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Summary 

Whereas there has been a comparatively greater emphasis on the ends rather than the means of 

citizenship education, this study seeks to redress this imbalance by contributing to the idea of how 

to do and how to cultivate citizenship education in educational settings. Centred on democratic 

citizenship education (henceforth DCE) in five specific Colombian educational contexts, the study 

parts from four foundational premises: first, DCE is a complex enterprise which cannot be limited 

to knowledge acquisition and value formation, but must also integrate the development of both 

democratic skills and democratic dispositions; second, democracy and democratic citizenship are 

not so much formally learnt, but actually lived and cultivated in action through daily interactions; 

third, teachers play a critical role: how they conceive DCE and its related elements can shape 

democratic pedagogical practices and the construction of democratic classroom climates; fourth, 

DCE is most effective when learners are guided by teachers whose practices are democratic in 

themselves on one hand, and when learners are exposed to democratic climates on the other. These 

four premises point to a conception of democratic citizenship that is practiced rather than given, 

thereby recognizing the agency of children, not only as future citizens ‘in the making’, but as 

citizens in their own right. Given the amplitude and complexity of democracy on one hand and 

recognizing the central role teachers play in the classroom on the other, this case study focuses on 

the conceptions and practices of five teachers who teach in 5th grade classrooms of four urban 

schools. Three of these four schools are located in particularly marginalized zones of Cali 

(Colombia) marked by high levels of community violence and fragile social fabrics.  

Additionally, all four schools and several of its teachers have been part of a multicomponent 

citizenship competencies programme called Classrooms in Peace (Aulas en Paz). Though 

Classrooms in Peace takes account of ‘teacher styles’ as regards their practices, it is a programme 

that has largely prioritized peaceful relationships (among students) and violence reduction (mainly 

in the classroom). It was designed from its inception to improve ‘convivencia’, which in Spanish 

refers to ‘living together’, connoting harmonious living. This study is concerned with strengthening 

the programme by complementing citizenship development, particularly from the axes of 

participation and democratic responsibility – this being one of three central components of the Basic 

Standards of Citizenship Competencies implemented in Colombia since 2003. In this line it focuses 

on how teachers can cultivate skills and dispositions in their students relating to three specific 

distinctive features of democratic citizenship: (1) participation, which combines both student voice 

and student decision-making; (2) equality; and (3) critical thinking. All three are acknowledged in 

theory and in public policy but comparatively weak in practice in Colombian educational settings as 

well as at the macro country level. An in-depth understanding of teachers’ conceptions and 

practices at the classroom level can have two potential benefits for Classrooms in Peace: first, it can 

substantially improve the teacher training component of the programme; second, taking account of 

teachers’ voices as regards their conceptions and practices in regard to DCE, is not only more 

holistic in approach but also more democratic in nature. Beyond the programme, to the degree that 

educational settings address DCE strategically and capitalize on the opportunities of the present 

socio-political juncture marked by a post-conflict context, it will contribute to setting the stage for a 

robust democracy, leaving behind a defective democracy. 
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Introduction 

In the last decades there has been much talk of citizenship education and its aims, ranging 

from the creation of a homogeneous, cohesive society, to a critical, diverse, and potentially unstable 

one (McCowan, 2009), with multiple combinations in between. Whereas there has been an emphasis 

on the ends of citizenship education, the same cannot be said about the means of citizenship 

education (McCowan, 2009).  There has not been an equally vigorous debate on how to do citizenship 

education, and even less so on how to do it in marginalized contexts in post conflict societies with 

defective democracies. In this regard Quaynor (2011) notes that few reviews of civic education 

scholarship include research from post-conflict societies, adding that this omission is significant given 

that post-conflict situations offer distinct challenges to instilling not only democratic norms but also 

a sense of social cohesion to ensure democracy in the future. Democratic norms and social cohesion 

are elements of democratic citizenship, and need to be complemented by concrete skills and 

dispositions.   

 The General Law of Education 115 in Colombia is an example in point which focuses 

extensively on ‘ends’ of education: Article 5, on ‘ends of education’, refers in clause 1 to the holistic 

development of personality and integral development, including physical, mental, intellectual, moral, 

spiritual, social, affective, ethical, and civic, human values. Clause 2 refers to the notion of respect: 

respect towards life, human rights, peace, democratic principles based on harmonious living (i.e. 

‘convivencia’), equity, among others. Clause 3 refers to facilitating participation of all in the 

decisions affecting them pertaining to economic, political, administrative and cultural life of the 

Nation. Clause 9 refers to critical, reflexive and analytical capacity, among other things oriented 

towards cultural betterment and seeking to improve the quality of life of the people. While article 13, 

on common objectives of all school levels refers in section C to the promotion of democratic practices 

for learning principles and values of participation and civic organization, there is no substantive 

reference to the ‘means’ of promoting the notions of respect, participation, and critical capacity 

through teacher practice. How to implement or operationalize democratic practices is hence unclear, 

or at the least ambiguous.        

Beyond an imbalance between the ends and means of citizenship education specifically, 

Cohen (2006) argues that “there have been few discussions on what skills, knowledge, and 

dispositions are needed for children to become engaged, responsible participants in a democracy” (p. 

203). Furthermore, “These discussions almost exclusively emphasize civics-related knowledge” 

(Cohen, 2006, p. 203). Similarly, the emphasis on the role of schools was placed on the transmission 

of civic knowledge, premised on the idea that knowing about the functioning of the political system 
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is relevant to developing active citizens (Levinson, 2010, Owen et al, 2011, Torney-Purta et al, 2001, 

Wilkenfield, 2009). The Council of Europe – at the inception of the project on ‘Education for 

Democratic Citizenship – referred to “Some of the most serious obstacles in the development of 

learning for democratic citizenship”, stating (1) a “lack of trained teachers” for “programmes and 

activities that relate to the acquisition of new forms of knowledge and new skills necessary for quality 

teaching and learning for democratic citizenship” (2000, p. 23); and (2) " ‘by the book’ teaching of 

democratic citizenship as a separate school subject that aims to develop descriptive knowledge and 

cognitive skills” (2000, p. 23).  

Civic knowledge – with values - is necessary in cultivating DCE, but it is a single element of 

a complex process. In this line, Haste (2010) posits the following:  

“We are not merely the passive recipients of a top-down conduit of knowledge and values. We are 

tool-users who interact with our world as agents, and our tool-using experience frames the way that 

we interpret our world (Wertsch, 1998; Haste, 2008)” (Haste, 2010, p. 163).  

 

This relates to the distinction within pedagogy between prioritizing knowledge and its transmission, 

and prioritizing praxis (Haste, 2010).  Moreover, in line with the above, I contend that given the fast-

paced changes worldwide, what knowledge 5th graders will require in the future to exercise 

democratic citizenship is blurry.  

Beyond knowledge, it is important to focus on skills and dispositions’ development through 

teacher practices to develop democratic citizenship.  Recent evidence emphasizes the importance of 

how civic knowledge is transmitted (if it is ‘transmitted’), beyond merely what is transmitted (or 

ideally collectively constructed). There is increasing consensus on the importance of climate in 

educational settings (both school and classroom climate). Hence, exposure to democratic climates in 

educational settings (Alivernini &Manganelli, 2011; Cohen, 2006, 2009; Torney-Purta, 2010) and 

active learning strategies (Haste, 2010, Torney-Purta 2002, 2010, Youniss, 2012) can be as important, 

or more, as the mere transmission of civic knowledge. This points to the importance of teacher 

practice to effectively construct democratic classroom climates for democratic citizenship where 

students learn to be democratic citizens “in their learning activities: if students are placed in an 

environment that is conducive, democracy will emerge” (Glassman & Kang, 2011, p. 372).  

Beyond the idea that climate may arguably be a more effective medium to cultivate 

democratic skills and dispositions than knowledge itself, this study intends to redress the imbalance 

between ends and means of citizenship education. It sets out to achieve this by making sense of 

teachers’ conceptions and practices in specifically cultivating democratic citizenship education at the 

classroom level. In doing so, it parts from two foundational premises: 1) DCE requires teachers whose 
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conceptions and practices are democratic in themselves on one hand; and 2) DCE requires classroom 

climates (and school climates) which are democratic on the other. In brief, the form and means of 

democratic citizenship education ought to be, not only compatible but purposely aligned, with the 

idea and ends of it. This includes alignment between teachers’ conceptions and practices as regards 

DCE.  

Within the discussion of how to do DCE, an additional concern is which areas and settings 

to focus citizenship education on, and how to capitalize on the particularities of the respective areas 

and settings. For example, should citizenship education prioritize formal classroom instruction in 

civics and citizenship, with a particular focus on government and its political machinery? Should 

service learning linked to classroom learning take a centre stage? Should citizenship education be 

cultivated through participation in models and simulations based on learning democratic processes? 

Should guided classroom discussion and controversial debates be at the forefront? There is even less 

consensus on how to ensure that these areas interact with each other (or at the least are aligned), 

creating a dynamic, interactive and complementary relationship between them.  

An additional and equally important element of how to do citizenship education are the roles 

played, the conceptions held, and the practices undertaken, by the different actors in the 

abovementioned multiple areas and settings. For example, how do teachers conceive citizenship and 

democracy? What do they understand by student participation? Does student participation only 

integrate student voice, and not student decision-making? What do they understand by ‘voice’? Is 

‘voice’ limited to utterances and a space to ‘talk’ and express opinions, or does it integrate a critical 

and reflexive voice where students are exposed to a flow of diverse ideas in an open classroom 

climate? Does giving students a voice also lead to students actually having a say, and acting on their 

views? Do teacher practices advance or inhibit citizenship education? What type of citizenship 

education do these practices instil and cultivate? Are teachers’ conceptions consonant or dissonant 

with their practices? How do teachers’ conceptions on citizenship education influence their classroom 

practices? Do their views point to challenges influenced by the macro, socio-political and historical 

context? Or rather, do they point to challenges that predominantly stem from micro classroom 

dynamics based on teaching and learning processes, and relations between classroom actors (i.e. 

teacher-student relations, and relations among students)? How does the school accentuate these 

challenges, if it does? 

The abovementioned questions - certainly not exhaustive but nonetheless exemplary - point 

to the notion that how to do citizenship education (i.e. the means) is as complex (or more) as what 

citizenship education – and particularly DCE - is intended to achieve (i.e. the ends). The complexity 
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is further accentuated as different countries (and particularly communities that are marginalized 

within these countries) are shaped by their respective traditions, socio-political challenges, and 

cultural specificities at particular historical junctures.  

It is in this backdrop that this study focuses on 5th grade teachers’ conceptions and classroom 

practices regarding DCE in a multicomponent citizenship competencies programme called 

Classrooms in Peace (Aulas en Paz) in a post-conflict juncture. A qualitative case study explores 

what teachers say, and how they talk and think about DCE and elements associated to it; what they 

actually do in the classroom setting to cultivate democratic skills and dispositions; and how they make 

sense of what they do. The study also addresses whether teacher conceptions are aligned or misaligned 

with teacher practice.   

In regard to the larger context, the relevance of focusing on the Colombian educational 

context also addresses the imbalance of a predominant Euro-American vision on civic education, 

which is insufficient (Haste, 2017), and centres its attention on a particular Latin American context. 

Haste (2010) posits that it is not unreasonable to argue that research in the social sciences on civic 

education in the past two decades has rested on a US based model, to cultivate ‘democratic 

competence’ (ibid, p.161) among the young. This was preceded by a model of human development 

supported on the dominant theory of social-learning at the time: “Political socialization implied a top-

down process in which essentially young people were moulded by socializing agents into citizens 

(ibid, p. 161). 

Haste (2017), in contending that the scope of the civic domain has expanded, points to nations 

in Latin America (and Asia) whose profiles were (and I contend ‘are’) different from those in western 

societies. She adds that preoccupations of specific nations have influenced the field of civic education, 

where for example long term civil war and its aftermath, or major political commotion and change, 

or severe inequality, have raised questions. These geopolitical events have challenged assumptions 

about the universality of any single form of democracy (Haste, 2010).  

In line with Haste’s contention above, Colombia is an example in point in a particularly 

challenging and historically unique, juncture characterized by socio-political turmoil, entering a post-

conflict phase and a new presidency since 2018; undergoing major political commotion and change 

where sectors of society are questioning the sustainability itself of the peace process; and where 

inequality and corruption are rampant.  

The background of this post-conflict juncture is marked by four years of negotiations between 

the Colombian State and the FARC (Colombian Armed Revolutionary Forces). The FARC was up 
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until recently the largest left-wing rebel guerrilla group which had waged the longest running armed 

insurgency in the western hemisphere. A peace agreement was signed and revised in December 2016, 

after a plebiscite where the ‘NO’ vote won, indicating that a majority of Colombians were against the 

terms accorded in the peace agreement. This formally put an end to an almost six decade-old armed 

conflict. This gives rise to multiple challenges relating to demobilization, reinsertion and political 

participation of FARC militants. These challenges also bring to the forefront how to best integrate 

sectors of society which have either been invisible, or historically excluded, misrecognized, or not 

recognized, in a context of human, and child, rights violations - this in a country with the second 

highest levels of inequality in Latin America.   

What does education have to do with the above circumstances?  In an Organization of the 

Americas project conducted by Torney-Purta & Amadeo (2004), on ‘Strengthening Democracy in the 

Americas through Civic Education’, Morales Garza contends that “Education is the most direct path 

to construct a democratic culture” (p. vii, translation mine). While I strongly subscribe to this notion, 

any education will not do: a democratic citizenship education at the classroom level (and school 

level), strategically imparted through democratic teacher practices and democratic climates, will 

enhance the construction of a democratic culture.    

While at the political level a serious democratic project in Colombia calls for well-planned, 

deliberate and structural conditions to guarantee a post-conflict phase which provides conditions for 

sound reinsertion, integration, inclusion, genuine participation, equality, and equity to transform the 

present defective democracy into a genuinely robust democratic society, the educational system at 

large needs to be aligned to these efforts: to the degree that the Colombian educational system 

capitalizes on the opportunities of the present socio-political juncture and addresses DCE effectively, 

strategically and democratically, it will be able to set the stage for a robust democracy, leaving behind 

a defective democracy, in a particularly challenging, polarized and divisive post-conflict phase.  In 

this scenario, DCE can, and must, play a strategic role. While literacy and numeracy are important 

aspects of education, DCE, deliberately and strategically imparted, is imperative in a context like the 

Colombian.     

It is important to state from the onset that citizenship and democracy can, and ought to, be 

cultivated in different arenas, both public and private. This includes schooling; family; community; 

neighbourhoods; workplace; public spaces including the street, pedestrian crossing zones, parks and 

green zones; public transportation systems; use of roads by both drivers and pedestrians; public 

restrooms; virtual online communities; and media. Schooling, however, is a powerful cultural 

institution, long recognized that it should, and can, play a major role in the process of citizenship 
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education (Dewey, 1916; Hahn, 1998). Schools, and particularly classrooms, are microcosms of 

society which, if effectively managed, can provide opportunities for citizenship development and 

democracy.  

Furthermore, “It is within the walls of each and every classroom that students learn some of 

the more challenging aspects of democracy” (Pohan, 2003, p. 372). Print et al. (2002) note that 

‘Schools provide a commonly available opportunity for all future citizens to acquire the knowledge, 

skills, values and dispositions necessary to enable them to be effective in their democracy’ (Apple & 

Benne, 1995; Parker, 1996; Patrick, 1999; Print, 1999; in Print et al, 2002). This study is particularly 

concerned, not only with future citizens but 5th grade citizens in marginalized schools, and how they 

acquire skills and dispositions that enable them to be effective democratic citizens – particularly in 

the context of marginality within a defective democracy.  

While contexts of marginality are where democracy has particularly failed, they can also be 

contexts where democracy is manifested in exemplary ways, counteracting fragile social fabrics. 

Moreover, “The habits a society wants adults to hold are established most readily when a child is 

discovering and establishing ‘self’ in the world beyond family life, particularly between five and 

twelve” (Comer, 1997, p. 222, in Pohan, 2003), and 5th graders are within this age range.  

While it is clear that education through schooling is a key medium to cultivate democracy 

and democratic citizenship, this is not an automatic process, which will work on ‘auto-pilot’. It is 

fundamentally a deliberate, and cultural, process which requires a set of conditions in place: it requires 

educators’ conceptions and practices - which influence how they succeed in, or fail to, construct 

democratic environments - to be consonant with the process of cultivating democracy and democratic 

citizenship. In this line, the focus on teachers is premised on the idea that learning happens ‘within’ 

students, but ‘learning situations are framed’ by teachers: 

“It is within the students, of course, that the learning occurs, but it is within the teacher, who sits at 

the juncture of forces above and below and sideways, that the learning situations are framed. It is in 

the intersection of all the forces that the classroom occurs” (Bazerman, 1994, p. 62).  

  

Similarly, Tibbitts & Torney-Purta refer to the ‘skilful guidance of the teacher’ in the ‘development 

of the learner’: “The development of the learner under the skilful guidance of the teacher should be 

presented as the central modality for learning” (1999, p. i, executive summary). Skilful guidance on 

the teacher’s part requires, among other features, alignment between conceptions and practices.   

 Beyond the central role played by teachers in DCE, this study focuses on the classroom setting 

because it provides multiple opportunities for teacher-student and student-student interactions, 
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thereby enabling teachers to frame learning situations (irrespective of what is being learnt). Equally 

important, teachers are in the unique position of adhering, rejecting, adapting, neutralizing or 

capitalizing on all, or some, of the forces (above, below or sideways) that operate at the macro country 

or community level – forces which are often reproduced in the complex microcosm of the classroom.   

 On closing this introduction, it is important to note that democratic citizenship is cultivated 

through a range of educational initiatives with varying terminology: Levinson et al. (2007) point to 

programmess and activities that explicitly aim to “form democratic citizens,” which go by different 

names. They claim that these programmes ought to also be considered as part of education for 

democracy. Among these would be included human rights education; peace and conflict resolution 

education; intercultural and antiracist education; environmental education; global education; and 

education for gender awareness and equity. 

This study uses the terms ‘citizenship education’ and ‘democratic citizenship education’ 

rather than ‘civic education’, ‘civics’, or ‘education for democratic citizenship’, except when referring 

to, or quoting from, sources which use the latter terms. ‘Civics’ is commonly used to refer to a school 

subject (particularly but not exclusively in the U.S. context) that usually integrates knowledge about 

government and political institutions.1 ‘Education for democratic citizenship’ usually refers to a type 

of education that is aimed at preparing students to become democratic citizens, enabling them to 

exercise their citizenship in democracies.   

In this study ‘citizenship education’ and ‘democratic citizenship education’ have a broader 

meaning, integrating multiple elements to cultivate democratic citizens, not only in the political but 

also social sphere, where the ‘social’ is ideally reflected in daily living in both formal and informal 

contexts. Also, I use the adjective ‘democratic’ to qualify the compound noun ‘citizenship education’ 

to advocate, not merely for any citizenship education, but a ‘democratic citizenship education’, in the 

Colombian context – which as noted earlier, is characterized by a ‘defective democracy’. Moreover, 

by employing the adjective ‘democratic’, I wish to emphasize that citizenship education ought to be 

imparted democratically- that is, “teaching democracy democratically” (Worsfeld, 1997, p. 395). 

What this calls for are school structures, classroom management and organization, and perhaps more 

importantly teacher perspectives (i.e. conceptions and practices) which are democratic in themselves. 

