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Developing Competences for Democratic Culture in the Digital Era - 

Strategy Paper 
 

Introduction 
 

This document was produced in the context of the project Democratic Competences in the Digital Era, 

co-funded by the Council of Europe and the European Commission and implemented from December 

2016 to September 2017 by organisations from Armenia, Belarus, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 

Romania and Serbia (listed below in alphabetical order):  

 Academy of Postgraduate (Postdiploma) Education – Belarus 

 Antikomplex (project coordinator)- Czech Republic  

 Centre for Education Policy – Serbia  

 Forum for Freedom in Education – Croatia   

 Open Education Centre Foundation – Bulgaria 

 Romanian Association of International Relations and European Studies – Romania 

 Union of School-Centres - Union of Legal Entities – Armenia, in cooperation with the 

Caucasus Research Resource Center - Armenia 

It aims mainly at orienting advocacy efforts of and activities of NGOs working in the field of education 

but is also relevant for all stakeholders involved in formal and non-formal education, including policy-

makers, managers, teachers, teacher educators, and curriculum developers.  

It is based on the country reviews on how democratic competences and ICT are reflected in 

educational systems and practices and focus groups on how digital world and its specifics are 

perceived by educators and young people in participating countries. We used acquired knowledge in 

interactive workshops dedicated to young people in digital world and news role of educators in this 

area. Learnings from the whole process are reflected in SWOT analysis, key assumptions and strategic 

direction of this Strategy Paper.  For more see websites of participating partners listed above. 

 

Background and problem definition 
 

Based on its previous work on Education for Democratic Citizenship, Human Rights Education and 

Intercultural Education, the Council of Europe started in December 2013 the development of a 

Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture1, built around a new model of 

competences including the values, attitudes, skills and knowledge and critical understanding which 

are needed for citizens to participate actively in a democratic and culturally diverse society and to 

contribute to developing a democratic culture. 

                                                           
1 www.coe.int/competences  

http://www.academy.edu.by/
http://www.antikomplex.cz/competences.html
http://www.demokratskekompetencije.cep.edu.rs/
http://www.fso.hr/projects/kompetencije-za-kulturu-demokracije-u-akciji-demokratske-kompetencije-u-digitalnom-dobu
http://www.fso.hr/
https://wiser.directory/organization/open-education-centre-foundation/
http://www.rise.org.ro/democratic-culture-in-action-democratic-competences-in-the-digital-era-project/?lang=en
http://www.dkm.am/am/documents/index/83
http://www.crrc.am/search/?module=article&utility=show_article&id_article=566
http://www.coe.int/competences


2 
 

In the final declaration adopted in April 2016 in Brussels by the Standing Conference of the Council of 

Europe Ministers of Education, the Ministers called on the Council of Europe to continue the 

development of the Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture and to assist 

member states in examining and implementing the framework in their national education systems, in 

dialogue with the educational community. 

Present-day societies in Europe and around the world are strongly shaped by the wide access to 

internet, which makes it possible for citizens not only to have access to an overwhelming and 

sometimes confusing volume of information, but also to connect and interact between them, with 

public institutions and civil society stakeholders in different ways, in a digital world.  

This paper focuses on how education providers should address the relationship between the CDC and 

the digital world and on what needs to be done for the development of CDC, considering the context 

of the digital era.  

 

SWOT analysis 
 

The project collected and analysed information regarding the way CDC and ICT are reflected in policies, 

curricula and educational practices in participating countries. This revealed a diversity of situations 

and issues but also a number of common points, reflected in the SWOT analysis below: 

Strengths Weaknesses 

 
Most of the CDCs (although not labelled as such) 
are already included in the curricula, either as 
cross-subject educational goals, or in specific 
subjects, particularly civic education and social 
studies. 
 
Experiences in various countries with the use of 
learner-centred, interactive methods, such as the 
ones inspired by Council of Europe materials on 
HRE and EDC, Project Citizen, etc.   
 
Most young people are “digital natives” and the 
use of ICT is part of their daily life. Their level of 
knowledge and skills tied to the digital world is 
often very high, most of the times higher than 
educators’. 
 
 

 
The curricula and teaching practice often focus on 
knowledge and statements about values and less 
on actual development of values, attitudes, skills 
and critical understanding. In some countries 
school inspection insists on compliance with the 
prescribed curriculum and on administrative 
requirements and does not provide support to 
schools and teachers for facing the challenges 
they are confronted with. In such contexts, asking 
teachers to focus on the development of CDC may 
lead to the perception that they will have 
additional work and an additional administrative 
burden. 
 
School reality and teaching process is often 
detached from the real life, relying on out-dated 
textbooks, and the education system does not 
consider the new online reality as a part of the 
world and therefore as an element to be reflected 
and considered in the teaching and learning 
processes. 
 
