democratic values students should learn? 
- What are democratic attitudes that the students learn in your school? 
- Does the curriculum help to promote these values and attitudes?  
 
- Where do you see opportunities to integrate these skills, values and attitudes within your 

subjects/ your teaching? 
- How big is the liberty of teachers concerning the curriculum, the content and the 

approach of their teaching? 
- If you could change the national curriculum, what would be your personal suggestions? 
 
- Do extra-curricular promote democratic skills and values? Which? 
- Does every student participate in these activities? 

 
4- School organisation and culture 
a) Decision-making 

- How would you describe the process of decision-making in this school?  
- Which decisions come from ‘above’ (the ministry, the head teacher or others) 
- What is the decision-making power of the teachers?  
- How can students participate in decision-making? Can they make suggestions, how? 
- What role does the school council play in your school? 
- How is the school council elected and who is elected as form councilor? 
 

b) Teacher-student relations and interactions 
- How would you describe the school’s climate?  
- How are the relationships among students and among teachers? 
- How would you describe the interactions (communication) of teachers and students? 
- And among students? 

 
c) Non-democratic practices and atittudes 

- Do you observe any forms of violence outside or inside the classroom? In what way? 
- Can you think of any form of exclusion or discrimination of single students or groups of 

students that occurs by teachers or students? If so, on which grounds and how? 
- Do girls have the same opportunities to participate?  
- Is there any difference in the classroom between girls and boys? 
 
 

5. Classroom Practices 
- What will most likely happen when there are conflicts in the classroom? 
- Are there lots of discussions in your classroom? And if, how are contradictory opinions 

handled? 
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- In general, how many students participate actively in the lessons? 
- How would you describe your teaching style? 
- What are your favorite teaching methods?  
- How do you teach abstract contents like democratic skills, values and attitudes you have 

mentioned? (Examples?) 
- Which materials do you use to introduce political issues, moral and community values? 

 
6. ‘Output’ 

- How would you summarise in few words the qualities of future citizens who leave this 
school? 

- How have they learned about rights and responsibilities of citizens? 
- How/ what have they learned about democracy? 

 
7. Possibilities and Ideas for change 

- Is there anything you would say that should change, not only in your school but in general 
about how secondary schools educate citizens? 

- Should the education itself be more democratic? If yes, how? 
- Where do you see major barriers of change towards a more democratic education?  

 
8. Support of environment 

- How would you describe the school’s environment, the community, the families etc, in 
terms of supporting democratic objectives and values of the school? 
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C: Guiding Questions for group discussion with stud ents  
 
Students discussed in groups of students and student leaders (SL) 
 

1) School culture and classroom practices 
- What is your school’s mission? What do you think about it?  
- What makes your school different from other schools?  
- What do you like about your school? 
- What different activities do you have in school? Can you describe them?  
 Does everybody participate? What do you think about these activities? 
- How is the relationship between teachers and students? 
- And among students? 
 
- How do your teachers teach? What happens in the classroom, can you describe it?  
 Do you have examples? 
- In the classroom, do you have many activities?  
- Do you have discussions? How?  
- Are there differences in the classroom between boys and girls?  
- Is there anything you don’t like in the classroom?  
- Do you have an idea how it could be better?  
- If you would be a teacher, how would you like to do it? 

 
2) Leadership 
- Who decides what? What can you as students decide or suggest? 
- If there is a problem in school, what do you do, how do you solve it? 
- What do the student leaders and councillors do (for you)? /  
 Can you describe a little bit, what they/you do and how? 
- What makes (you) a good leader?  
- How can you become a leader? 
- What do you learn from your leaders /  
 What have you learned while being a leader? 
 
3) Education for democratic citizenship  
- What characterises a good, democratic citizen? 
- What does he or she know and is able to do?  
- What are his/her values (is important for him/her)? 
- How can you learn that, how can you become like that? 
- What do you learn in school that is important for being a future Ugandan citizen?  
- What have you learned about democracy? 
- What have you learned about rights and responsibilities of citizens? 
- In which subject? 
- Can you use what you have learned? 
 
4) Possibilities and ideas for change 
- In ten years from now, in 2016, what kind of citizen do you want to be? 
- Do you feel well prepared for that?  
- Is there anything you would therefore like to learn in school, but you have not learned so 

far?  
- How could you learn that?  
- Is there something that should change?  
- Do you have any further ideas, how students could learn about democracy and be 

prepared to become good democratic citizens? 
 
 
 