This is dependent on multiple factors, but largely on the adults that operate in schools and classrooms 

 
1 Even in those nation-states which retain the subject ‘civics’ in the formal school curriculum, there is a growing 

tendency to use the broader terms ‘education for citizenship’ or ‘education for democratic citizenship’ in 

educational debates to encompass these broader goals and activities. 
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(irrespective of the wider, socio-political contexts they operate in). How these adults operate in 

schools and classrooms, and how they interact with learners, depends on multiple factors. I focus my 

attention in this study on teachers’ conceptions and classroom practices, considered critical, and 

which need to be accounted for in public policy, school structures and classroom management, if 

DCE is to be cultivated effectively and strategically. In this line, DCE in this study integrates elements 

of schooling which extend beyond the content of formal curricula, and particularly focuses on how 

teachers talk and think about it, and what they do to cultivate it. Moreover, this study is concerned 

with how teachers succeed, fail and manage to create classroom climates that are consonant with 

cultivating democratic skills and dispositions in particularly marginalized contexts in Cali, Colombia.      

 This introduction is followed by eight chapters: chapters 1, 2 and 3 provide a framework upon 

which this study is theoretically founded. Chapter 1 provides a review of literature which focuses on 

how democracy, citizenship, and democratic citizenship education have been conceptualized.   

Chapter 2 provides a review of literature focusing on ‘climate’ in and of educational settings. Chapter 

3 focuses on a conceptualization of teacher conceptions and teacher practices. Chapter 4 is based on 

a discussion of classroom level programmes for the promotion of citizenship development, including 

Classrooms in Peace, which my study focuses on. Chapter 5 focuses on the methodological design. 

Chapters 6 and 7 focus on data analysis based on a vertical and horizontal coding of data, respectively. 

Chapter 8 presents conclusions, limitations of the study, and suggested future research.  
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Chapter 1: Conceptualization of Democracy, Citizenship, and  

Democratic Citizenship Education 

“I don’t know just what democracy means in detail in the whole range of concrete relations of 

human life - political, economic, cultural, domestic - at the present time.  I make this humiliating 

confession the more readily because I suspect that nobody else knows what it means in full concrete 

detail.  But I am sure, however, that this problem is the one that most demands the serious attention 

of educators at the present time.” 

John Dewey. The Later Works, 1925-1953, p. 190 

Democracy 

 This chapter provides a review of literature focused on conceptions of democracy, 

citizenship, and democratic citizenship education (henceforth DCE). These core concepts are the 

foundation of my study. This chapter also provides the conceptualizations of democracy, citizenship, 

and DCE that I subscribe to, and upon which this study is premised. I relate my theoretical 

understanding of these core concepts with the fragile state of democracy in the Colombian context - 

and indeed in much of the rest of the world - despite a deep commitment with democratic ideals in 

the Colombian Constitution.  

I point to (1) the distinction between a ‘democracy of electors’ and a ‘democracy of citizens’, 

and (2) a distinction between two dimensions of democracy: the political and the social. I argue that 

how democracy is conceived – beyond merely being understood as a government system – shapes, or 

ought to shape, citizenship and DCE. In my discussion, I attempt to provide the bigger picture of the 

state of democracy at present, pointing to recent nationalist expressions combined with a renewed 

sense of global ties to other peoples and nations. These expressions and global ties have intensified 

and complicated the interest in citizenship and in the role of schools in shaping democratic citizens. 

Ultimately, I seek to transcend a conception of democracy that is merely political, and thereby bring 

to surface the importance of the social dimension of democracy at the classroom level. While my 

study is undertaken in Cali, Colombia, I believe that it is this social dimension of democracy which 

ought to guide efforts to advance a serious DCE agenda – not only in Colombian classrooms but in 

classrooms worldwide. 

In line with the above and based on the review of literature, I argue that there is a need to 

expand spaces of action for the practice of democracy to multiple social spheres, including the 

educational sphere which comprises the classroom. The present post-conflict juncture in Colombia 

opens a window for strengthening the practice of democracy in multiple spaces of action, of which 

the classroom (and the school) is one. I argue that the practice of democracy inside the classroom 
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needs to be reexamined and, if deemed necessary, redefined through democratic teacher practices and 

the construction of democratic classroom climates. Democratic teacher practices and democratic 

classroom climates can in turn afford promising opportunities to reexamine and redefine democracy 

and citizenship, not only at the classroom and school level, but at a community and macro level.  

At the onset, I want to state the obvious: there is no single definition of ‘democracy.’ 

Carretero, Haste & Bermudez (2016), for example, refer to four conceptions of democracy (pointing 

to the fact that they are not exhaustive), each of which emphasize different aspects of civic education 

programs: procedural democracy, deliberative democracy, democracy as social justice, and 

democracy as a mode of living. They note that each privilege particular perspectives, goals and 

learning processes of civic engagement. While ‘perspectives’ refers to ways of thinking and seeing, I 

associate ‘goals’ with ‘ends’, and ‘learning processes’ with ‘means’, of the respective type of 

democracy, and how this translates into education programs broadly.  

Hence, how democracy is defined and conceptualized not only points to different agendas, 

expectations and interests, but influences how DCE is enacted in educational settings – in conscious, 

deliberate and informed ways, or unconsciously, intuitively, and not necessarily in informed manners. 

In this regard, Osborne (2001) claims that traditional conceptions of democracy often limit 

themselves to a concrete political agenda aimed at converting “self-rule into reality” (p. 33). Giroux 

& McLaren (1986) advocate for critical conceptions of democracy where democracy is understood 

as a “dedication to self and social empowerment… that commands respect for individual freedom and 

social justice” (p. 224).   

  Dewey, who advocated for a deep connection between democracy and education, conceived 

the former fundamentally as a form of social organization:  

“Wherever there is conjoint activity whose consequences are appreciated as good by all singular 

persons who take part in it, and where the realization of the good is such as to effect an energetic 

desire and effort to sustain it in being just because it is a good shared by all, there is in so far a 

community. The clear consciousness of a communal life, in all its implications, constitutes the idea 

of democracy” (Dewey, 1927, pp. 149).  

 

In later years, Dewey’s idea of ‘conjoint activity’ and ‘the clear consciousness of a communal 

life’ evolved to explicitly refer to a ‘mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience’:  

“A democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of 

conjoint communicated experience. …each has to refer his own actions to that of others, and to 

consider the action of others to give point and direction to his own…” (Dewey, 1944. p. 87).  
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Dewey’s conception of democracy requires ‘seeing’ one’s own actions and evaluating them vis a vis 

the actions of others. It is this that assists an individual to establish an informed position, and to decide 

on a course of action. These processes – which I have referred to as ‘seeing’, ‘evaluating’, 

‘establishing’ and ‘deciding’ require skills and dispositions of different nature. (Arguably, they also 

require ethical considerations, but this aspect is beyond the scope of my study).   

Moreover, Dewey – rather dismissive of elections - conceived the political acts and aspects 

of democracy, such as popular voting and majority rule, as rudimentary: “The strongest point to be 

made in behalf of even such rudimentary political forms as democracy has already attained, popular 

voting, majority rule and so on, is that to some extent they involve a consultation and discussion 

which uncover social needs and troubles” (Dewey, 1916, p. 206, in Cohen et al., 2010). ‘Consultation’ 

and ‘discussion’ connotes voice and some form of participation, while ‘uncovering social needs and 

troubles’ clearly places both nouns (i.e. ‘consultation’ and ‘discussion’) within a ‘social’ sphere. 

In the Deweyan sense, democracy and a democratic society were more than the mere 

institution of government, and the political machinery upon which elections are based: democracy 

required social interaction, through which democratic societies could live together and learn “to 

cooperatively agree and disagree nonviolently… appreciating and learning from diversity… coming 

to support one another for the good of the whole” (Cohen et al., 2010). Social interaction in this sense 

points to living together nonviolently, or to ‘convivencia’ – a Spanish term employed in educational 

policy and other spheres, formed by the preposition ‘con’ and the noun ‘vivencia’. The verb ‘convivir’ 

roughly translates as ‘living together’ and connotes harmonious living. What is important to note is 

that living together nonviolently - particularly in contexts like the Colombian that have been marked 

by different forms of violence, including ‘armed conflict’ (another way of referring to open military 

and ideological war) – requires skills and dispositions. It also brings inherent challenges. I argue that 

these ‘inherent challenges’ need to be addressed from an early age.     

Similarly, for Dahl (1998) democracy is not a mere form of government: it is a particular way 

of living in society, under basic principles like liberty, human development, and equality. These 

guiding principles should enable, and demand of, society at large to have greater space for 

participation in decision-making, which in turn ought to lead to greater equality among all. This 

entails public policy to comply and respond to social demands.   

 Dahl (1998) went further, noting ten desirable consequences democracy produced: 1) avoids 

tyranny; 2) establishes and guarantees essential rights; 3) safeguards personal freedoms; 4) helps 

people to protect their fundamental personal interests; 5) provides maximum opportunity to exercise 
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the freedom of self-determination; 6) provides maximum opportunity to exercise moral responsibility; 

7) promotes human development; 8) promotes a high degree of political equality; 9) modern 

democracies do not wage war against each other; 10) countries with democratic governments tend to 

be more prosperous than those with anti-democratic governments. In these ten desirable 

consequences, Dahl’s conception integrates aspects of democracy that are either political or social in 

essence. Arguably, there is also an overlap, or a complex interplay of political and social elements, 

within both, the political and social dimensions.    

 For Zakaria (1997) a liberal democracy is a political system based on free and fair elections 

that guarantees civil and political rights, including rule of law, separation of powers, freedom of 

speech, assembly, religion, among others. In contrast, he posits that illiberal democracies are regimes 

that have been democratically elected, but which ignore constitutional limits on their power, and 

deprive citizens of basic rights.    

 From a normative standpoint, democracy requires rule of law. Political constitutions, beyond 

outlining the structure and functions of the State, regulate the fundamental rights of citizens. They 

regulate the political and electoral system as well as the mechanisms for citizenship participation. Yet 

the question remains, what is required for a robust democracy to come to life, and take shape in its 

complete form? Social discontent, communities that are silenced, not recognized or misrecognized, 

remain, and Colombia is no exception.  

From a historical perspective, Bagley (1984) put to question whether the term ‘democracy’ 

ought to be used to describe the Colombian political system during the National Front period from 

1958 to 1974, suggesting that an ‘inclusionary authoritarian regime’ would be a more accurate term. 

Avilés (2006) referred to democracy in Colombia as a low-intensity democracy, pointing to a history 

of political and social violence, drug-related violence against judicial sectors of the society and police 

forces, putting Colombia’s ‘democracy’ at risk. Bejarano and Pizarro (2002) referred to the changing 

nature of the limits to democracy in Colombia, describing it from ‘restricted’ to ‘besieged’ in a failing 

country unable to guarantee the rule of law.     

After over five decades of armed conflict, the 2016 peace agreement between the Colombian 

State and the largest insurgent group FARC (Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces) has changed 

the scenario. Moreover, the long-standing tradition of democratic ideals emanating from earlier 

Constitutions and the present 1991 Constitution, are also present in Colombian educational policy: in 

the General Law of Education 115 (2004), Article 5 refers to “democratic principles” (clause 2); 

“participation of all” (clause 3). Article 13 states “democratic practices” (clause c). However, there 
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is an existing contradiction, or at least a state of affairs where theory and practice are wide apart: 

despite mechanisms in place for active citizen participation in public affairs, this participation is not 

reflected in an actual effective change in the dynamics of the public sphere in Colombia (Mejía, 2015), 

due perhaps to the weakness of its social movements and civil society (Arango 2004). 

Given the turbulent state of affairs of democracy in Colombia, albeit with a long-standing 

tradition of democratic ideals, the question remains: is the theory of democracy feasible on a practical 

level? What obstacles emerge in the process, and how are these to be dealt with and resolved? Sartori 

(1994) points to the historical reality that democracy, in its different forms, degrees and conceptions, 

has been created and destroyed recurrently in the last two hundred years: in Latin America between 

1900 and 1930 only three electoral democracies lasted from one to fourteen years; between 1930 and 

1975 there were significant processes of democratization and de-democratization in the whole region,  

leading to dictatorial regimes in affluent countries like Argentina in 1955; Brazil in 1954 and again 

in 1964; Chile in 1973; and Uruguay in 1973.  

In this scenario, where democracy has proven to be a fragile reality, Apple & Beane (1995, 

in Pohan, 2003) point out that democracy “is not so much an ‘ideal’ to be pursued as an ‘idealized’ 

set of values that we must live and that must guide our life as a people” (p. 370). As regards the Latin 

American context, it is important to point out that even if democratization processes were underway 

in different forms and degrees, there was a constant concern to “stop the killings” (O’Donnell et al. 

1986). The case of Colombia, where a ‘democratic’ regime was in place, shared the widespread 

violence of the region, while waging an internal war with insurgent groups. 

 Despite the violence, there have been clear efforts towards democracy. A United Nations 

Development Programme report in 2004 on Latin America pointed to a region which for the first time 

in history, despite profoundly unequal societies, was in its totality organized politically under 

democratic regimes. Smith (2008) makes a distinction between electoral democracies, electoral semi-

democracies, oligarchic republicanism, and nondemocracies. In the 20th century most of the nineteen 

Latin American countries experienced processes of electoral democratization (Smith, 2005). 

The region today, with the exception of Venezuela, has attained some form or degree of 

electoral democracy (albeit in the midst of corruption scandals) despite continuing inequality – an 

aspect which is particularly notable in Colombia. The fact remains that Colombia is classified under 

the ‘imperfect democracy’ category (Democracy Index 2017), ranked 53rd out of 167 countries. 

Among its challenges is its history of internal war, which has led to massive displacement; systematic 
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violations of rights; high levels of socio-economic inequality, ranked second in the region; extra-

judicial killings on the part of the State; and recent assassinations of social leaders.   

  The different degrees of success attained in the electoral sphere have not been attained in the 

realm of citizenship, despite attempts and reforms. Paredes (n.d. in Estacio, 2010) notes, “… it is 

indispensable to recognize that the institutions of electoral democracy are insufficient if a democratic 

culture that recognizes social differences is not generated” (p. 4, translation mine). In relation to social 

differences, for example, the poverty rate in Colombia in 2017 stood at 26.9 while extreme poverty 

stood at 7.4 (retrieved from https://colombiareports.com/colombia-poverty-and-inequality-

statistics/). Meanwhile inequality - structural, economic, political, cultural, and social - remains 

notable in Colombia.  

In this state of affairs, García (n.d.) claims the following: 

“We have a weak, formal, discontinued and restricted democracy. Political and economic power is 

strongly concentrated and its practices are exclusive/excluding and corrupt. There is a single elite, 

with unity of purpose and thinking, which does not allow entry to any other group in the exercise of 

power and in decision-taking affecting the collective. The democratic character of politics 

fundamentally lies on a presidentialist regime which is elected through popular vote. On the other 

hand, the socio-political culture in which our democracy rests is clientelist; the political party, the 

neighbourhood committee, all our organizations, are marked by a dynamic based on the exchange of 

favours and by the presence of the caudillo” (p. 1, translation mine).   

 

These circumstances have inevitable consequences on the social dimension of democracy.  

Under these circumstances the abovementioned UNDP 2004 report concluded there was a 

need in Latin America to distinguish between a ‘democracy of electors’ and a ‘democracy of citizens.’ 

Colombia is no exception. From a political perspective, a ‘democracy of citizens’ ought to be 

conceived as a state of affairs where power is organized through an efficient State; and where electoral 

processes are fundamental elements, but not ends in themselves (Estacio, 2010). On the other hand, 

a ‘democracy of citizens’ requires citizenship to be exercised in an integral manner (Estacio, 2010). 

(The meaning and implications of ‘exercising citizenship in an integral manner’, with a particular 

focus on the Colombian context, are addressed in the following sub-section on citizenship).  

What is important to note in relation to democracy is the distinction not only between a 

‘democracy of electors’ and a ‘democracy of citizens’, but a distinction between two dimensions of 

democracy: the political and the social. A political dimension emphasizes the development from 

passive identities to politicized identities, where citizens’ political participation is not limited to 

voting but includes all forms of politically relevant mobilization; where citizens’ demands are 

effectively translated in the political process via institutional channels. A social dimension, however, 

https://colombiareports.com/colombia-poverty-and-inequality-statistics/
https://colombiareports.com/colombia-poverty-and-inequality-statistics/
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goes beyond the political. Touraine (1997) points to the idea that democracy relates to the political 

level on one hand, and the interpersonal level on the other, where the latter is manifested through 

daily interactions in schools, work organizations and in the public domain.  

The interpersonal level Touraine (1997) refers to requires expanding spaces of action for the 

practice of democracy to multiple social spheres, including the educational sphere where teachers and 

students interact. In this regard, García (n.d.), referring to the Ecuadorian context, points to the need 

for an expansion of the process of democratization, adding that “Social democracy… is more a claim 

of illustrated leaders than a national project” (p. 1, translation mine).  Similarly, in the Colombian 

context, this expansion of the democratization process needs to be premised on strengthening both 

the political and social dimensions of democracy. The social dimension of democracy with which 

this study is concerned, requires expanding the process of democratization from the strictly political 

to the social spheres:  

“…from the sphere of political relations, from the sphere in which the individual is taken in 

consideration in the role of citizen, to the sphere of social relations; where the individual is taken 

into consideration in the diversity of specific roles and status, for example as father and son, as 

spouse, as employer and employee, as teacher and as student, as producer and as consumer, as 

manager of public services and as user. This presumes the extension of ascending power, inherent of 

democracy itself, which until now had almost exclusively occupied the sphere of the great political 

society, to the sphere of civil society in its diverse articulations, from the school to the factory” 

(Bobbio, 1997, in García, 1998, p. 1-2, translation mine).  

This type of democracy, though distant from daily practice in social interactions in primary schooling 

and schooling in general, is very much present in the spirit of the Colombian Constitution.    

 The social dimension of democracy is complex in itself, partly due to the requirement of 

multiple skills and dispositions. Cohen et al. (2010) points to the idea that democracy demands of its 

people the social-emotional skills and ethical dispositions as well as cognitive capacities to participate 

in a whole range of interactions. This study is particularly concerned with the cultivation of skills and 

dispositions in educational settings relating to three core values, or features, of democracy: 

participation, equality, and critical thinking (addressed in depth in the Democratic Citizenship 

Education sub-section). This is in line with recent works on democracy and democratization 

pertaining to Colombia and the wider Latin American region, focused on analyzing both structure 

and agency in the processes of democratization (Ortiz, 2011).   

I have so far presented a conceptual framework pertaining to democracy, referring to 

empirical evidence on democracy in Colombia and the Latin American region. Of particular 

importance is the relative progress and consolidation of democracy in its political dimension as 

regards electoral processes. This contrasts from the social dimension of democracy, which has not 
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undergone the same level of progress, particularly as it pertains to citizenship. Cox et al (2005) notes 

an ongoing significant delay in the development in civil and social citizenship in Latin America, 

manifested through persistence of poverty, inequality, and other factors. This situation prevails in 

Colombia today, signaling a particularly weak democracy in its social sphere.   

It is under this reality that democracy needs to be constantly reevaluated, reexamined, 

rearranged, and if deemed necessary, redefined. In this regard, the Colombian case is a particularly 

interesting one: the present post-conflict phase opens a window for strengthening, and if necessary, 

redefining democracy. Meanwhile, it also brings new challenges in a profoundly polarized society. 