Lack of information or superficial understanding 
of (certain) components of the CDC model. 
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Differences between the schools in the same 
education system and between countries in terms 
of access to ICT and ICT competences of teachers 
(who are “digital immigrants”) and students. 
 
Often a limited and limiting approach to ICT is 
present in schools, with a focus on teaching about 
(and not through) ICT and on protection, security 
and safety (e.g. cyber-bullying, abuse, online 
dependency). Teachers often experience anxiety 
regarding the online space which is an uncharted 
territory for them. 
 
Limited experience of schools with a coherent 
whole-school approach and tendency to reserve 
issues related to CDC to social studies and 
humanities. 

Opportunities Threats 

 
Recent public debates regarding fake news and 
manipulation through social media raised calls for 
schools to equip young people with competences 
to resist online manipulation.  
 
NGOs are active in advocacy, awareness 
campaigns, providing a broad spectrum of 
training, teaching materials, educational 
programs for schools, teachers, students and 
parents 
 
Council of Europe references, including the 
Reference Framework of CDC and educational 
resources, including those produced in the 
context of No Hate Speech Campaign and Living 
democracy materials2.   

 
Technologies and applications are constantly 
evolving and changing. Some disappear, while 
new ones appear in a way impossible to predict. 
 
Parents are partly for using ICT in the teaching 
process and partly against but they are vocal in 
both cases. There is often a lack of 
communication among parents and educators 
regarding the challenges posed by the online 
presence of children. 
 
Social status, level of remuneration and unfair 
expectation from various sides limit teachers’ 
self-confidence and motivation to build their 
professional capacity. 

 

Key assumptions 
 

The progress of technology is a reality which cannot be stopped and which needs to be accepted and 

addressed as part of daily life and which can be seen as a challenge for education but also as an 

opportunity. For children and young people, internet and social media are an essential part of their 

lives. According to international studies, a very large proportion of teens have used some form of 

social media and have a profile on a social networking site3 

                                                           
2 www.coe.int/competences, www.coe.int/edc, www.coe.int/nohate,  
www.nohatespeechmovement.org , www.living-democracy.com  
3 Proved for example by the Eurostat study from 2014 Being young in Europe today – digital world.   

http://www.coe.int/competences
http://www.coe.int/edc
http://www.coe.int/nohate
http://www.nohatespeechmovement.org/
http://www.living-democracy.com/
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Being_young_in_Europe_today_-_digital_world#Youth_online:_a_way_of_life
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Despite the common vision of two different worlds, a real world and a digital world, often seen in 

opposition, young people live in fact in one world, encompassing online and offline realities. If 

education becomes more effective and more meaningful when it takes into account real life and 

elements of reality which are familiar to learners, it means that education should also take into 

account the online reality. 

There is a bidirectional relationship between CDC and the digital world. 

On one side, because people interact with others and with various sources of information in the online 

environment, CDC are necessary in the digital world to the same extent they are needed in the real 

world. The same values, attitudes, skills and knowledge and critical understanding are necessary to 

interact positively with other individuals, to participate in groups and to make sense of information 

and ideas in the online environment. 

On the other side, the online part of life can represent a valuable opportunity contributing to the 

development of CDC. Statistics4 show that young people use the internet more than other age groups 

for undergoing civic activities, such as: interacting with public authorities; obtaining information from 

public authorities’ websites; taking part in online public consultations on different civic and political 

issues, etc. Moreover, this online engagement could stimulate young people to get involved also in 

real-life civic activities.  

Thus, CDC are needed for and are developed by life in the digital world.  

The aim should be for children and young people to develop their CDC, not to know about CDC. They 

need to learn how to react to offline and online situations adequately and effectively. 

   

Strategic directions 
 

1. Empowerment of educators: mind-set change and capacity building 

 

a. Awareness and accurate information about CDC for educators  

Educators need to be supported in understanding the meaning of all twenty elements of 

the CDC model and in becoming aware of the potential that the Reference Framework of 

CDC has for education.  

Some of the elements of the CDC framework have a clear and straightforward meaning. 

Others represent social science concepts less known outside the circle of specialists in the 

field, while some elements use common language words but have a specific 

understanding defined in the context of the framework. To avoid the risk of 

misunderstanding, educators need to become familiar with the meaning of CDC and relate 

them with the observable behaviour reflected in the descriptors of competence 

associated with the CDC Framework.  

                                                           
4 Eurostat file: Proportion of people who use the internet for civic activities.  

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Proportion_of_people_who_used_the_internet_for_civic_activities,_EU-28,_2014_(%C2%B9)_(%25)_BYIE15.png
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Educators need to be made aware that they are already implementing many of the 

elements of the CDC Framework and that they might need to adjust some aspects of their 

current practice, perceiving the CDC Framework as a resource and not as an additional 

burden within an already demanding and often difficult work context. 

b. A learner-centred view of the education process 

 

If the education process is seen as focusing not on accumulating pre-established 

knowledge but on developing competences and supporting learners to build their own 

understanding of the world, it should explicitly relate to their life experiences. Thus, 

educators need to bring the learning process closer to the real life of the children and 

young people, therefore incorporating also aspects concerning their experiences with the 

digital world.  

 

The education process should also appreciate and make use of the competences that 

children and young people accumulated through informal learning in the online 

environment or by attending ICT related non-formal educational activities. Young people 

are more and more used to learn by exploring a new tool or by using various online 

tutorials. This is actually a proof of autonomous learning skills and should be 

acknowledged and encouraged in the school context, together with the critical thinking 

skills in order to develop the ability to identify reliable and valid sources of learning. 

 

However, this also means making learners aware that they can use offline the 

competences acquired in the online environment, including the ones related to 

democratic participation. They should also be made aware that “click activism” is not 

enough and that actual participation in real life is needed. 

 

c. Teacher as facilitator of learning 

 

Teachers need to feel confident in a position where they do not necessarily know more 

than the learners. As “digital natives”, it is normal that young people learn fast how to use 

various new ICT tools. It is, of course, very well if teachers develop continuously their ICT 

skills but it is not necessarily that they keep up with the pupils on this. Even without being 

themselves ICT savvy, teachers can find ways to bring the ICT competences of young 

people into the learning process as resources and enable them to contribute also to the 

development of CDC. 

 

New educational strategies, inspired by non-formal education, can be developed based 

on the use of internet and of mobile devices that learners have. Also, many of the 

educational activities teachers are used to do, can also be adapted by taking into account 

the digital world. 

 

Teachers should be supported to embrace the view that a mutually enriching dialogue can 

be established with learners, based on respect and trust. By accepting the role of 
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facilitator of learning, teachers also help learners to develop autonomous learning skills 

and critical understanding. 

 

d. Access to training and educational materials 

To be able to perform this role of facilitator and give proper visibility in the learning 

process to the experiences of learners with the online environment, teachers need access 

to training and support materials, preferably in their respective native language. 

Training can include examples of ways in which various ICT tools can be used to develop 

CDC but teachers don’t need extensive training in new online applications which risk to 

be out-dated in a few months, they need to feel safe and confident in their role in the 

digital era and have the capacity to empower pupils through developing their CDC. 

2. Whole-school approach: a coherent approach and involvement of all stakeholders 

 

Developing CDC through ICT and awareness of the fact that CDC are relevant also for the 

online environment should not be left to isolated activities done occasionally by civics or 

ICT teachers. There is no need to add a special subject on “digital citizenship” but it is 

crucial that all teachers really acknowledge that world has changed and that education 

cannot remain isolated in an ivory tower.  

 

To be effective, such an approach should be reflected across school subjects. Teachers of 

any subject can contribute to developing CDC while making references to the digital 

world. This does not mean that everything needs to change but it is a matter of opening 

opportunities for teachers and students to use ICT in schools, in teaching, learning and 

assessment. For example tests can also be given via an app or a website. Various online 

tools and exchange platforms are available and can be used for this purpose. Extra-

curricular activities need to be also planned in a coherent and integrated way to take into 

account the potential of ICT for the development of CDC. In order to achieve this, 

cooperation among teachers and school management support are necessary. 

 

Schools can also contribute to the developing of CDC through ICT by organising 

democratic processes which imply also the use of ICT and by promoting a democratic 

school environment. This can also refer to issues of online safety and polite online 

behaviour. 

 

Additionally, various other stakeholders should be made aware of the commitment the 

school has in developing CDC through ICT and should be asked to support the process.  

 

Having the support of parents is essential for the success and this means that proper care 

is needed to making sure that parents understand what the school is offering and to 

countering resistances and fears some parents might have. Some parents may also take 

an active role in supporting, for example, project-based activities connected with CDC 

and ICT. 
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Other valuable contributions can be envisaged from volunteer ICT experts, NGOs 

addressing various social issues, non-formal education providers, or local authorities 

engaged in consulting citizens on local matters by using ICT. 

 

 

3. Policies, inspection and evaluation promoting the development of CDC through ICT 

 

Support of laws and education policies in each country is an essential foundation for 

successful implementation of CDC through ICT. This does not mean necessarily changes 

in the curriculum. Much can be done within the existing curricular framework with proper 

support and empowered teachers and making sure to minimise the administrative 

burden of teachers and schools. 

Often, simple school-based policies regarding access to internet, the possibility to use ICT, 

and access to various ICT tools can make a big difference and encourage both teachers 

and learners to tackle the potential of the digital world for developing CDC.  

Inspection and procedures for evaluation of teachers and schools need to support the 

development of CDC and recognise also efforts made in developing CDC in relation to the 

digital world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