The implications of this state of affairs on citizenship - and a discussion of what citizenship is or could 

be - is addressed in the following section.    

 

Citizenship   

Kymlicka and Norman (1994) documented the “explosion of interest in the concept of 

citizenship” (p. 352) in the field of political theory. In the last three decades this interest has spread 

through many academic fields, including education (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006). Similarly to 

democracy, citizenship also needs to be constantly reevaluated, reexamined, rearranged, and if 

necessary, redefined. How citizenship evolves or regresses is partly contingent on how democracy 

itself is conceptualized. While citizenship is potentially shaped by the broader democratic project of 

a nation, citizenship often does not correspond to it. This is the case of Colombia which, despite a 

long-standing tradition of democratic ideals, requires a citizenship that needs to undergo an expansion 

in the process of democratization from the strictly political to the social spheres.  

 Moreover, I argue that theoretical conceptions of democracy, citizenship, and democratic 

citizenship are often misaligned with how education systems operate: how the former are conceived, 

and how the latter are operationalized.  Glassman & Kang (2011) argue that “There is no way to 

separate society from education, or our process of the former from our vision of the latter” (p. 365). 

This points to the central role that education plays in the making of societies in broad terms, and how 

it ought to cultivate democracy and citizenship through it and in it.   

Debates and questions about citizenship, democracy, and schooling have been further fueled 

by a number of political changes since World War II: the dismantlement of colonial empires; the fall 

of Communism; the rise of populist movements expanding social rights for oppressed groups; the 

formation of the European Union; the proliferation of transnational alliances; the growth of 

multinational corporations; and economic globalization (Kymlicka & Norman, 1994). These debates 
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and questions have been intensified as a result of the events of September 11, 2001, the threat from 

terrorist groups, the emergence of right-wing populist governments, the rise of technology-mediated 

communication with its advantages and disadvantages, and social networks’ control of citizens and 

their lives.  

In the U.S. context in particular - with a recent change of government which has polarized 

the nation - questions about what constitutes good citizenship and proper civic education have also 

acquired new relevance. This has been accentuated further by a widely perceived crisis in democratic 

life and citizenship in America (Abowitz & Harnish, 2006). Galston (2003) refers to a “Growing 

distrust in government and other key institutions, diminished trust in fellow citizens, eroding interest 

in public affairs, and declining voting rates” (in Abowitz & Harnish 2006, p. 654), documented 

extensively by social scientists in past decades. Abowitz & Harnish (2006) argue that the irony of   

current debates on citizenship is seen in the simultaneous rise of American nationalism, particularly 

after 9/11, and increasing awareness of transnational and cosmopolitan perspectives on citizenship, 

on the rise since World War II. Nationalist expressions, ironically combined with a renewed sense of 

global ties to other peoples and nations, have further intensified and complicated the interest in 

citizenship and in the role of schools in shaping democratic citizens.   

In the midst of a post-conflict phase, similar forces are at play in Colombia with increasing 

numbers of Venezuelans migrating into the country as they flee from Maduro’s dictatorial regime. 

While certain factions support the entry of Venezuelans into Colombian territory (suggestive of 

transnational and cosmopolitan perspectives on citizenship), others fear that this will hurt Colombia, 

among other things affecting employment (suggestive of a protective nationalist expression). Beyond 

social perceptions of this phenomenon, the question that arises is, what responsibility does the 

Colombian state have to protect Venezuelans fleeing a dictatorial regime, if any? How does this 

phenomenon redefine citizenship in the Colombian context - or could redefine it in the mid to long 

term? How will these dynamics play out in Colombian primary classrooms? Does this phenomenon 

provide fertile ground to redefining citizenship in Colombian classrooms? Does this lend itself to 

cultivating equality of respect and recognition, and promoting a particular social citizenship?  

Certainly the post-conflict phase provides fertile ground to promote social (as well as civil and 

political) citizenship.  

 Beyond the above context, Marshall’s (1950) classic account of the evolution of citizenship 

in British society over three centuries, provides insights into the complex, and slow, evolution of 

citizenship. Marshall begins by tracing the emergence of civil citizenship, which takes shape in the 

18th century western world. Civil citizenship refers to the rights that are necessary for individual 
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freedom, such as the rights to free speech and assembly, property rights, and equal rights before the 

law. Over the years, excluded groups have fought to have these rights extended.  

Civil citizenship was followed by political citizenship, emerging from struggles in the 19th 

century. Political citizenship emphasizes rights to participate in the exercise of political power—

whether as a voter, a candidate, or public official. Women, minorities, and poor people waged battles 

well into the 20th century to gain universal suffrage, which was previously granted only to male 

property owners. In some countries those struggles continue into the 21st century. Of particular 

notoriety is the current #MeToo movement, which has cut across a range of public and private realms, 

from Hollywood to the U.S. presidency.    

Political citizenship was followed by social citizenship, emerging against the background of 

the growing inequities of the 20th century. It focuses on minimum rights and standards of economic, 

cultural and social well-being. Disadvantaged groups and their allies are currently still working to 

gain legitimacy for this view of citizenship and rights. A pertinent example of these disadvantaged 

groups in the Colombian context are Afro-descendants, a large community of which live in Cali, 

where this study is undertaken. This community is a single example among multiple groups of people 

(which often are not part of larger ‘communities’ per se) which has been mis-recognized, or not 

recognized.  

But beyond tracing the evolution of citizenship, how does Marshall (1950) conceive 

citizenship? How might his conception inform democratic citizenship education in marginalized 

contexts of Colombia? Marshall’s conception of citizenship points to a ‘status’, membership, and 

notions of equality:   

"Citizenship is a status bestowed on all those who are full members of a community. All who possess 

the status are equal with respect to the rights and duties with which the status is endowed. There are 

not universal principles that determine what those rights and duties shall be, but societies in which 

citizenship is a developing institution create an image of ideal citizenship against which achievement 

can be directed. The urge forward along the path thus plotted is an urge toward a fuller measure of 

equality, an enrichment of the stuff of which the status is bestowed...”  (p. 28-29).  

Marshall, in reference to an urge toward ‘a fuller measure of equality’, refers to ‘equality’ as “the 

stuff of which the status [of citizenship] is bestowed.” This is relevant to this study, given that equality 

is one of the distinctive features I focus on: I am concerned with how teachers talk and think of 

equality as it relates to classroom dynamics; and how these conceptions play out in classroom 

dynamics through teacher-student interactions in particular. Some of the issues addressed are whether 

students are treated as equal members in the classroom (equal in relation to the teacher, and equal 

among themselves); whether teacher-student relations are predominantly vertical and authoritarian 
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(i.e. based on strict obedience to authority, repressive, oppressive and arbitrary) or horizontal and 

authoritative (i.e. commanding or inspiring respect versus demanding respect), and how these play 

out. In essence, I am concerned with the notion of equality of status (versus equality of income) that 

Marshall refers to.     

But beyond civil, political and social citizenships, the question remains: What does it mean 

to be a ‘citizen’? How does giving a particular meaning (i.e. conception) of ‘citizen’ translate into 

teachers’ practices to cultivate a particular type of citizen? How does marginality in a particular 

Colombian context within a defective democracy play out and influence this process? Abowitz & 

Harnish (2006) provide a comprehensive, though simplistic, definition of ‘Citizenship in a 

democracy’, which sheds some light into what it means to be a ‘citizen’:  

“Citizenship in a democracy (a) gives membership status to individuals within a political unit; (b) 

confers an identity on individuals; (c) constitutes a set of values, usually interpreted as a commitment 

to the common good of a particular political unit; (d) involves practicing 'a degree of participation 

in the process of political life; and (e) implies gaining and using knowledge and understanding of 

laws, documents, structures, and processes of governance (Enslin, 2000). Citizenship, at least 

theoretically, confers membership, identity, values, and rights of participation and assumes a body 

of common political knowledge” (p. 653). 

But the term ‘citizen’ does not merely imply a legal status within the political system; neither 

a ‘political unit’; nor is it limited to degrees of participation in the process of ‘political life’; and 

certainly not limited to ‘knowledge and understanding of laws, documents, structures and processes 

of governance’. The emphasis on the political sphere overshadows, or blatantly ignores, the ‘social’. 

I argue that social citizenship, particularly in contexts with fragile social fabric structures and 

environments (not limited to existing gaps between Citizen and State), acquires greater relevance. In 

this regard, Cornwall and Gaventa (2001a) posit the following: 

“New approaches to social citizenship seek to move beyond seeing the state as bestowing rights and 

demanding responsibilities of its subjects. In doing so, they aim to bridge the gap between citizen and 

the state by recasting citizenship as practiced rather than given . . . This recognizes the agency of 

citizens as ‘makers and shapers’ rather than as ‘users and choosers’” (p. 33)     

Similarly, for Osler & Starkey (2006) citizenship is more than legal status, political activity 

or advocacy. It is also a sense of belonging, which means that any education programme has also to 

engage with learners’ cultural and personal identities or feelings (Osler & Starkey, 2005). This 

connotes an educational approach that is learner-centred, respectful and recognizant of their cultures 

and identities.  

 McLaughlin (1992) on the other hand proposes an interpretation of citizenship along a 

continuum from minimal to maximal, identifying four aspects of citizenship: identity, virtues, 
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political involvement and social prerequisites. At a maximal level identity might include, for 

example, dynamic membership of a shared democratic culture, involving responsibilities and 

obligations as well as rights, a sense of the common good and solidarity; whereas at a minimal level 

it might simply be the basic rights commonly associated with citizenship, such as voting, holding a 

passport and having an unreflective approach to nationality. Virtues might minimally include being 

law abiding and helping one’s neighbour, whereas at a maximal level they imply engagement in 

struggles for justice and the empowerment of one’s fellow citizens. Minimally, political participation 

includes exercising one’s right to vote, while social prerequisites for citizenship include, at a minimal 

level, basic legal guarantees; and, at a maximal level, consideration of social disadvantages as barriers 

to full citizenship participation. I argue for an interpretation of citizenship that goes beyond ‘social 

prerequisites’ which considers barriers to maximal citizenship participation: one that not only grants 

genuine participation spaces and mechanisms, but also considers the notions of equality of respect 

and recognition, equality of power, and critical thinking.   

Westheimer & Kahne (2004) propose three concepts of good citizenship that may be seen as 

the base for the ideal types of CCE: (1) the personal responsibility conception, which sees its goal as 

developing each citizen’s own individualistic character; (2) the participation conception that promotes 

citizenship that is of an active leadership role; and (3) the justice-driven conception that calls for 

citizens to critically assess the structures of injustice in society. The authors illuminate the limitations 

of the personal responsible citizen, thus promoting either the participatory or the justice-oriented 

models of CCE. 

Mejía & Moreno (2016), parting from the idea that a model of citizenship corresponds to an 

ethos which defines the ideal citizen, examine four models. Based on ideals of citizenship commonly 

employed in literature on citizenship development (Sears y Hughs 1996, Westheimer y Kahne 2004, 

Abowitz y Harnish 2006, and Thapa et al., 2013), Mejía & Moreno (2016) look into the classic liberal, 

civic republican, deliberative democratic, and radical democratic models. They suggest that the ideal 

citizen within each model will be guided respectively by love of law (nomophilia); love of community 

or of country (oikophilia); love of truth (epistemophilia) and of justice; and love of the groups one 

belongs to and of power (kratophilia). What is important to note is that, instead of assuming the 

existence of an ideal citizen, they acknowledge that within different conceptions (or models) of 

citizenship emerge different ideal citizens. Though their focus is on the political emotions of these 

distinct ideal citizens, it is relevant to this study insofar as different elements within the four models 

inform democratic citizenship.  
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Though delimiting citizenship into models simplifies it, what is important to note is that 1) 

there is no static and ideal citizenship model applicable to all contexts at all times; and 2) different 

elements predominant within these models overlap in complex ways. However, beyond these limits, 

I subscribe in this study to the deliberative democratic model of citizenship. This is largely due to the 

idea that a deliberative democratic model is based on a democratic association determined by 

reasoning and public arguments (Cunningham, 2002). Without this rational component, I argue that 

exercising citizenship would predominantly be based on an emotional component. This brings 

inherent risks, partly because different human beings ‘feel’ differently, and react differently, from 

instinctual and potentially savage violence to calculated, measured, emotionless behavior. The ideal 

would appear to be a balance between rationality and emotion. Moreover, deliberation (the act of 

deliberating) is central in this model: it is the means through which reason and democratic legitimacy 

are ensured (Mouffe, 2000). 

Moreover, deliberation becomes a mechanism through which collective decisions are made, 

through consensus. Reaching (or even failing to reach) consensus, is suggestive of a participatory 

framework which ‘gives’ voice to all engaged in the deliberation process; where all are equal insofar 

as they are able to make use of their voice, to enact decisions. Habermas (1996) and Benhabib (1996) 

point to the essentially discursive nature of deliberation, where deliberation is aimed at reasoned 

expression on issues pertaining citizens. Deliberation actually enables participants to acquire 

participatory skills and dispositions in a free and equal manner. These aspects connote the three 

distinctive features which this study focuses on: participation understood as voice and decision-

making; equality, and critical thinking. Having said this, it is important to note that having voice does 

not equate to having influence (Allen & Light, 2015). I would argue, however, that ‘voice’ with 

‘decision-making’ is indicative of at least greater influence.  

To conclude, this theoretical framework focused on democracy and citizenship calls for a 

‘democracy of citizens.’ It transcends the political and embarks into the social head on. In this regard, 

the main challenge of Colombia - similarly to Duharte’s (2009) claim in regard to the Latin American 

region - is to consolidate a ‘democracy of quality’ where citizens in daily life internalize and practice 

democratic values as a way of life. This requires “rethinking democracy from inside citizens 

themselves” (ibid., in Estacio, 2010, p. 8, translation mine).      

 Similarly to constant societal evolution or de-evolution, as a result of global trends, 

migratory trends, changing socio-political structures, and a complex push and pull of multiple forces, 

citizenship education also undergoes profound changes (Kerr, 1999 in Bascopé et al., 2015). This 

study is conducted during Colombia’s present post-conflict phase – a unique conjuncture which opens 
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promising opportunities to reexamine and redefine citizenship. In this context, the educational sphere 

ought to support this process aimed at cultivating a democratic citizenship: one where citizens do not 

only have a voice but a say, and who have agency and self-efficacy to make decisions that affect their 

communities and themselves; where equality of respect and recognition, and equality of power, are 

advanced, irrespective of inequalities of income; and where citizens have critical thinking capacity. 

In essence, DCE ought to go beyond cultivating a democracy of electors to cultivating a democracy 

of citizens.  

 The following sub-section focuses on DCE and a number of elements relating to its 

importance, particularly as they pertain to the Colombian context.  

  

Democratic Citizenship Education 

 

This section addresses a number of important elements: first, the importance of teaching for 

democracy; secondly, why the idea that education of young citizens leading to democratic citizenship 

ought to be under constant re-evaluation; thirdly, how education for citizenship and the teaching of 

democracy in schools has been conceived and thought of; fourthly, the idea that preparing students 

to be democratic citizens stems as “an important gap” (Kahne and Westheimer, 2003, p. 35) in the 

education agenda: while there is ample consensus of its importance among educators at the level of 

rhetoric, there are disparate views on what democracy actually requires, and what kind of education 

ought to be imparted as a result. Irrespective of what kind of education ought to be imparted, my 

discussion points to the central role played by teachers at the classroom level, and the importance of 

a democratic classroom climate in cultivating democratic citizens.  

I then focus my attention on the Colombian context: how DCE, and citizenship education in 

general, have been imparted, and what the Basic Standards of Citizenship Competencies focus on. I 

point to how ‘education for democratic citizenship’ has been defined by the Council of Europe, which 

may inform how DCE in Colombian contexts might be imparted. I discuss different views on how 

DCE, and citizenship education in general, can be advanced, emphasizing the need to equip learners 

with skills and dispositions, beyond knowledge and values limited to the formal, electoral exercise of 

democratic citizenship.    

Perhaps the first question to address is ‘why teach for democratic citizenship’. Kahne & 

Westheimer (2003) point to the relation between ‘improving society’ and ‘making democracy work’: 

“Improving society requires making democracy work. And making democracy work requires that 

schools take this goal seriously: to educate and nurture engaged and informed democratic citizens” 

(p. 36). Clearly, this leaves room for what ‘improving society’ means; how ‘democracy’ and 
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‘citizenship’ are understood; how ‘democratic citizenship’ is conceptualized; and how this all relates 

to the educational domain from a broad perspective, and influences what teachers do in their 

respective classrooms, or ‘micro societies’.     

 For Audigier (1996) the need for education for democratic citizenship is enhanced in times 

of crisis and difficulty. Naval et al (2002) refer to the current times of crisis and difficulty by pointing 

to increased incidence of violence in schools; outbreaks of racism and xenophobia; political 

absenteeism; and resurgence of extremist separatist movements. These, within a globalized and 

globalizing world, “force us to reconsider our ideas about citizenship and how these are being taught” 

(Naval et al., 2002, p. 108).  

Historically, Naval et al. (2002) point out that interest in education for democratic citizenship 

“as an essential component of education” (p. 109) began to manifest itself worldwide from the end of 

the 1980s. It gained prominence in Europe in the 1990s, particularly after the fall of communism in 

the continent (Bell, 1995; Hahn, 1998; Kerr, 1999; Print, 1999; Torney-Purta, Schwille & Amadeo, 

1999). Questions about education and democratic citizenship have not only focused on how to build 

a democracy with democratic citizens in contexts where this is not existent, or where this is fragile: 

similar questions have been formulated regarding established democracies, and how to maintain and 

nurture democracy and democratic culture in them.  

This need for constant evaluation and re-examination of the health of democracies, has led to 

a growing interest in citizenship education and DCE specifically. Education aimed at democratic 

citizenship has been fueled by two related concerns regarding the future of democracy (McLaughlin, 

2000): on one hand there has been concern for a decline in the level of political participation and 

political understanding of the young; on the other hand, there has been concern for a pervasive erosion 

of the moral and democratic fabric of societies worldwide.  

As regards a decline in political participation of the young, Haste (2017) refers to a dramatic 

change in the way civic participation has been thought of in the last decade affecting research, 

education, practice and policy. She adds that “‘New civics’ includes ‘unconventional’ forms of voice, 

including both legal and illegal protest, and a wide variety of communication routes to making one’s 

voice heard” (2017a, ch. 7, p. 2). This indicates that how the young participate has taken new forms, 

arguably more ‘social’ forms that are not limited to conventional, strictly political forms. Participation 

(albeit political) is being exercised in different fora and in different ways, particularly in the wake of 

new technologies, acquiring new social (or socio-political) forms. On the other hand, as regards the 

erosion of the democratic fabric of societies, Nussbaum (2010) refers to a ‘silent crisis’ where nations 
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are discarding the very qualities essential to democracy itself. She warns of the danger of nations that 

discard skills as they thirst for national profit.    

In relation to Nussbaum’s claim, an example in point is England: Kerr (2000) refers to a 

“seemingly pervasive erosion of the social, political, economic and moral fabric of society… in the 

face of rapid economic and social change” (p. 74–75). In this vein, the report by the Advisory Group 

on Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools (Crick Report) referred to 

remedying levels of apathy, ignorance and cynicism about public life.” The Advisory Group was to 

provide advice on effective education for citizenship in schools, which included among other 

elements, “the nature and practices of participation in democracy” (Crick, 1998, p. 4).  Beyond this, 

the group was expected to produce “a statement of the aims and purposes of citizenship education in 

schools’ and ‘a broad framework for what good citizenship in schools might look like, and how it can 

be successfully delivered” (Crick, 1998, p. 4). 

In regard to Crick’s reference to ‘practices’ (which ultimately affect how DCE is done and 

put in action), Biesta & Lawy for example, call for a paradigmatic shift ‘From teaching citizenship to 

learning democracy’ (2006, p. 63, title of article), adding that the nature of learning in this area is 

“still not understood” (Davies, 2000, p. 10, in Biesta & Lawy 2006).   

Though theorists from Aristotle, Rousseau, and Thomas Jefferson to Dewey, as well as 

contemporary writers like Barber and Gutman have argued that the future of democracy is dependent 

on the education of young citizens, what DCE is, and how to do it, remains an educational (as well as 

social and political) concern. What does education of young citizens enabling the exercise of 

democratic citizenship (ideally leading to robust democracies) actually look like? How does it differ 

in countries with defective democracies in marginalized social and educational contexts? What 

opportunities and challenges emerge from DCE in countries undergoing a post-conflict phase? What 

positive practices emerge in these transitional contexts which may support and nurture practices of 

democratic citizenship in so called established and robust democracies?  Even when there may be 

answers or at least guidelines to these complex questions, given the dynamic (i.e. evolving or 

regressing) nature of democracy, education of young citizens leading to democratic citizenship ought 

to be under constant re-evaluation: democracy and democratic citizenship cannot, and should not, be 

taken for granted - nor can, or should, the education leading to them.    

Beyond clarity (or the lack thereof) on how to impart DCE, Kahne and Westheimer (2003) 

refer to “preparing students to be effective democratic citizens” (p. 35) as “an important gap” (p. 35) 

in the education agenda. Westheimer & Kahne contend that at the level of rhetoric there is ample 
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consensus among educators, policy-makers and citizens on the idea that cultivating students’ 

capacities and commitments for “effective and democratic citizenship is important” (2004, p. 1).  

However, there are varying and disparate views on what democracy actually requires, or on 

the type of curricula that will best promote it (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). While for some 

democracy requires liberal notions of freedom, for others democracy has to do with equality or 

equality of opportunity (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). For some, hope for democracy lies on civil 

society while for others it lies upon free markets (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). While some 

emphasize cultivating democracy through service learning and engagement with the community, 

others assert that knowledge is the cornerstone. This denotes that there is no single approach to 

citizenship education. However, irrespective of the shape and form citizenship education takes, a 

“democratic culture in the classroom” (Tibbitts & Torney-Purta, 1999, p. i, Executive summary) is 

central: “Any single or uniform approach to citizenship education should be avoided. A core set of 

outcomes for students that promote democratic culture in the classroom should be endorsed” (ibid, 

emphasis mine).  

   

Democratic Citizenship Education in Colombia    

 

As part of the IEA Civic Education Project, and in relation to education for democracy in 

Colombia, Rueda (1999) posits that study plans in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s focused on the teaching 

of political institutions (e.g. characteristics, functions and domains, mechanisms of political 

elections). Moreover, this was imparted through a focus on memorization without consideration of 

social and economic realities of the particular context. Rueda (1999) posits that this approach reduced 

citizenship to voting, underscored citizen duties to the detriment of rights, and paid little or no 

attention to understanding political, social and economic dynamics. This resulted in perpetuating the 

gap between citizenship theory and practice. In later years, however, Rueda (1999) contends that there 

was “a growing acceptance of the need for school education in democracy as an essential element 

within the school enterprise” (p. 151). 

But what is the situation of DCE in Latin America, and specifically in Colombia? The first 

thing to point out is the lack of uniformity in terminology relating to education and democracy in the 

region (which applies globally). Estacio (2010) points out the multiple terms employed: ‘civic 

citizenship education’ (i.e. educación cívica ciudadana); ‘civic democratic education’ (i.e. educación 

cívica democrática); ‘civic political education’ (i.e. educación cívica política); ‘civic education’ (i.e. 

educación cívica), among others.  
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Moreover, Levinson et al. (2007) points to programmes which aim to form democratic 

citizens, which go by different names, that also ought to be considered within ‘education for 

democracy’. Examples would be human rights education; peace and conflict resolution education; 

intercultural and antiracist education; environmental education; global education; and education for 

gender awareness and equity. It is important to note, however, that though ‘education for democracy’ 

is not DCE, there is a potential overlap in that both aim to cultivate democratic citizens.    

Secondly, there is a framework for what good citizenship in schools looks like in Colombia.   

The Basic Standards of Citizenship Competencies, instituted by the Colombian Ministry of Education 

in 2004, focus on three core elements: (1) living together (i.e. ‘convivencia’) and peace, referring to 

competencies focused on peaceful and constructive relations, and peaceful conflict resolution; (2) 

participation and democratic responsibility, referring to competencies enabling active participation in 

democratic environments, including building and respecting collective agreements; and (3) Plurality, 

identity and respect for differences, competencies to value identity, diversity and plurality, while 

taking a stand against discrimination and prejudice.    

Moreover, citizenship competencies comprise the broad set of knowledge and cognitive, 

emotional, communicative and integrative competencies which articulated, enable citizens to 

contribute constructively to democratic society (Ministry of Education, Colombia, 2004). Though 

guidelines for successful delivery of this framework exist, these require internalization and 

appropriation on the part of educators. Beyond this, I argue that internalization and appropriation of 

public policies and educational guidelines instituted through top-down approaches, is complex; and 

due to its very nature, rarely takes meaningful and ample account of teachers’ views in designing 

public policy or introducing educational guidelines. It is in this vein that this study explores both, 

teachers’ narratives, particularly focusing on their conceptions and practices in the classroom, in 

relation to DCE.   

 Beyond a growing interest in DCE, and what it might comprise, the Council of Europe 

defines ‘Education for Democratic Citizenship’ as follows: 

‘EDC is a set of multifaceted practices and activities developed as a bottom-up approach to help 

pupils, young people and adults participate actively and responsibly in the decision making processes 

in their communities for the purpose of promoting and strengthening democratic culture based on 

awareness and commitment to shared fundamental values, such as human rights and freedoms, 

equality of difference and the rule of law, for their own benefit and for the benefit of society as a 

whole. It focuses on providing life-long opportunities for acquiring, applying and disseminating 

information, values and skills linked to democratic principles and procedures in a broad range of 

formal and non-formal teaching and learning environments’ (Council of Europe, 2000, p. 14). 
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The fact that the definition refers to ‘a bottom-up approach’ to help learners and adults to actively 

participate in the decision-making processes pertaining to their communities connotes a participatory 

framework. This participatory framework reflects increasing consensus that educational programmes 

aimed at democratic citizenship (in its varied linguistic designations) cannot merely equip learners to 

exercise democratic citizenship as it pertains to formal, electoral voting; but that it requires cultivating 

skills and dispositions (participatory among other) beyond knowledge and values.  

 In this line, Torney-Purta & Vermeer (2004) pointed out that citizenship education was 

composed of three strands of civic competencies: 1) civic-related knowledge; 2) cognitive and 

participative skills and associated behaviors (e.g. to be a critical thinker, to be a flexible problem 

solver); and 3) civic dispositions (i.e. attitudes, or motivations for specific behaviors). Cohen et al. 

(2009) argue that the foundation for democracy lies in promoting social, emotional, ethical, and 

cognitive skills and dispositions. Levinson et al. (2007) point to broad consensus on the idea that such 

education cannot be limited to ‘timeworn accumulation of encyclopedic knowledge’ (p. 5) that 

defined the “old” civic education. They claim that “democratic citizenship education” in the context 

of the Americas “necessarily involves the creation of new values, dispositions, skills, knowledge, and 

practices” (p. 5). In addition, they contend that whereas in the past civic education reform 

concentrated on the curriculum and the formal knowledge it represented, across the Americas there 

is a clear ascendance of programs moving beyond curricular reform to attempt a change in teachers’ 

practices and the culture of schools. In relation to the latter, I contend that there is much work to be 

done in this area.   

Moreover, Levinson et al. (2007) call for further study on how DCE is constructed. They 

suggest exploration on the basis of the following: “How is the teacher’s role, and the teacher’s 

pedagogical approach, being redefined in DCE programs? How are relationships—between and 

amongst teachers, students, and administrators—being reconsidered as an essential component of 

education for democracy?’ (Levinson et al., 2007, p. 5). From a broader perspective, they ask how 

much “the form of teaching and learning, the texture of school life” (ibid., p. 5), is considered as 

essential to DCE as other factors like textbooks and curriculum.   

Haste (2017) goes further and calls for ‘New Civics’.  She points to a dramatic change in how 

civic participation is thought of, which affects research, education, practice and policy. She claims 

that these changes have come about as a result of a changing perspective on democratic processes in 

stable industrialized societies, but also from seriously taking account of the conditions, forms of 

governance and factors involved in social change in societies in transition, or in more problematic 

regimes. In ‘new civics’ the emphasis is not on civic knowledge curricula, reflecting “a cognitive 
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model of learning, primarily of fact-based understanding” (Haste, 2017a, ch. 7, p. 6). This cognitive 

model, (including assumptions within it), is challenged by the expanding agenda proposed in ‘new 

civics’, which accounts for variables that traditional civic education models did not account for 

(Haste, 2017).  

Haste contrasts cognitive models with cultural models of development, the latter of which 

she claims “address the growing individual‘s social and cultural context, the narratives, values, 

knowledge, and norms of action to which the growing individual is exposed in different sociocultural 

settings, interactions, and experiences that promote or inhibit effective and relevant learning” (2017a, 

ch. 7, p. 9). This learning is the result not only of formal teaching of information, but more importantly 

of “individuals’ interaction, dialogue, and performance of action within their social context” (ibid). 

In this line, this study focuses on the variable of ‘climate’, which comprises how teachers succeed or 

fail to frame learning situations through practices involving interaction, dialogue and performance of 

action at the classroom level.  

But what implications does a cultural model of development within a democratic citizenship 

education framework have on educators? Haste (2017a) contends that “A cultural perspective requires 

educators to recognize and take account of the cultural messages and resources available to the 

growing individual” (ibid). These include linguistic, non-linguistic, and institutional messages about 

ethnicity, power, dominant values, and norms of behavior. More importantly, “This includes paying 

attention to classroom and school climate” (ibid), among other parameters, which “may operate 

differently in different national and cultural contexts; a Euro-American perspective is not enough” 

(ibid). Based on this, the study I conduct explores not only how teachers talk of, and think of, DCE 

and elements associated to it, but also how teachers succeed in, and fail to, construct democratic 

classroom climates. 

The following chapter provides a theoretical framework for the concept of ‘climate’. It 

includes empirical evidence focusing on the classroom climate as a context for DCE. Moreover, this 

theoretical framework focuses on the relationship between classroom climate and each of the three 

distinctive features inherent to DCE that are of interest in this study.  
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Chapter 2: Climate in educational settings 

 This chapter provides a theoretical framework for the concept of ‘climate’. It includes 

empirical evidence focusing on the classroom climate as a context for DCE. Moreover, this theoretical 

framework focuses on the relationship between classroom climate and each of the three distinctive 

features inherent to DCE that are of interest in this study.  

Studies on ‘climate’, which originally applied to the industrial and organizational sphere, 

gradually led to a rise in systematic, empirical study of school climate (Thapa et al, 2013). However, 

as early as in the turn of the 20th century, Perry (1908) and Dewey (1916) recognized that the 

distinctive culture of a school influenced the life and learning of its students (Thapa et al., 2013). 

Though Dewey (1927) did not refer to school climate explicitly, “his focus on the social dimension 

of school life and the notion that schools should focus on enhancing the skills, knowledge, and 

dispositions that support engaged democratic citizens” (Cohen et al., 2009, p. 183) implicitly pointed 

to school climate.  Empirical evidence documenting on various aspects of school climate in multiple 

languages has gradually grown since then. 

  In the educational field, though much of the literature refers to ‘school climate’ rather than 

‘classroom climate’, this is gradually changing: increasingly studies have focused on classrooms not 

only as targets of educational intervention but specifically as settings to make sense of classroom 

climate, both qualitative and quantitatively. Torney-Purta &Amadeo (2004) point to the fact that 

although school climate and classroom climate are often considered together, they are distinct. In this 

line, Fraser (1986a, 1986) has called for separate assessment and interventions for classroom climate 

and school climate. Arter (1987) indicates that classroom climate involves relationships between 

teachers and students, and among students, while school climate relates to relationships between 

teachers and their colleagues, administrators and relationships in the community. In contrast, for 

Johnson and Johnson (1979) the school climate is the sum total of the individual classroom climates.   

My position is that though school and classroom climate can, and ought to be, 

complementary, mutually supportive and aligned, they are distinct. The view that they are distinct 

complements that of many social studies and civic educators, who point to the importance of a 

classroom process that affords opportunities for active participation in a respectful and open climate 

(Torney-Purta &Amadeo, 2004) – this within a broader democratic school climate which emphasizes 

students making decisions within the school structure (Hahn, 1998). Student decision making goes 

beyond their participation in school government structures, where usually participation is limited to 

student representatives representing the wider student body. Student decision making can, and should, 
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be cultivated in the classroom as well, pertaining to different areas: decisions on what they wish to 

learn, and how they wish to learn; decisions on the physical space of  the classroom, including spatial 

organization; decisions relating to construction and application of norms; decisions on how they are 

evaluated, among other aspects.    

I use the terms ‘school climate’ and ‘classroom climate’ when making reference to sources 

explicitly employing one or the other. Having said this, I conceive ‘classroom climate’ as an integral 

and constitutive component of the larger school climate. I use ‘integral’ to refer to a quality ‘necessary 

to make a whole complete; essential or fundamental, of or denoted by an integer’ (Oxford dictionary); 

and ‘necessary and important as a part of a whole’ (Cambridge dictionary). I use ‘constitutive’ to 

refer to a quality or component that has ‘the power to establish or give organized existence to 

something’ (Oxford dictionary) larger; and ‘forming part of something’ (Cambridge dictionary). In 

this sense the classroom is an organizational unit of the school, where classroom climate is conceived 

as an integral and constitutive part of school climate. In contexts of violence, a classroom may 

potentially be a safer space than the school at large – where the classroom is a physically bounded 

space with adult supervision, where learners may be protected, and feel physically and 

psychologically safer.   

The above is not intended to downplay the importance of the school at large, including its 

structure, norms and policies; rather, it is said in the spirit of emphasizing the importance of the 

presence of an adult, and the role played by her, in a bounded space where interactions and messages 

conveyed from teacher to student(s) can actually deliberately create safe spaces and the feeling of 

safety. This process can include the development of democratic skills and dispositions, particularly 

emphasizing the idea of respect and recognition where all are to be respected and recognized, 

irrespective of their differences; providing ample and genuine opportunities for student participation;         

and emphasizing the idea of critical thinking, where criticality precedes impulse or action, thereby 

encouraging the disposition to think before acting in a discriminatory or aggressive manner. While 

school spaces outside of the classroom can also be capitalized to cultivate democratic skills and 

dispositions with adult supervision, the classroom affords a particularly intimate and bounded 

learning space allowing teacher-student and student-student interactions and group dynamics. For 

Pohan (2003) for example, “It is within the walls of each and every classroom that students learn 

some of the more challenging aspects of democracy” (p. 372). 

School climate has been explored through a range of methodologies, theories, and models 

(Anderson, 1982). Though this further accentuates the complexity of climate, it also points to the fact 

that climate can be understood and conceptualized differently in different cultural and socio-political 
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contexts. The difficulty of defining, specifically ‘school climate’, is further accented by the range of 

climate typologies, despite their often common roots (Ibid). Given that ‘climate’ is a social 

psychological construct, different observers may have different perceptions of the climate in a given 

classroom (Adelman & Taylor, in press). Furthermore, elements comprising climate (e.g. respect, 

recognition, power, authority, critical thinking, voice, and decision-making) have different meanings 

in different cultural contexts, posing a challenge to operationalize them, and from a research 

perspective, identifying how they are actually manifested through interactions in social settings like 

classrooms.  

There is an increasing interest in school climate worldwide, where organizations from 

multiple spheres acknowledge school climate as a “viable, data-driven school improvement strategy” 

(Thapa et al., 2013, p. 357) promoting safer, and more civil schools. For The Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (2009) school climate reform promotes healthy relationships, school 

connectedness, and dropout prevention (ibid). Similarly, for The Institute for Educational Sciences 

school climate is also a viable strategy for dropout prevention (Dynarski et al., 2008 in Thapa et al, 

2013). Increasingly, the U.S. Department of Education (2007), State Departments of Education, 

educational ministries worldwide, and the United Nations’ Children’s Fund have focused and 

invested on school climate reform to improve schools, including prevention of bullying (ibid). 

Climate then relates to different elements of schooling, from influencing more civil schools to healthy 

relationships to bullying.   

Other conceptions of climate have been holistic. Taguiri (1968) conceived climate and 

atmosphere as comprising the total environmental quality of an organization. The environment was 

composed of distinct dimensions: 1) its ecology, or physical dimension (i.e. physical and material 

aspects); 2) its milieu, or social dimension (i.e. persons and relationships); 3) its culture, or cultural 

dimension (i.e. belief systems, values, cognitive structures). Environment, or climate (the term I use 

in the study), connotes field, situation, setting, conditions, circumstances, among others. The elements 

which converge to create a particular climate (which is changing and dynamic) in a particular setting, 

interact directly with the participants in that setting, where their respective knowledges, experiences, 

cognitions, belief systems, emotions, sensibilities and sensitivities play out and interact with each 

other. There are other elements which may converge in indirect or implicit ways, influencing the 

climate of a particular setting: relations between teachers and school directors; relations between 

teachers and students’ parents; or even the larger socio-political and cultural environment of a 

country, or region.     
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  Though there is no definitive list of elements which comprises ‘climate’, there is consensus 

among a number of researchers on the idea that school climate refers to four specific spheres of school 

life: safety, relationships, teaching and learning, and the external environment (Cohen et al., 2009).  

This study focuses on two of these spheres: relationships between teacher-students, including 

interactions; and teaching and learning. How teachers interact with learners is at the core of the 

relationships they build between them.    

Moreover, for the National School Climate Council (2007) positive and sustained school 

climate is understood as follows:  

School climate is based on patterns of people’s experiences of school life and reflects norms, goals, 

values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures.  

A sustainable, positive school climate fosters youth development and learning necessary for a 

productive, contributive, and satisfying life in a democratic society (p. 4) 

The Council adds that this climate is characterized by people not only feeling safe socially, 

emotionally, and physically, but being engaged and respected. Norms, values and expectations 

converge to create a climate where those inside the school (e.g. students and educators) and those 

outside (e.g. families and the larger community) ideally work together to nurture and live a shared 

school vision.  

 If the above denotes school climate as a complex concept, classroom climate is no less 

complex. ‘Classroom climate’ is a complex variable whose concept has gradually evolved since 

Moos’ (1987) model, which has acted as a referent (López & Bisquerra, 2013). Classroom climate 

has been researched accounting for teacher abilities (Carbonero et al., 2011); discourse analysis 

focusing on teacher discourses (Cuadrado & Fernández, 2008); gender (Freixas & Fuentes-Guerra, 

1997; Marsh et al., 2008); sexual orientation (GLSEN, 2011); performance (Ruíz-Primo et al., 2006);  

interpersonal relations (Martin & Dowson, 2009); quality (González-Galán, 2004); health (Cid, 

2004); cultural perspective (Schneider & Duran, 2010); social skills (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2003); 

teachers’ socio-emotional competence (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009); level of co-existence (Kelley 

et al., 1986; Peralta, 2004); satisfaction (Baker et al., 2003), the democratic perspective (Mappiasse, 

2006); safety (Hernández & Seem, 2004).  

 The importance of classroom climate lies in the fact that the classroom provides extensive 

opportunities for learning and teacher-learner interaction: “Educators model and nurture an attitude 

that emphasizes the benefits of, and satisfaction from, learning” (Cohen et al., 2009, p. 4). Beyond 

the multiple elements at play within ‘classroom climate’, what is important to note is that educators 

and teachers are constantly modelling attitudes, conscious or unconsciously, implicit or explicitly, 
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deliberate or intuitively. In modelling attitudes, they are also contributing to the construction of 

particular classroom climates, which in turn prime and promote particular behaviours (Battistich, 

2008; Solomon et al., 2002).  

In regard to the above, Power et al. (1989) and Power & Higgins – D’Alessandro (2008) 

contend that organizational climates like a classroom climate, shape individual perceptions and social 

behaviour. Narvaez (2010) refers to the specific role played by educators within these organizational 

climates, pointing to educators’ capacity to foster good intuitions, promoting mastery learning, 

prosocial relationships, and citizenship development (Narvaez, 2010). Teachers then are vital 

socialization agents within the educational spaces they work in, socializing and exposing learners to 

ideas, languages, behaviours, and ways of thinking, acting, and feeling. In this sense, the classroom 

as a social learning space becomes an ideal research setting which lends itself to explore how teachers 

as socialization agents construct classroom climates which can support, or inhibit, the cultivation of 

democratic skills and dispositions through their practices and conceptions relating to DCE.  

  Narvaez’s (2010) definition of climate emphasizes the interplay, or the convergence, of 

explicit and implicit systems; behaviour regulation; how groups treat one another; naturalized 

behaviours and how these are explicit and implicitly shaped by educators:      

“…climate encompasses social structures that include the goals and aspirations of the group, overt 

and hidden systems, as well as the incentives and disincentives that regulate behavior. More 

specifically, climate has to do with how members of the group work together, treat one another, 

encourage and discourage particular feelings and behaviors. Here, climate is defined as a culture of 

shared expectations, habitual ways of acting and responding that have been explicitly and implicitly 

supported initially by the leader (educator) and then enforced by the group as a whole.” (Narvaez, 

2010, p. 661-662). 

Narvaez’s definition of climate also puts educators (i.e. teachers, among others) at the forefront, 

referring to them as ‘leaders’. This study is not focused on ‘teachers as leaders’ per se, but two central 

elements of interest are equality of respect and recognition, and equality of power. The former refers 

to how teachers treat learners, and show respect and recognition towards learners; the latter refers to 

how they manage power in the classroom. These are elements which overlap with leadership, and 

relate to teaching styles which have evolved, for example, from Baumrind’s (1967) typology of 

parenting (i.e. authoritative, authoritarian, permissive, indifferent), contributing to creating particular 

classroom climates. 

Classroom climate is also associated with how humans learn.  Narvaez (2010) refers to two 

basic ways in which humans learn: through deliberate and conscious effort, as in book learning; and 

through the implicit mind involving unconscious systems where learning happens automatically 
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without conscious effort, as with most of learning through life experience. Implicit learning happens 

through the ‘hidden curriculum’ of schools (Hasher & Zacks, 1984; Jackson, 1968; Wilson, 2003), 

where the climate of a particular setting ‘educates’ the implicit mind as regards what actions are 

successful to address specific needs of that particular setting (Hogarth, 2001). Recurrent patterns in 

this particular setting enable the mind to learn without conscious effort (Frensch, 1998; Reber, 1993).   

Hall (1973) illustrates the idea of internalizing recurrent patterns in a particular setting by referring 

to how children learn to greet others; what signals indicate pleasure; and when to establish eye 

contact. Bargh & Chartrand (2000) and Bargh & Ferguson (1999) complement this idea by arguing 

that most human behaviour derives from implicit, tacit knowledge.  

Following the above, a democratic classroom climate can contribute to both explicit learning 

and to implicit learning. Explicit learning may entail specific teaching and learning processes where, 

for example, the teacher explains the core elements of a democratic political system, and the students 

take notes based on the explanation. Implicit or unconscious learning may involve being exposed to, 

and adopting, specific behaviours being conveyed by a teacher through his practices: for example, a 

teacher who interacts with students respectfully through a polite tone of voice. Insofar as this 

respectful interaction may be democratic (versus an interaction based on shouting to students, 

denoting an authoritarian behaviour), students will be exposed to these types of interactions and may 

unconsciously appropriate similar relational patterns, thereby cultivating democracy related skills and 

dispositions. 

 In the U.K. context, the Crick Report (QCA, 1998) broadens the scope of school climate, 

implicitly referring to classroom climate, and explicitly establishing a cause-effect relationship 

between ‘structures and daily practices of schools’ to impact on citizenship education effectiveness:   

“There is increasing recognition that the ethos, organizations, structures and daily practices of 

schools, including whole-school activities and assemblies have a significant impact on the 

effectiveness of citizenship education” (p. 36).  

Climate then, becomes a critical component of democratic citizenship education, which requires 

‘deeper and broader democracies’ with ‘more robust and far-reaching cultural changes’:   

“In recent years, a broad hemispheric commitment to DCE has been achieved. In virtually all DCE 

discourses and programs, there is substantial agreement about the need to supplement electoral 

democratization with deeper and broader democracies, and with more robust and far-reaching 

cultural changes” (Levinson et al., 2007, p. 5).  

From this theoretical standpoint, ‘DCE necessarily involves the creation of new values, dispositions, 

skills, knowledge, and practices” (ibid., p.5). A suitable point of departure for the creation of new 
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values, dispositions, skills, knowledge, and practices is accounting for teacher perspectives regarding 

democratic citizenship education.      

  

Climate in the Colombian Educational Context 

 In recent years, there has been a growing interest in climate in the educational sphere in 

Colombia. In the Colombian System of Development of Educators and Policy Guidelines 2013 

(Ministry of Education), reference is made to ‘climate’: it refers to ‘institutional climate’ of teachers 

to advance towards quality education. More recently, as part of the Cátedra de Paz initiative to 

integrate the learning of skills for a peaceful society, classroom climate is referred to as a means to 

promote a culture of peace (Chaux & Velásquez, 2008). This is associated with the social climate of 

the classroom which relates with teacher-student and student-student interactions. These interactions 

are understood as the basis to develop competencies for living together in harmony (i.e. convivencia), 

contributing to developing citizenship competencies which include active and critical participation.   

  Moreover, a number of studies and surveys have been undertaken which have accounted for 

educational climate: studies and surveys on school victimization in schools in Bogota were carried 

out in 2006 and 2011. In 2013 the School Climate and Victimization Survey was also carried out. 

These have provided a framework to track patterns relating to school violence and are part of a larger 

effort to primarily ensure safe schools – but not necessarily robust democratic school and classroom 

environments.   

The growing interest in climate in educational settings is also reflected by the Secretaría de 

Educación of the Alcaldía Mayor de Bogotá (Mayor’s Office of Bogotá), which refers to ‘safe school 

settings’ as one of five components of education for citizenship and co-existence. This implicitly 

alludes to school and classroom climate. The other four components are 1) system of alerts; 2) 

management of critical situations; 3) communication and diffusion; 4) orientator role. While a greater 

concern for educational climate is promising, it remains unclear how teachers, through their practices, 

can construct democratic classroom climates – particularly when some teachers themselves have been 

part of classroom climates where authoritarian teacher practices were the norm.   

Similarly, in 2015 the Colombian Ministry of Education introduced the Synthetic Index of 

Quality Education (Índice Sintético de Calidad Educativa, henceforth SIQE). This tool is intended to 

measure the educational quality of primary and secondary schools of the country. With a 

measurement range from 1 to 10, it comprises four elements: 1) progress (based on scores of the 

Pruebas Saber, standardized tests on civics, mathematics, science, and Spanish); 2) performance 
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(Pruebas Saber school scores in comparison to other regions); 3) efficiency (based on number of 

students who pass the academic year); 4) school environment (which intends to evaluate adequate 

conditions for learning in the classroom).  

There are several limitations with the SIQE: first, and most importantly, climate is considered 

one of four constitutive elements of quality education, and not a central element in itself with its 

respective constitutive part. Cohen et al. (2010) suggest that measuring and working to improve 

school climate “is the single most powerful K-12 educational strategy that supports schools’ 

intentionally creating democratically informed communities which foster the skills, knowledge and 

dispositions” (p. 74). Second, the SIQE is greatly contingent on standardized test scores (i.e. Pruebas 

Saber) to measure ‘progress’ and ‘performance’, which I argue are insufficient and limited elements 

to make sense of quality education. Thirdly, and no less important, school environment is considered 

the total sum of the climate of classrooms within the school: “To improve the learning level of 

students, we must think of the school environment of each of our classrooms” (Índice Sintético de la 

Calidad Educativa, translation mine). I concur with Lopez & Bisquerra (2013) in that the classroom 

climate is an end in itself, complementary though distinct from school climate.  

To complement the limitations of the ISCE, though complementary, school climate is 

composed of school level variables (e.g. school structure, relations between school director and 

teachers, school governance, among others) while classroom climate is composed of classroom level 

variables (e.g. teacher-student relations, classroom order, teaching and learning processes, teacher 

practices, teacher expectations, among others).2   

 The following section focuses on the interplay and relationship between climate and each of 

the three distinctive features of democracy this study focuses on: 1) classroom climate and critical 

thinking; 2) classroom climate and participation; 3) classroom climate and equality.   

 

Classroom Climate and Critical Thinking 

 This section first focuses on critical thinking as being both a process and a product. I then 

turn my attention to theoretical conceptions of critical thinking from different perspectives, 

particularly the philosophical, cognitive psychological, and educational perspectives. I draw attention 

 
2 Moreover, the introduction of the ISCE has been received by certain sectors as a measure to show results 

which may facilitate Colombia’s entry into the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) (Poder y Unidad Popular, https://puprisaralda.wordpress.com/acerca-de/), an intention that the 

government under President Santos pursued aggressively.   
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on the evident implications these different perspectives have in terms of how critical thinking is 

cultivated (if it is) through teacher practice in the classroom. I then focus on the fact that there is some 

consensus on what critical thinking skills, and what critical thinking dispositions, constitute (and 

enable) critical thinking capacity. This includes theoretical references to how dispositions are 

conceptualized. I end by focusing on the interplay between classroom climate and critical thinking, 

pointing to empirical evidence on how civic education has been imparted, particularly relating to the 

absence of cultivating critical thinking capacity. I highlight the centrality of the teacher’s role in the 

enterprise of cultivating democratic citizenship education, and critical thinking capacity in particular, 

through pedagogical practices in the classroom.      

Critical thinking involves both skills and dispositions. It is acknowledged as an important 

feature in education. It is both referred to as a cognitive process as well as a product. As a process 

critical thinking is a feature which displays a particular way of thinking. It is often associated with 

displaying skepticism and not accepting ‘knowledge’ in the form of statements, facts, or other, at face 

value (Facione, 1990). This requires going beyond the ‘surface’ of an object of study, exploring and 

unpacking the different elements that converge within this object of study, and making sense of how 

these elements are interrelated.  

The analogy of the iceberg, where only the tip of the iceberg is above sea level while most of 

it is beneath it, may be useful here: critical thinking would require not only ‘seeing’ and understanding 

the tip of the iceberg (the visible part of it) but also ‘seeing’ and making sense of iceberg matter 

beneath sea level (the invisible part of it), and how both are interrelated. This indicates that 

knowledge, irrespective of its nature and form, is composed of elements that may be readily explicit; 

and elements which may be implicit, not visible to the ‘naked eye’, and therefore require unearthing 

and digging.  

The process of unearthing an object of study through critical thinking may lead to formulating 

and trying to answer questions pertaining to the object of study:  What elements converge? Do certain 

elements have greater weight? How are these elements interrelated? What are the different 

perspectives, or angles, that the object of study can be approached from? Do these different angles 

lead the object of study to be altered in its essence? How and why do different perspectives shape the 

understanding of a particular object of study? Formulating questions become a central conduit, or 

procedure, for critical inquiry. The questions formulated, rather than generating definitive answers, 

is a process that is justified in itself, potentially leading to important insights and a greater degree of 

understanding of a particular object of study. Acknowledging this has implications and effects on 

how teachers frame learning situations and cultivate critical thinking capacity in the classroom.  



41 
 

As a product critical thinking becomes a goal to be attained. Teachers for example may 

expose students to a particular object of study (e.g. global warming) and require them to design a 

proposal to mitigate the effects of global warming through measures undertaken at one’s home and 

community. The proposal would potentially be a product of critical thinking. Its quality would be 

determined by the process undergone to craft the product. This process may entail research on the 

part of the student (or students if it is designed as a collaborative enterprise), but also, more 

importantly, guided input delivered skilfully by the teacher in the form of ideas, questions, sources, 

and other. How successfully the product is crafted would potentially determine how good the learner 

is as a critical thinker, or to what degree she is thinking critically, and this in turn depends to a great 

degree on teachers and their practices.  

Beyond critical thinking being both a process and a product, and beyond a common 

understanding that it involves not accepting ‘knowledge’ at face value, there is a notable lack of 

consensus regarding what critical thinking actually is (Lai, 2011). For Lewis & Smith (1993) critical 

thinking has roots in two academic disciplines: philosophy and psychology. For Sternberg (1986), 

beyond these two disciplines, education is a third strand upon which critical thinking is rooted on. 

Each of these three strands ascribes different definitions to critical thinking, based on their particular 

concerns and disciplinary perspectives. I briefly present below how critical thinking is conceptualized 

from each of these three perspectives, to then explain the relationship between critical thinking and 

classroom climate within the framework of democratic citizenship education.  

 

The Philosophical Perspective 

 

Socrates, Aristotle and Plato, with contemporary writers like Lipman and Paul, exemplify the 

philosophical perspective. They focus on the qualities and characteristics of a hypothetical critical 

thinker, rather than the actions or behaviours a critical thinker can perform (Lewis & Smith, 1993, 

Thayer-Bacon, 2000). Paul (1992) for example refers to critical thinking from the perspective of 

“perfections of thought” (p. 9). Similarly, the American Philosophical Association refers to qualities 

displayed by a critical thinker: inquisitiveness; open-mindedness; flexibility; fair-mindedness; a 

desire to be well-informed; an inclination to suspend judgement while considering multiple 

perspectives (Facione, 1990). In a similar line, Bailin (2002) views critical thinking as thinking of a 

particular quality, one which complies with standards of adequacy and accuracy. The limitation of 

the philosophical perspective may be that in focusing on an ideal critical thinker and her capacities, 

how people actually think may be neglected (Lai, 2011). This may denote a neglect of the process, or 

processes, involved in critical thinking. 
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Within the philosophical tradition, Ennis (1985) defines critical thinking as ‘reflective and 

reasonable thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do’ (p. 45). For McPeck (1981) 

critical thinking is ‘the propensity and skill to engage in an activity with reflective scepticism (p. 8). 

For Facione (1990) it involves “purposeful, self-regulatory judgment which results in interpretation, 

analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, 

methodological, criteriological, or conceptual considerations upon which that judgment is based” (p. 

3). For Paul (1992) critical thinking is “disciplined, self-directed thinking that exemplifies the 

perfections of thinking appropriate to a particular mode or domain of thought” (p. 9). For Bailin et al. 

(1999) it is “thinking aimed at forming a judgment” (p. 287) which complies with standards of 

adequacy and accuracy. Finally, for Lipman (1988), critical thinking is “skillful, responsible thinking 

that facilitates good judgment because it 1) relies upon criteria, 2) is self-correcting, and 3) is sensitive 

to context” (p. 39).  

 

The Cognitive Psychological Perspective 

 

From a cognitive psychological perspective – particularly the behaviourist and experimental 

research tradition - the focus as regards critical thinking is based on how people actually think versus 

how they could, or should, ideally think (Sternberg, 1992). From this focus, what is important are not 

the qualities of the critical thinker, but rather the actions and behaviours the critical thinker can 

perform. For Lewis & Smith (1993) critical thinking in the psychological tradition includes a list of 

skills, or procedures, that the critical thinker displays or performs. Those subscribing to the 

philosophical tradition view the cognitive psychological perspective as reductionist, simplifying a 

complex orchestration of knowledge and skills into disconnected procedures (Sternberg, 1986).  

In this line, Bailin (2002) argues that seeing critical thinking as a series of discrete procedures 

stems from behavioural psychology, which views constructs as directly observable. Given that the 

process of thought is internal and unobservable, cognitive psychologists focus on observable 

manifestations of the thought process in the form of skills or behaviours: analyzing, interpreting, 

inferring, among others. Bailin (2002) notes that it is possible to go through the motions of critical 

thinking without actually engaging in critical thinking holistically.    

Within the cognitive psychological tradition, for Sternberg (1986) critical thinking involves 

“the mental processes, strategies, and representations people use to solve problems, make decisions, 

and learn new concepts” (p. 3). For Willingham (2007) critical thinking requires “seeing both sides 

of an issue, being open to new evidence that disconfirms your ideas, reasoning dispassionately, 
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demanding that claims be backed by evidence, deducing and inferring conclusions from available 

facts, solving problems, and so forth” (p. 8).  

 

The Educational Perspective 

 

From an educational perspective Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy for information processing skills 

has acted as a referent, guiding teaching practice while addressing critical thinking within a hierarchy 

of lower to higher order thinking skills. At the bottom of this hierarchy is comprehension; at the top 

of the hierarchy is analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, which frequently are viewed as comprising 

critical thinking (Kennedy et al, 1991). For Sternberg (1986) the advantage of this perspective lies in 

that it is based on years of classroom experience and observations of student learning. For Ennis 

(1985) and others, however, the educational perspective is vague: elements within Bloom’s 

taxonomy, for example, are not clear enough to guide instruction or assessment appropriately.   

Despite these differing perspectives, there is some consensus on what critical thinking skills  

are important: analyzing arguments, claims, or evidence (Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990; Halpern, 1998; 

Paul, 1992); making inferences using inductive or deductive reasoning (Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990; 

Paul, 1992; Willingham, 2007); judging or evaluating (Case, 2005; Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990; 

Lipman, 1988; Tindal & Nolet, 1995); making decisions or solving problems (Ennis, 1985; Halpern, 

1998; Willingham, 2007); asking and answering questions for clarification (Ennis, 1985); defining 

terms (Ennis, 1985); identifying assumptions (Ennis, 1985; Paul, 1992); interpreting and explaining 

(Facione, 1990); reasoning verbally, especially relating to concepts of likelihood and uncertainty 

(Halpern, 1998); predicting (Tindal & Nolet, 1995); and seeing both sides of an issue (Willingham, 

2007). Most of these skills are either rooted in, or related to, theories of argumentation.  

There is also consensus on the idea that critical thinking, beyond skills, involves dispositions 

(Facione, 1990). Dispositions have been conceived as habits of mind. Critical thinking dispositions 

are ‘consistent internal motivations to act toward or respond to persons, events, or circumstances in 

habitual, yet potentially malleable ways’ (Facione, 2000, p. 64) or to respond to situations in certain 

ways (Carr and Claxton, 2002). Katz (1993) defines a disposition as “a pattern of behavior exhibited 

frequently . . . in the absence of coercion . . . constituting a habit of mind under some conscious and 

voluntary control . . . intentional and oriented to broad goals” (p. 16). For Huber-Warring & Warring 

(2006) dispositions reflect an inclination to a particular way of behaving.  

Moreover, dispositions encompass values, commitments, and professional ethics that in the 

educational context influence teaching and interactions with students (Gollnick and Chinn, 2012). 
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They are also present in other social spheres, including families, colleagues, and communities (ibid). 

Leader and Middleton (2004) conceptualize dispositions as learning experiences that transcend 

cognitive abilities to include a realm of attitudes and awareness about critical thinking. In the 

educational setting, dispositions typically address individual development as a whole   and relate to 

how students function in class and society (Huber-Warring & Warring, 2006). Schools and 

classrooms are spaces where teachers can influence disposition development. Evidence points to 

disposition development in children being particularly environmentally-sensitive. Teachers then, as 

significant adults, are strategically positioned to provide interactive experiences and generate 

classroom climates which can either support or weaken play disposition development (Bertram & 

Pascal, 2002, in Da-Ros Voseles & Fowler- Haughey, 2007). 

There is also some agreement on critical thinking dispositions enabling critical thinking 

capacity: open-mindedness (Bailin et al., 1999; Ennis, 1985; Facione 1990, 2000; Halpern, 1998); 

fair-mindedness (Bailin et al., 1999; Facione, 1990); the propensity to seek reason (Bailin et al., 1999; 

Ennis, 1985; Paul, 1992); inquisitiveness (Bailin et al., 1999; Facione, 1990, 2000); the desire to be 

well-informed (Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990); flexibility (Facione, 1990; Halpern, 1998); and respect 

for, and willingness to consider the viewpoints of others (Bailin et al., 1999; Facione, 1990).  

More recently, Willingham (2007) has noted that in regard to open-mindedness, this includes 

being open-minded enough to new ideas which may actually disconfirm one’s own ideas. This 

particular aspect of open-mindedness is noteworthy to counter-act human egotistical tendencies and 

inclinations and extreme polarization. The last presidential elections in the U.S. are an example of 

this. Likewise, the 2016 plebiscite on the Peace Accords between the Colombian government and the 

Armed Revolutionary Forces of Colombia (FARC) is another example of extreme social and political 

polarization in the Colombian context. Formerly an insurgent guerrilla group, the FARC today is a 

political party since August 2017, holding on to its ‘FARC’ acronym, which now stands for Fuerza 

Alternativa Revolucionaria del Común – Alternative Revolutionary Force of the Common.  

Beyond consensus on the skills and dispositions which enable critical thinking capacity, as 

seen above, empirical evidence suggests that critical thinking skills and critical thinking dispositions 

are in fact distinct (Facione, 2000). While the skill to think critically is seen as distinct from the 

disposition to do so (Ennis, 1985), acknowledging and accounting for both in teacher practices is 

important. A disposition to think critically may increase the likelihood of actually thinking critically, 

and certainly facilitate it. Willingham (2007) also points to the idea that students who are exposed to 

metacognitive strategies and practice them, increase the likelihood of thinking critically. This process 
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involves learners being aware of metacognitive strategies, to then steer their thoughts in productive 

directions where critical thinking capacity is deployed.   

Hence, product and process may converge in the development of critical thinking capacity. 

The underlying assumption is that critical thinking skills and critical thinking dispositions are 

developed through a gradual process which requires practice over time, where a particular way of 

thinking, and a habit of mind, is cultivated and refined. Depending on the situation and pedagogical 

goals of the teacher in a classroom, critical thinking may potentially be manifested in a product (e.g. 

a proposal to address the effects of global warming); or the process of engaging in critical thinking 

may be sufficient and justified as a goal in itself.           

 The relationship between classroom climate and critical thinking is perhaps, at least at first 

glance, obvious: classrooms where 1) teachers acknowledge and value critical thinking as important 

for learning, and where 2) teachers deliberately integrate opportunities for critical thinking 

development in their practices, will provide climates and spaces which increase the likelihood of 

cultivating critical thinking. Moreover, specifically as regards democratic citizenship education, 

teachers’ recognition that critical thinking enables the development of essential skills and dispositions 

in a citizenship capable of sustaining a democratic culture (Barber 1989; Glaser 1985; Gutmann & 

Thompson 2004; Levine 2007; Nussbaum 2006; Parker 1996 in Bermudez, 2015), will likely lead to 

democratic classroom climates. These classroom climates act as environments providing a greater 

likelihood to cultivate critical thinking skills and critical thinking dispositions for democratic 

citizenship.  

How opportunities for critical thinking development are framed by teachers will influence 

both the process and the product of critical thinking. For example, teachers may decide to focus on 

specific aspects of critical thinking, such as problem solving, inferencing, predicting, or reflecting; 

they may also decide on the subject and thematic matter for critical thinking development: asking 

learners to focus on a proposal geared towards more effective and more democratic waste 

management systems; or making inferences and reflecting on what is behind a government 

immigration policy which decides to ban entry of nationals from specific countries in the middle east 

from entering the U.S.A. 

That teachers - and how they frame their respective practices and generate positive, 

democratic, climates - are determinant in critical thinking development in democratic citizenship 

education (as well as in other domains), is evident. Higgins-D’Alessandro (2011) points to the 

development of critical (as well as rational and imaginative) thinking resting on positive school 
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climate. What is not evident, and less clear, is why critical thinking development is not frequent in 

classrooms; and why when it does occur, it tends to be of low quality (Hess 2004). Academic 

publications, policy documents and curricula which point to a general consensus on the importance 

of critical thinking, show that teachers struggle with critical thinking development. This remains a 

situation at present, even thirty-five years after the U.S. National Commission on Excellence in 

Education published A Nation at Risk in 1983.  

A Nation at Risk attested to the idea that many 17-year-olds did not possess the “’higher order’ 

intellectual skills” needed in the U.S.A. In claiming that most could not draw inferences from written 

material, it not only led to subsequent initiatives aimed at critical thinking development, not only 

aimed at 17-year-olds, but also younger learners at school. It also led to questioning what critical 

thinking constituted, and how it may be developed.  

Willingham (2007), in pointing to students’ lack of critical thinking as a situation to be 

lamented, arguably even today, questions if critical thinking can actually be taught. Though his 

answer is “not really” (2007, p. 8), it is unclear and contradictory that he actually asks why it is hard 

to teach, if his position is that it cannot ‘really’ be taught: “Critical thinking, why is it hard to teach?” 

(2007, p.8). My position is that, though learning ultimately is ‘done’ by students and depends on their 

willingness, critical thinking can in fact be taught insofar as teachers can frame learning situations 

and provide learners deliberate opportunities aimed at thinking critically, critical thinking is not only 

‘teachable’ but crucial within a democratic citizenship education framework. It is a central aspect in 

the competence citizens need to participate in a plural and democratic society, enabling them to make 

their own contribution to that society (Ten Dam & Volman, 2003, Miedema & Wardekker, 1999 in 

Ten Dam & Volman, 2004). 

Developing critical thinking capacity in democratic classroom climates acquires greater 

relevance in the educational context in a democratically fragile macro context: Ramos et al. (2007) 

point to citizenship education in Colombia, claiming that thus far it has been taught with an emphasis 

on transmitting knowledge and values (Ramos et al., 2007). Similarly, a large-scale comparative study 

on civic education conducted by Torney-Purta (1999), showed an emphasis on memorisation of the 

characteristics, functions and mechanisms of political institutions, neglecting the social realities 

surrounding these institutions. This connotes with an emphasis on factual knowledge and suggests 

neglect of development of critical thinking capacity.  

Ironically, despite the study suggesting an emphasis on factual knowledge in civic instruction, 

Schulz et al.’s (2011) Latin American regional study of the 2009 ICCS (International Civics and 
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Citizenship Education Study) showed low levels of civic knowledge in the region. A cognitive test 

and a questionnaire administered to almost 30,000 students in their eighth year of schooling in more 

than 1,000 schools in six Latin American countries, indicated that the average civic knowledge score 

in the six Latin American countries (i.e. Colombia, Guatemala, Mexico, Dominican Republic, 

Paraguay and Chile) was over half an international standard deviation lower than the average from 

all participating countries.  

Beyond an emphasis on factual knowledge, the 2009 ICCS Latin American regional study 

also pointed to all six countries above, including Colombia, being concerned with curricular 

frameworks for civics and citizenship to strengthen more inclusive, peaceful and democratic societies 

(Schulz et al. 2011). This was complemented with the countries indicating a greater focus on 

democratic values and participatory skills in civic and citizenship education (Ibid), at least at a 

discourse level.    

But why are democratic values in civic and citizenship education important? Halstead et al. 

(2000) point to the importance of values in educational settings and classrooms insofar as they provide 

standards by which particular actions are judged to be good or desirable. Veugelers (2007) refers to 

values as not merely personal preferences based on taste, but rather more or less explicit and fully 

developed ideas about how people relate to their environment. They are affectively loaded cognitions 

related to behaviour (Veugelers, 2007). These values drive behaviour (Berkowitz, 1995; Oser, 1997; 

Veugelers & Vedder, 2003). 

Teachers in the classroom are positioned strategically to translate democratic values and 

participatory skills (among other features of DCE), from a mere discourse to actual democratic 

citizenship capacity among learners. Values, as principles and fundamental convictions, are 

insufficient: they need to guide and support democratic citizenship capacity through the enactment of 

skills and dispositions, manifested in particular behaviours and ways of thinking, including critical 

thinking. For Brandes and Ginnis (1995) values may be communicated more through method than 

content: “they must ooze from the methodology” (in Maitles & Deuchar, 2006, p. 12). This does not 

only point to the centrality of teachers’ roles in the classroom, but also hinges on their practices.   

In developing elementary aged learners’ capacity for critical thinking, a number of challenges 

and questions arise: 1) Are elementary school teachers critical thinkers themselves, and do they have 

a developed capacity for critical thinking? 2) Can teachers capitalize on their capacity for critical 

thinking to frame pedagogical practices which will prove effective for learners in the classroom? 3) 

Is there consensus, or at a minimal a common understanding, among teachers as to what critical 
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thinking constitutes? 4) Is there consensus, or at a minimal a common understanding, as to what 

specific critical thinking skills and critical thinking dispositions ought to be cultivated and given 

priority, in particular country junctures (e.g. post-conflict) and school and classroom contexts (e.g. 

contexts of marginality)? In this line of thought, Bermudez (2015) points to the need to reconcile 

ideas and interpretations on critical thinking which derive from disparate theoretical traditions 

(Bermudez, 2015). 

  

Classroom Climate and participation 

 

  Citizenship education initiatives (including child rights education initiatives) often refer to 

participation of students as a foundational element. In contrast, peace education initiatives, though 

they tend to acknowledge participation as a core concept, focus more on mitigating and preventing 

violence in its different forms (i.e. physical, psychological, social, emotional, intellectual, symbolic, 

sexual, gender-related), often through socio-emotional and conflict resolution skills. These forms of 

violence are manifested in acts of bullying, intimidating, harassing, blackmailing, repressing, name-

calling, and displays of homophobia, among others, in educational contexts.  

Conflict resolution strategies to prevent or mitigate violent or anti-social behaviour tend to 

be at the core of peace education, particularly when peace is conceptualized from its negative 

dimension as merely an antonym of ‘war’ (Jares, 1999). Similarly, citizenship and democratic 

education initiatives acknowledge conflict resolution strategies, but are often aimed at promoting 

harmonious or pro-social behaviour. This suggests that peace education and citizenship education 

have distinct departing points and perspectives: the former tends to be more prevention-based 

(preventive in nature and direction) while the latter more promotion-based (promotive in nature and 

direction). If solidly designed in conceptual terms, citizenship (and certainly democratic citizenship) 

and peace education initiatives have, or ought to have, different objectives, albeit overlapping ones: 

from its very denomination, the former is aimed at citizenship or democratic citizenship, and the latter 

at peace.  

This clarity of direction in educational approaches and interventions needs to be taken 

seriously, both conceptually, normatively, and in practical terms. Neglecting clarity of direction, or 

‘brushing it aside’ and not   taking it seriously, poses risks since a context could be characterized by 

high or relative levels of peace within anti-democratic structures3. Benevolent dictatorships (albeit 

 
3 Cuba is an example of a country with relative levels of peace within anti-democratic structures: Cuba is a one-party 

republic and public elections are considered show elections, with only municipal assemblies offering a choice of more 

than one candidate per office and, like all other elections, not allowing any campaigning.   
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with a degree of democratization within its structure) or colonial forms of government which lasted 

for well over a century, ‘enjoyed’ relatively peaceful periods.    

These macro structures can be replicated in the micro-organisms of classroom and school life. 

In fact, one could argue that school life for a long time relied, and valued, the notion of authoritarian 

or even dictatorial teachers in their practices and style, but who managed to quite successfully impart 

learning, and cultivate skills and dispositions like discipline, albeit by instilling fear in students. This 

notion remains in educational contexts today. In contexts where this notion does not exist, teachers 

continue to be challenged as regards the degree of participation learners ought to have; in what areas 

learners ought to have participation, either through voice, decision-making, or both; if providing 

opportunities of participation to learners may reduce the teacher’s power, or control, of the classroom, 

and whether this supports, or hinders and obstructs, learning.    

How participation of students is conceived (and ultimately operationalized if it is) in 

citizenship education initiatives (in contrast to peace education initiatives) may also vary. This stems 

from the nature of citizenship, whose existence is premised on the very presence of citizens, 

manifested through their voices and decision-making processes. In Hart’s (1992) eight-tiered ladder 

of participation, the first three levels of participation are based on manipulating, tokenizing and using 

children as merely decoration. It is only on the fourth tier that children are informed of the nature of 

their participation and how their participation will come about. This points to the complexity of 

participation where levels of non-participation and levels of more or less genuine participation exist. 

Hart (1992) refers to ‘participation’ as follows:  

“… the process of sharing decisions which affect one’s life and the life of the community in which 

one lives. It is the means by which a democracy is built and it is a standard against which democracies 

should be measured. Participation is the fundamental right of citizenship” (p. 5).   

That participation involves exercising one’s voice and one’s capacity for decision-making is 

straightforward and easily understandable: how this process comes about and how can teachers 

advance student participation in meaningful ways in educational settings in daily life, is not as 

straightforward, easily understandable, operationalized, or even desired in certain contexts.   

 Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of citizen participation, similar to Hart’s ladder of young people’s 

participation, is also based on a continuum: ‘manipulation’ and ‘therapy’ in the first level denote no 

participation; ‘informing’, ‘consultation’ and ‘placation’ in the second level denote tokenism; and 

partnership, delegation and citizen  control in the third level denote citizen control.  

Wolk (1998) argues that everyone has a voice and, as a result, is not something that can be 

“given” (p. 186).  However, voices can be shaped, projected and nurtured, or misshaped, repressed 
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and silenced. In relation to voice, Wolk asks, “What do we do with it? And to what conscious degree 

have we developed it and continue to develop it?” (p 186). In response to his questions, in the 

educational domain and in relation specifically to student voice in the classroom, what is done with 

it, and to what conscious degree it is developed, depends largely on teachers, and their respective 

conceptions and practices regarding student participation. In the classroom what form participation 

takes, and what degree of participation is promoted, will largely depend on how teachers relate to 

learners, and how they frame learning situations. In this regard, participation may happen in different 

degrees and forms: it can be genuine and authentic, or pretended and inauthentic; manipulated and 

coerced or free and volitional; ample and all-encompassing or limited and tokenistic.   

Similarly, how student participation is understood within a DCE framework depends on 

various factors relating to teachers and to the school at large: how is ‘democracy’ understood in a 

particular DCE initiative? How is ‘citizenship’ understood? Do certain elements of democracy and 

citizenship take precedence in different cultural contexts?  Do certain elements of democracy and 

citizenship take precedence in marginalized educational contexts, stricken by poverty and violence? 

Do certain elements of democracy and citizenship take precedence in educational contexts composed 

of students from Afro-descendant communities – communities which themselves have been 

marginalized? Must certain elements of democracy and citizenship receive greater attention in a 

particular Colombian context like Cali, marked by fragile democratic structures, human rights 

violations, weak social fabrics, and violence? Moreover, how is the DCE equation altered under the 

circumstances of a post-conflict juncture, and how might it translate into purposive and deliberate 

teacher practices? What challenges emerge in a post-conflict juncture, and how might these be 

addressed, if they are in fact addressable? These questions do not have clear cut answers. 

My emphasis on ‘context’ (highlighted) above is deliberate, strategic, and culturally and 

ethically motivated. Thapa et al. (2013) point to a growing body of empirical research supporting “the 

notion that context matters” (p. 370). It intends to caution against transplanting educational initiatives 

from one context to another without serious consideration of contextual specificities, even within 

countries or regions. Levinson et al. (2007) – in Democratic Citizenship Education: A New Imperative 

for the Americas – warns against this:  

Any attempt to understand the burgeoning phenomenon of DCE across the Americas must reckon 

with the following questions: What is the prevailing political and social climate in which certain kinds 

of programs and policies are being promoted and developed? (p. 5) 

In relation to Levinson et al.’s assertion, I argue that the prevailing political and social climate in 

Colombia, beyond being at a post-conflict phase, is characterized by extreme ideological 
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polarizations and markedly different perspectives on framing the country’s future. In these 

circumstances, it is central that participation through the voice of all is actively promoted, and where 

all opinions are respected and recognized.   

In the educational sphere, how participation is conceived in a DCE framework in a Colombian 

context may be different to how it is conceived in a South East Asian context, for example. How it 

ought to be promoted in the former, for example, may differ widely from how it ought to be promoted 

in the latter. Moreover, asserting one’s voice may be valued and positively evaluated in one context, 

and seen as negative or even disrespectful in another. Participation may involve making oneself heard 

(which is suggestive of student participation, particularly in western educational contexts) or on the 

contrary, participation may involve listening attentively to the teacher, and not questioning what is 

told or explained (suggestive of student participation in oriental educational contexts).     

Hence, what is ‘student voice’?  For Bahou (2011) student voice has emerged as the single 

term in educational research which encompasses a spectrum of initiatives advocating for the 

redefinition of the role of students in research and educational change. A redefinition of the role of 

students, irrespective of how it is conceived, inevitably calls on a redefinition on the role of teachers. 

For Cook-Sather (2006) on the other hand, student voice has “a legitimate perspective, presence and 

active role” (in Bahou, 2011, p. 2). Whatever student voice may be, it is complex in itself. Bahou 

(2011) points to the complexity of student voice, which in turn “is located within a complex web of 

school structures and cultures that are shaped by policymakers, school leaders, teachers, researchers 

and students themselves” (p. 2-3). In its most conservative form, Bahou (2011) notes that voice 

denotes having a say when asked, but with no guarantee of a necessary response; in its most radical 

form it calls for “a cultural shift that opens up spaces and minds not only to the sound but also to the 

presence and power of students” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p 363, in Bahou, 2011, p. 3).  

Interest in student voice can be traced from a call among progressive educators to reexamine 

structures, practices and values that dominate schooling, and which sharply contrast with young 

people’s lives today (Rudduck, 2007).  Similarly, the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, of 

which Colombia is a signatory and ratified into law in 1991, has also influenced in drawing attention 

to children’s participation:   

“States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to 

express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due 

weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (Article 12). 

It adds: 
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“The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, 

receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing 

or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child’s choice” (Article 13). 

 From a global standpoint, this increased interest in participation is at the core of DCE. In 

Denmark, the government has pointed to student voice as a vehicle for the creation of democratic 

schools (Flutter, 2007). In the U.S.A. student voice has been conceived from a diversity lens, aimed 

at breaking down racial and class barriers (Mitra, 2001). In New Zealand voice has been prioritized 

as a strategy to promote active student participation at the school and community level (Ministry of 

Youth Affairs, 2003).  

 Related to voice, Echeverría (2006) calls for a broader notion of communicative and 

conversational competence, pointing to human communication having two dimensions: speaking and 

listening. Speaking is usually considered the more important aspect insofar as it is regarded as the 

‘active’ aspect of communication. Listening, on the other hand, is considered the more passive aspect 

of communication, and is dependent on the speaking function: there is no listening if there is no 

speaking. Moreover, it is supposed that if he who speaks does so with clarity and without external 

interference, he will be understood. Echeverría (1996), however, claims that communication rests on 

the act of listening, and not on the act of speaking: listening then becomes the fundamental element 

of language, where effective speaking is attained when it is followed by effective listening, and where 

it is the listening act (and not the speaking act) which confers meaning to what is said. This points to 

the importance of teachers establishing dialogical interactions by integrating active listening practices 

in the classroom which open spaces for student voice.    

In relation to teacher-student interactions in the classroom, Mehan (1979) also warns against 

IRE interactional frameworks: she claims that most interactions are teacher-Initiated, followed by a 

student Response, and ending in a teacher Evaluation of the response. She claims that the teacher 

initiation tends to be in the form of a closed-ended question followed by a student response that may 

require a one-word answer to the question formulated by the teacher. This ends in a teacher evaluation 

in the form of a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer. This type of framework neither promotes dialogical 

interactions nor meaningful student voice.    

 How does the above relate to the Colombian macro context? There is a deep commitment 

with democratic ideals in the Colombian Constitution of 1991. Article 103 refers to participation as 

mechanisms of participation of the people in the exercise of their sovereignty: the vote, the plebiscite, 

the referendum, the popular consultation, open councils, the legislative initiative and the revoking of 

mandates. Article 103 emphasizes an eminently political participation. However, one as a civil citizen 
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could go through the motions of any one of these mechanisms, without necessarily understanding the 

stakes involved, engaging in it without criticality. This would be a ‘weak’ participation devoid of 

critical thinking capacity, and not necessarily supported by democratically skilled and democratically 

disposed citizens – but ‘participation’ nonetheless.    

  The political antecedents surrounding the constitutional reform of 1991 – that is, failed peace 

processes with guerrilla groups under Virgilio Barco during 1986-1990 – provide some historical 

support which explains why the issue of a participative democracy is recurrent in the new Magna 

Carta of 1991. This provided a new democratic vision, from a representative democracy based on 

classic liberal theories to a participative democracy complemented with a procedural conception of 

the constitution (Macedo Rizo, 2010). Participation was enshrined from a normative standpoint, 

bestowing jurisdictional status upon it. But citizen participation is above all a phenomenon (Macedo 

Rizo, 2011) and transcends normative and jurisdictional status: by its nature it is to be enacted, 

through actions and decisions on the part of citizens on issues which affect them, seeking to 

effectively have a say in, and a control on, public matters executed by governments and its entities. 

While the law provides procedural parameters to exercise participation, it is clearly insufficient. 

Similarly, a political dimension of democracy is insufficient: in its robust form, it needs to be 

complemented by a social dimension of democracy.    

 Similarly, Colombian educational policy also reflects a deep commitment with democratic 

ideals. Article 5 of the General Law of Education 115 (1994) – referring to the ‘ends’ of education, 

prioritizing it over ‘means’ - refers to “democratic principles” (clause 2); and “participation of all in 

the decisions affecting them in the economic, political, administrative, and cultural lives of the 

Nation” (clause 3). Article 13 – referring this time to ‘common objectives of all [school] levels’ 

(emphasis mine), denoting once again precedence on ‘ends’ over ‘means’ - refers to “Promote in the 

educational institution democratic practices to learn principles and values of participation and 

citizenship organization, and to stimulate autonomy and responsibility” (clause c).  

This arguably leaves a gap between a democratic vision of education in theory and 

operationalizing it in practice. It could be argued that through the PEI (Proyecto Educativo 

Institucional, or the Institutional Educational Project) individual schools could exercise their 

autonomy and common sense to operationalize this democratic vision. But a democratic vision in and 

of education, through democratic ‘principles’ and democratic ‘practices’, albeit highlighting 

‘participation’, is a complex enterprise: from a theoretical perspective, it is open to multiple 

interpretations and conceptions, while in practice it can take multiple forms and shapes which may 

be far from ‘democratic’. Though I refer above to the centrality of teachers in framing learning 
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situations, it is worthy of note here that perhaps they play the most important part in the complex 

enterprise of cultivating democratically skilled and democratically disposed citizens - certainly at the 

classroom level which affords socialization spaces and opportunities to do precisely this.       

 Teachers’ central roles in this complex enterprise is heightened by the existing contradiction 

between theory and practice at the macro public sphere in the Colombian context: Mejía (2015) argues 

that despite mechanisms in place for active citizen participation in public affairs, this participation is 

not reflected in an actual effective change in the dynamics of the public sphere in Colombia This may 

be due to the weakness of its social movements and civil society (Arango 2004). Notwithstanding 

good and effective teacher practices, this macro context is all too often reflected in the social 

dynamics of classroom and school contexts.  

 

Classroom Climate and equality 

 Latin America is one of the most unequal regions in the world, with the highest income 

disparity. Colombia’s Gini Index is 0.537 (retrieved from 

http://unperiodico.unal.edu.co/pages/detail/despite-economic-growth-colombia-continues-to-be-

one-of-the-most-unequal-countries-in-the-world/ on 1st June 2018), making it the second most 

unequal country in the Americas. But beyond acknowledging economic inequality, this section 

underscores the importance of accounting for a broader, more social conception of equality in 

education by exploring how teachers create (or fail to create) classroom climates where equality is 

advanced.  

 Inequality in education tends to focus on equalizing access to formal education (Lynch, 

2000), and equalizing opportunities in terms of resources and quality education. While these are 

crucial issues relating to equality within a democratic framework, Lynch & Baker (2005) call for “a 

more holistic and integrated approach to the achievement of equality in education” (p.  131). This 

approach is based on an ‘equality of condition’ perspective, which is “the belief that people should 

be as equal as possible in relation to the central conditions of their lives” (p. 131).  

  The equality of condition perspective proposed by Lynch & Baker (2005) focuses on five 

dimensions of equality: resources; respect and recognition; love, care and solidarity; power; and 

working and learning. This study focuses on two of these: equality of respect and recognition, and 

equality of power. Both pertain to teachers’ relationships with learners, and teachers’ teaching and 

learning processes, in the classroom setting, and are deemed key elements to advance a DCE agenda 

in public schools in Cali, Colombia. 

http://unperiodico.unal.edu.co/pages/detail/despite-economic-growth-colombia-continues-to-be-one-of-the-most-unequal-countries-in-the-world/
http://unperiodico.unal.edu.co/pages/detail/despite-economic-growth-colombia-continues-to-be-one-of-the-most-unequal-countries-in-the-world/


55 
 

Equality of Respect and Recognition 

 

 Equality of respect and recognition overlaps with the equality of power dimension: to the 

degree that adults view and position children as weaker or immature, and ultimately as ‘below’ them 

in a way that is disempowering, adults would be disrespecting children, and not fully recognizing 

them or their capacities. While it is clear that children are at different stages of development, a 

perspective of children where they are ‘looked down on’ on the part of adults would represent 

disrespect and would not advance equality of respect and recognition.   

Having said the above, this section addresses the following: (1) research based on models of 

citizenship which are inclusive of children and which are important insofar as they challenge 

assumptions regarding children’s inability to be actors in their own right, opening potential 

opportunities for teacher practices that advance equality of respect and recognition; (2) the challenges 

of operationalizing respect’ and ‘recognition’ in the classroom space and specific strategies for 

learners to cultivate respect and recognition – which bear on skilful teacher practice within a DCE 

framework; (3) why teacher practice within a DCE framework acquires particular relevance in 

societies where inequality is not only economic or political, but also socially rooted (as is the case of 

Colombia), hence pointing to the importance of advancing equality of respect and recognition; (4) 

what shape status-related inequalities take in teacher practice, ultimately pointing to disrespect and 

non-recognition or mis-recognition towards students; (5) how classrooms, through democratic teacher 

practices, afford unique opportunities to advance equality of respect and recognition by learning to 

respect and recognize diversity based on the principle of inclusion; (6) empirical evidence relating to 

educational practices which perpetuate inequality of respect and recognition. These six items point to 

the importance of making sense not only of teachers’ practices but also of the conceptions they hold 

relating to equality, respect and recognition. 

  Devine (2003) points to recent studies which denote models of citizenship which are inclusive 

of children. These citizenship models emphasize connectedness, interdependence and community 

(Roche, 1999; Cockburn, 1998 in Devine, 2003) – which connote respect and recognition towards 

children - but more importantly challenge assumptions regarding children’s inability to be actors in 

their own right. Respecting and recognizing that children are actors in their own right – irrespective 

of their ages and developmental stages - involves creating classroom climates where teachers’ 

practices show respect towards children and recognize children from a capacity-based (and not 

deficit-based) perspective. 

 What equality of respect and recognition looks like towards children through teacher 

practices, and how concepts like ‘respect’ and ‘recognition’ are actually operationalized in the 
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classroom space, is a challenge in itself. One challenge is fundamentally culturally rooted: what 

respectful teacher-learner relations and interactions look like in a 5th grade classroom in India, for 

example, may be quite distinct from what they may look like in a 5th grade classroom in Colombia. 

Beyond cultural and other factors, Alderson (2008) proposes formal consultation methods (e.g. circle 

times, planning groups, school councils), which expose adults to good faith and concern for principles 

of justice and respect. If teachers as adults are able to respect learners, learners in turn will potentially 

be able to respect others:   

Children who feel respected are likely to respect others and to follow positive examples set by adults 

and other children. Habits of consulting increase mutual trust, can decrease rivalry, rows, violence 

and stress, and provide effective ways for groups to cope with problems that arise” (Alderson, 2008, 

p. 137).  

 

Alderson (2008) also refers to how talking and listening to children (and adults) helps them to identify 

what plans, problems and values they share and which they differ on, to be able to reach agreements: 

“Through doing so, individuals can see the justice of respecting one another’s rights, and sometimes 

setting other people’s wishes before their own”  (p. 136). In this line, for Alderson (2008) consultation 

equates to respect: “To consult children respects them, and thereby sets examples which help them to 

respect themselves and other people, as part of the duty of care which adults and children have 

towards others” (p. 136). Having said this, Baker et al. (2004) warn that “It is not just about having a 

consultative role” (in Lynch & Baker, 2005, p. 28) since consultations can be easily ignored when the 

relevant party leaves the table. Respecting and recognizing children must therefore go beyond 

consultation, and integrate listening, engagement and accountability in a participatory democratic 

context.  

 Teacher practice within a DCE framework acquires particular relevance in societies where 

inequality is not only economic or political, but also socially rooted. For Lynch & Baker (2005), “One 

of the main inequalities that many groups experience in education is lack of respect and recognition” 

(p. 17). These status-related inequalities relate to age, sexuality, religious beliefs, disability, language, 

gender, class, race or ethnicity (Lynch & Baker, 2005).  Furthermore, they are rooted in the symbolic 

domain, and are manifested through patterns of interpretation, definition and communication (Lynch 

& Baker, 2005). They involve practices of denial and depreciation (Fraser 2000 in Lynch & Baker, 

2005).  

In schools and classrooms, practices of denial and depreciation, which ultimately indicate 

disrespect and non-recognition or mis-recognition, are expressed in degrees of inclusion and 

exclusion. These degrees of inclusion and exclusion are associated to certain ‘privileged identities’ 
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which are given voice, while others are excluded or in the periphery (Arnot, 2000; Phillips, 2000 in 

Devine 2003): 

Part of the problem of second class citizenship is that those outside the norm get defined by their 

differences in ways that those inside do not, in that women are gendered, men are not, that black 

people are racialised, that white people are not, that Bangladeshis are seen as ethnic while white 

European is just an empty residual category. (Phillips, 2000, p. 37 in Devine, 2003, p. 304). 

 

To the degree that teacher practices are inclusive, viewing “‘difference’ as the norm, rather than the 

aberration” (Devine, 2003, p. 304), it will not only allow for a more evolved conception of citizenship 

defined in relational terms but also respect and recognize learners in their differences.  

 Lynch & Baker (2005) indicate that “If students and teachers are to learn to respect and 

recognize diversity, they need to experience it; they need to live with differences, rather than merely 

learning about them in the abstract” (p. 23). Internalizing respect does not only require developing a 

critical and empathetic perspective, but also dealing with diversity on a daily basis (Lynch & Baker, 

2005). Research on effective pedagogical practices indicates that education can play an important 

role in cultivating the kind of critical thinking and inclusive ethical perspective that underpins respect 

for differences (Adams et al., 1997). Moreover, Lynch & Baker (2005) point to the fact that in many 

societies, schools “are the only places where such learning can safely take place, although this is 

sometimes impossible due to severe hostility, conflict or separation between groups” (p. 23). 

Classrooms, through democratic teacher practices, afford unique opportunities for learning to respect 

and recognize diversity based on the principle of inclusion. 

 In marginalized contexts (such as those where I conduct my study), “The culturally marginal 

are identified as ‘other’ and are treated as irrelevant and/or inferior as a status group” (Lynch & Baker, 

2005). They are perceived as invisible; or if visible, they are subject to negative stereotyping or 

misrecognition (Lynch and Lodge, 2002). Subordinate groups are portrayed as “‘native’, innocent, 

inferior, deviant, ugly or threatening” (Lynch & Baker, 2005, p. 17). This legitimates acts of 

disrespect, disdain and violence (Harding 2003; Said 1991; Young, 1990 in Lynch & Baker, 2005).  

In relation to acts of disrespect, disdain and violence, empirical evidence points to three 

educational practices which stand out in sustaining inequality of respect and recognition: (1) a general 

silence or invisibility frequently manifested through devaluation or condemnation; (2) systematic 

biases in the syllabi and organizational practices of schools; (3) segregation into different classes or 

schools through tracking and streaming (Lynch & Baker, 2005). While these educational practices 

appear to have an institutional, school-based scope, they may also ‘transfer’, nurture or adversely 
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affect teachers’ educational practices at the classroom level, thereby perpetuating a school system 

based on traditional power relations.  

In relation to traditional power relations - which have implications for equality of respect and 

recognition - a longitudinal study conducted by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) 

in the U.K. tracked the schooling trajectory of pupils in three comprehensive schools in the north of 

England in the last four years of secondary school. A key finding with implications for teacher 

practice was that teachers feel uneasy about consulting students and talking to them in a way that 

alters traditional power relations. This idea is complemented by Wrigley (2003): “…teachers in 

Britain have become so accustomed to every detail of the curriculum being decided from above that 

the idea of negotiation sounds almost revolutionary” (p. 134). A repressive and restricting exam 

system adds to this, further stifling learner initiative. It is not clear if these curricular and examination- 

based issues extend to other domains relating to the classroom. What appears to be clear, however, is 

that “from an early age, children learn that they have no right to choose” and it further “denies young 

people’s rights” (Wrigley, 2003, p. 134). This suggests that children’s rights are violated, and in effect 

not respected and recognized, failing to create democratic classroom climates.   

In this line, Devine (1998, in Devine, 2003) conducted a mixed methodological study based 

on qualitative fieldwork over the period of one school year in three Irish primary schools. It involved 

observations of classroom practice, open-ended questionnaires and semi-structured interviews with 

133 pupils in first/second (aged 7/8 years) and fifth (aged 10/11 years) grade classrooms. Semi-

structured interviews with teachers of these children and school principals were also conducted. 

Findings indicated that teacher-learner relations were embedded within a discourse of subordination 

where teachers drew on authoritative resources during daily interaction, (Devine, 2003). In doing so, 

teachers directed and constrained children in terms of the activities they pursued (Devine, 2003). One 

particular testimony not only points to teachers exercising their authority over children in ways that 

are suggestive of authoritarian practices, but also potentially disrespectful and non-recognizant of 

children’s rights and autonomy:  

“Sometimes it feels a bit like being a robot . . . like as if the teacher is in the middle of the room with 

a great big remote control and you have to be able to do everything she says or you will get into 

trouble. (Girl in second class, Churchfield)” (Devine, 2003, p. 310-311).  

 

In this line, research indicates that schooling practices broadly, and teacher practices specifically,  

which fail to respect the autonomy and individuality of the student, and fail to manage power relations 

between students and teachers in a respectful manner, have quite negative educational consequences 

in different countries (Collins, 2000; Fagan, 1995; John, 1996; Pomeroy, 1999).    
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Devine’s 1998 study also underscored not only teachers’ concern for children but also their 

desire to create a school environment that was ‘child-centred’, cultivating children’s individual talents 

(Devine, 2003). However, such sensitivity “was framed in terms of a needs rather than a rights 

discourse, with status issues between adults and children in school relatively unexplored” (Devine, 

2003, p. 315). This points to the importance of exploring teachers’ discourses to make sense of their 

conceptions; and determining if these conceptions are aligned or misaligned to their practice, and 

effectively construct democratic classroom climates.  

Another way in which equality of respect and recognition is not promoted in teacher-student 

relations and interactions is through practices which are not appreciative of sexual diversity: empirical 

evidence points to a presumption of heterosexuality underpinning practices in many countries (Lynch 

& Baker, 2005). Gays, lesbians, bisexuals or transexuals experience deep forms of non-recognition 

in schools (Cole 2000; Epstein and Johnson 1994; Harris 1990; Lynch and Lodge, 2002; O’Carroll 

and Szalacha 2000 in Lynch & Baker, 2005), having to ‘pass’ as heterosexual. This exacerbates 

personal and social trauma that goes with living a lie (Goffman 1968). While it may appear that this 

is not a relevant issue concerning 5th grade classrooms, it is, insofar as 5th graders, as pre-adolescents, 

will develop their sexuality in their subsequent adolescence. Teachers’ awareness of this, manifested 

particularly in their practices through their discourses and actions in the classroom, will influence 

how equality of respect and recognition is developed and enacted. In fact, taunts and homophobic 

bullying are frequent (Epstein, O’Flynn and Telford, 2003; Mason and Palmer 1995; Rofes 1989 in 

Lynch & Baker, 2005). While these may be more frequent among students, teachers’ religious (and 

other) conceptions may influence discriminatory (and hence disrespectful) practice. In this regard, 

this study indirectly also explores whether teachers’ practices are underpinned by a presumption of 

heterosexuality.      

The above discussion points to the importance of teachers’ roles to cultivate equality of 

respect and recognition. The idea of inclusion (from the onset at an early age) to cultivate equality of 

respect and recognition while appreciating diversity is central in this endeavour: “Preference for 

inclusion indicates early uses of the ideas of equality and equity, the building blocks of positive school 

climate” (Thapa et al, 2013). Given that equality of respect and recognition is central to democratic 

teacher practice and democratic classroom climates, this study explores teacher perspectives relating 

to equality, accounting for teachers’ conceptions and practices. In a schooling system which serves 

dominant social institutions which are “hierarchical, authoritarian, unequal, competitive, racist, sexist 

and homophobic” (Arnstine, 1995, in Maitles & Deuchar, 2006, p. 263), these issues take on greater 

importance: it is not enough to explore what teachers actually do in this regard, but also what they 
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think (i.e. conceptions) on issues relating to equality, respect and recognition in the classroom. The 

urgency of cultivating DCE as well as “teaching democracy democratically” (Worsfeld, 1997, p. 395) 

requires accounting for teacher perspectives.     

In this line, at the classroom observation level, this study sets out to observe teacher practices 

based on respectful and recognizant behaviour towards children. In doing so, it looks at whether, and 

how, teachers talk and listen to students; whether they actually ‘talk to’, and ‘talk with’, students 

versus ‘talking down’ to them; whether, and how, teachers display respect and appreciation for 

diversity (versus displaying disrespectful and/or discriminatory behaviour towards students on the 

basis of gender, race, income group, appearance, ethnicity, religion, political orientation or other 

forms); whether, and how, teachers treat boys and girls equally, not displaying gender preference; 

whether, and how, teachers address students by their name. At the classroom observation level the 

study also observes for potential teacher practices which manifest forms of teasing; bullying; 

humiliation and sarcasm; exclusionary behaviour; inflammatory, discriminatory, or derogatory 

language or behaviour; irritability; anger; use of harsh voice; physical aggression.  These behavioural 

markers seek to identify if, and how, teachers respect and recognize children.   

 

Equality of Power 

“I hope our wisdom will grow with our power; and teach us that the less we use our power, the 

greater it will be” Thomas Jefferson (n.d.) 

 

This section begins by pointing to what promoting equality of power through teacher 

practices looks like. This is complemented by how inequality of power manifests itself in many forms 

in classrooms specifically, and schools more broadly. I then focus on conceptions of power, 

particularly as they apply in educational settings. This is followed by empirical evidence which 

indicates that all types of students are increasingly opposed to hierarchical forms of control and 

authority. This evidence is complemented by a case study on civic education in Colombia as part of 

the IEA study conducted by Torney-Purta et al. (1999) spanning twenty-four countries, showing that 

teachers struggle with managing power relations with the young.  

Inequalities of power manifest themselves in many forms in the educational domain at large. 

These forms include processes of exclusion, marginalization, trivialization, misrepresentation (Lynch 

& Baker, 2005) and I would add subordination. Power relations also emerge in different aspects 

within education, including curricula, assessment and pedagogy (Lynch & Baker, 2005), pointing to 

varying degrees of subtle and explicit forms of inequalities of power through student control. While  
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completely horizontal teacher-learner relations may be unattainable, unrealistic, naïve, and 

undesirable (particularly in circumstances where teachers may have to exert higher degrees of control 

in contexts of violence), I call for more horizontal teacher-student relations. For Lynch & Baker 

(2005) the central aim of equality of condition through practices which promote equality of power is 

to reduce power inequalities “as much as possible” (p. 3).  While this is complex in educational, and 

other, contexts marked by rigidly structured hierarchies, it is an important democratic feature within 

a DCE framework. 

If completely horizontal teacher-student relations are not possible, what does developing 

equality of power look like in the classroom? As regards teacher-learner relationships, “it involves 

substituting dialogue for dominance, cooperation and collegiality for hierarchy, and active learning 

and problem solving for passivity” (Freire, 1972, in Lynch & Baker, 2005, p. 27). It also involves 

teacher practices that do not display yelling, threats, physical and psychological control, and/or harsh 

punishment, which would adversely affect equality of power. In this line, equality of power in this 

study is based on teacher practices which denote relations that emphasize ‘working with’ students 

rather than ‘doing to’ or ‘doing for’ students (Dewey 1926, Kohn, 1999 in Brion Meisels, Brion 

Meisels & Hoffman, 2007).   

 Research on power issues in educational contexts - motivated by the work of Foucault (1980, 

1991) – has brought forward different conceptions of power. But what is power? For Foucault (1980) 

power is eminently “relational, situated, circulated, endlessly negotiated and constructed” (Bahou, 

2011). Moreover, for Foucault (1980): 

“Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organization. And not only do individuals 

circulate between its threads: they are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and 

exercising this power” (p. 98).  

 

 Janeway (1980) puts forward a notion of power that underscores its dynamic nature: 

 

“[Power’s] being is becoming. Its steady existence [is] derive[d] from ceaseless shifts and tensions, 

its balance is maintained by thrust and response, hope and frustration, and by the practical actions 

that grow out of compromises and confrontations among its myriad human components” (p.3).   

 

Manke (2008) puts forward a metaphorical notion of power, which underscores how power is 

complex and expansive: 

“I imagine students and teachers as building rooms or spaces in which they can interact 

independently or influence the actions of others, building areas off to the side of the main structure 

where they can live and work without conflict with others, and sometimes seeking to build in areas 

where their plans and actions conflict with those of other members” (p. 6). 

 



62 
 

For Epp and Watkinson (1996, in Lynch & Baker, 2005), power is increasingly conceived as a series 

of relations which while not explicitly observable, has profound egalitarian implications. For Waller 

(1932), “Children are certainly defenseless against the machinery with which the adult world is able 

to enforce its decisions: the result of the battle [between teachers and students] is foreordained” (in 

Manke, 2008, p. 1).    

 Starhawk (1988) on the other hand distinguishes between three types of power: (1) “power 

over”, which refers to a hierarchical relation of domination and control; (2) “power-from-within”, 

referring to one’s sense of personal ability and deep connectedness with other human beings and the 

environment; and (3) “power with‟, which suggests influence in a group of equals. For De los Reyes 

and Gozemba (2002), the power to influence rests on having the skills, dispositions, and knowledge 

to cultivate the “power-from-within” and the “power with” through dialogue and alliances between 

teacher and students (and among students). For Lodge (2005), central to this joint endeavour are 

teachers who have a role to play, not just to hear but also to engage with learners.   

Bartolomé (1994) - in reference to students who have been historically oppressed and whose 

academic achievement has been questioned - points to asymmetrical power relations of society that 

are reproduced in schools as an important, yet less visible, reason for their performance. She adds 

that school personnel hold the deficit view of minority students, and that these views are held 

uncritically, and often unknowingly. Bartolomé (1994) calls for a humanizing pedagogy which 

“respects and uses the reality, history, and perspectives of students as an integral part of educational 

practice”. The idea of respect here overlaps with the idea of equality of power.  

Lynch & Baker (2005) point to the need to democratize school relations for no other reason 

than because of its “intrinsic educational value” (p. 26). Cultivating democratic citizenship entails 

providing learners with opportunities to participate democratically in the public domain (Dewey, 

1916). One such public domain which affords opportunities for learner participation is the classroom 

itself, but these opportunities will emerge to the degree that teachers’ practices are based on power 

sharing strategies with their learners. De los Reyes and Gozemba (2002), in countering the myth of 

students’ powerlessness, point to lack of opportunities afforded to learners to experience their own 

power, which “prevents them from regaining their place as active social actors in their schools and 

wider communities” (Bahou, 2011, p. 7).  

A growing body of empirical evidence shows that all types of students are increasingly 

opposed to hierarchical forms of control and authority (Devine, 2003; Humphreys and Jeffers, 1999; 

Lynch and Lodge, 1999; Yoneyama, 2000 in Lynch & Baker, 2005). Rueda’s (1999) case study on 
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civic education in Colombia (as part of the IEA research under Torney-Purta et al., 1999, spanning 

twenty-four countries) points to findings denoting “obvious difficulties on the part of teachers and 

parents in handling power relations based on respect for juvenile self-expression” (p. 147). He adds 

that teachers (and parents) are more likely to emphasize relations based on submission and obedience, 

giving greater weight to duties (versus rights) of youth. Devine’s 1998 study suggests that while 

teacher power is never absolute, children’s capacities as active agents are underutilized, with 

consequent negative implications for children’s construction of an identity as citizens within the 

school. (Devine, 2000). This calls for teacher practices which acknowledge children’s capacities, and 

subsequently create classroom climates where equality of power is promoted, allowing learners to 

develop their capacities without coercion.  

 How teachers promote practices based on equality of power in their respective social 

microcosms (i.e. classrooms) is a challenge. This challenge is particularly pronounced in contexts 

where inequality (economic, political, social, and cultural) is acute, and where society and social 

relations are rigidly hierarchical. How teachers conceive of power and what they think it is (i.e. 

conceptions), and what they actually do (i.e. practices) in this regard is of investigative importance. 

In this line, classroom observations seek to make sense of whether, and how, teacher practices display 

flexibility in interaction with students; incorporate students’ ideas and opinions; follow students’ lead 

when relevant; allow student choice in classroom activities; provide opportunities for student 

leadership; give students responsibility over classroom activities; provide a relaxed climate for 

student movement; display physical proximity, and willingness to interact with students in a non-

authoritarian manner. This is particularly important at a post-conflict juncture which opens 

opportunities to weave new social fabrics through new patterns of social relationships in educational 

settings which may potentially transcend in later life. Educational settings, and classrooms in 

particular, afford unique opportunities to build the premises of these new social fabrics and patterns. 

To conclude, the three dimensions of participation, equality, and critical thinking all relate to 

DCE. Exploring teachers’ conceptions and practices relating to these three dimensions can contribute 

to  (1) understand how teachers succeed in, or fail to, construct democratic classroom climates; (2) 

make sense of what shape and form these democratic classroom climates take in successful teacher 

practices; (3) make sense of why teachers fail to construct democratic classroom climates; (4) 

determine what possibilities emerge to support them in this enterprise. These four contributions can 

potentially strengthen Classrooms in Peace in its implementation.  
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Chapter 3: Teacher Conceptions and Teacher Practices  

At a time when populist movements (claiming to care about the interests and opinions of 

ordinary citizens) are emerging throughout the world, it is no surprise that there is an increasing 

interest in civic education, with prominent sectors in the educational domain focusing on DCE. Policy 

makers, civic leaders, educators at large and those in the teaching profession are intent on 

strengthening democracy and democratic citizenship through education. In this regard, the last 

Askwith Forum at the Harvard Graduate School of Education in the spring of 2018 was titled 

‘Education, Democracy and Human Rights’. Though U.S.-centred, it focused on the following 

questions:  

To what extent are schools in the United States preparing students for active democratic engagement 

and to advance human rights? Given the documented increase in overt expressions of hatred and 

intolerance in American society, what role should schools play in responding and combating those 

narratives? How are civic education and civil rights organizations assisting educators as they 

prepare their students to stand for human rights, and what challenges do they face? 

 

Questions of this nature ought to be, and indeed are being, formulated as regards the Colombian 

educational context: how can schools in the Colombian context prepare students for democratic 

citizenship, given the political and social polarization at a time of post-conflict? What role should 

schools play in counter-acting polarized and polarizing narratives of hatred and intolerance, with 

evident implications on democracy? These questions gain particular importance in a post-conflict 

juncture.  

 In the European context, the Council of Europe has focused its attention on the field of 

education for democratic citizenship (EDC) since the 1990s. It concluded early on at the Committee 

of Ministers of the Council of Europe that EDC is central to educational politics, and that it is a “factor 

for innovation in terms of organising and managing overall education systems, as well as curricula 

and teaching methods” (Recommendation Rec (2002)12). At country-wide level, United States 

(Bahmueller & Patrick, 1999), England (Crick, 1998; Kerr, 1999), and Australia (Print, 1999) all 

experienced a review, national assessment, or government policy on how to develop new approaches 

to teaching democracy in schools (Naval, Print & Veldhuis, 2002).  

   The initiatives undertaken by the Council of Europe, for example, point to teachers and their 

perspectives as constitutive of ‘overall education systems’; teachers are responsible for interpreting 

and implementing curricula; and they are the agents and the ‘doers’ when it comes to teaching 

methods. In regard to distinct ways and approaches to teaching democracy in schools, teachers are 

unquestionably at the very frontlines of this enterprise, both in and outside of the classroom.   
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I contend in this study that any strategic, sustainable and effective ‘school’ effort at preparing 

learners for democratic citizenship, cannot ignore the perspectives of teachers and their classroom 

practices. Any school-based effort at cultivating democratic skills and dispositions (particularly one 

which intends to counter-act anti-democratic narratives disguised in democratic discourse) cannot 

ignore what teachers say, how they talk, how they think, what they do, and how they do what they do, 

in relation to DCE.   

The ‘perspectives’ of teachers in this study includes teachers’ conceptions and practices 

relating to core elements in DCE, both of which converge to provide valuable insight into what 

teachers say; how they talk; how they think; what they do; and how they do what they do, in delivering 

DCE. In this line, this chapter focuses on the importance of teachers’ conceptions and practices, 

particularly as they pertain to the classroom space - ‘space’ employed here in its widest sense. The 

central theme through which I unpack these conceptions and practices is DCE, and elements 

associated to it, with particular attention to three distinctive features: participation, equality, and 

critical thinking.  

The questions addressed in this chapter are the following: How are ‘conceptions’ and 

‘practices’, defined and understood in this study? Why are these important, pertinent and strategic 

within the framework of DCE? In other words, why is there a need to focus on teachers’ conceptions 

and practices, particularly in marginalized educational contexts in Colombia at the present juncture? 

What empirical evidence supports this direction? Underlying these questions, I am concerned with 

whether teachers’ conceptions and practices are coherently aligned or not: is what they say cogent 

with what they do?   

I do not claim that answers to these questions will be generalizable and applicable across the 

board. Context matters, and each comes with its cultural specificities and particularities. Clearly, there 

is no single or uniform approach to strengthening democracy through civic education that would 

likely succeed within a region (Levinson et al, 2007) or even within a country. However, what 

emerges from these questions will (1) give voice to teachers; (2) provide a teacher perspective (which 

is important insofar as teachers are in a privileged positionality and in the front lines, acting as 

socialization agents, mediators and deliverers in the educative process); (3) provide possible best 

practices or reaffirm existing ones; (4) provide insights into how to best address DCE, particularly 

(but certainly not only) in the classroom setting, and particularly in the context of marginality; (5) 

shed light into how to best address DCE in defective democracies at post-conflict junctures. It is 

worth highlighting this latter point insofar as this has not been researched sufficiently, particularly 

when accounting for the fact that defective democracies in post-conflict societies come with their 
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unique challenges and issues (Quaynor, 2011).  Finally, (6) explorations into these questions may 

guide policy, redirecting policy making from a bottom-up versus top-down approach, where teacher 

perspectives are taken seriously and with forethought, and not in an offhanded fashion. 

The study then may contribute to an interactive exchange of ideas within the Colombian 

context but also between and among countries of the region and the world, providing a Colombian 

perspective. 

 

Teachers’ Conceptions   

 

 This section addresses the importance of exploring teachers’ conceptions on citizenship 

education and presents five concrete reasons which justify this exploration. These reasons are distinct, 

but together gain force. The first reason is eminently empirical in nature. The second reason has to 

do with a growing recognition that what teachers know and subsequently do is critical to students’ 

learning. The third reason points to changing historical perspectives on citizenship education, where 

a neoliberal stance puts the broader understanding of ‘citizenship’ at risk. In these circumstances, 

how teachers in the Colombian context conceive of elements associated to DCE to be, and how they 

promote these   – within a defective democracy – becomes of particular relevance. The fourth reason 

is linguistic in nature, pointing to misunderstandings emerging from discussions of citizenship 

education “because the same language means different things to different people” (Sears & Hughes, 

1996, in Evans, 2006, page unknown). The fifth reason urges on a need for more studies on teachers’ 

understandings of civic-political concepts in different cultural and national contexts, where I contend 

that marginal contexts also ought to be included in research.   

 In this line, the questions asked to teachers in this study related to how they understood (a) 

‘democratic environment’ as it pertains to the classroom; (b) development of critical thinking; (c) 

democratic skill development; (d) student voice and decision-making as features of participation; and 

(e) what kind of relations they cultivated with students. This last item relates to if, and how, they 

promoted equality of respect and recognition, and equality of power through more horizontal 

relations, with students in the classroom. These types of questions intended to shed light on teachers’ 

conceptions and practices relating to DCE, to understand if, and how, they were constructing (or 

failing to construct) democratic classroom climates.         

The first justification to study teachers’ conceptions on citizenship education broadly, and 

citizenship education pedagogy specifically, is empirical in nature. Evans (2006) points out that 

studies that consider teachers’ characterizations of citizenship education pedagogy are rare, adding 
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that only a few national and international studies exist to provide guidance (e.g., Council of Ministers 

of Education, Canada, 2001; Davies, Gregory, & Riley, 1999; Hahn, 1998; Kerr, Cleaver, Ireland, & 

Blenkinsop, 2003; Torney‐Purta, Schwille & Amadeo, 1999 in Evans, 2006).  

Evans’ own study - centred on teachersʹ characterizations of citizenship education pedagogy 

in Canada and England – was prompted by concerns on citizenship education’s ‘location and 

representation’ (Evans, 2006, p. 411) in school curricula, as well as preoccupation expressed by 

researchers on a lack of empirical research on citizenship education pedagogy (Davies, 2000; 

Edwards & Fogelman, 2000; Hébert & Sears, 2001; Kerr, 2003; Kerr, Cleaver, Ireland, & Blenkinsop, 

2003; Sears, Clark, & Hughes, 1999 in Evans, 2006). Those studies that have focused on citizenship 

education pedagogy, though useful, point to what Davies (2000) describes as “a confusing and 

confused situation” (Davies, 2000, p. 93 in Evans, 2006, p. 412). Evans points to lack of clarity in 

terms of “what is actually practiced in the name of citizenship education in classrooms and schools 

in both countries” (Evans, 2006, p. 412). A lack of clarity as regards ‘what is actually practiced’ 

suggests a possible lack of conceptual clarity as regards citizenship education and citizenship 

education pedagogy. The underlying idea here is that clear, cogent, and informed practice in DCE 

derives from conceptual clarity and cogency as regards DCE.       

Secondly, emphasizing the importance of teachers’ conceptions is reflected in a growing 

recognition on education researchers’ part that “what teachers know and do is one of the most 

important influences on what students learn” (Darling‐Hammond, 1998, p. 6 in Evans, 2006, p. 412). 

Hence, exploring teachers’ conceptions relating to citizenship education is important insofar as it can 

indicate not only what it is that teachers know, but also what they do not know; and how their 

understandings (or lack thereof) of different elements associated to citizenship education ideally 

inform (or do not inform) their practices.    

 A third justification pointing to the exploration of teachers’ conceptions as regards   

citizenship education has to do with the changing perspectives relating to how citizenship education 

has been viewed. While historically citizenship education has been considered to be one of the 

principal obligations of public schooling, it has gradually shifted to be seen from an economic (or 

some would claim neoliberal) perspective. Osborne (1992) referred to educational reforms in Canada, 

which emphasized “perceived economic priorities”, while “little has been said about citizenship” 

(Osborne, 1992, p. 375 in Sears & Hughes, 2006, p. 123). Conley (1989) refers to this as “citizenship 

down-graded and down-sized, if not totally dismissed” (in Sears & Hughes, 2006, p. 123).  
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Similarly, Petrovic & Kuntz (2014) refer to a ‘neoliberal era’ and a ‘neoliberal logic’. They 

claim that the effect of this is that students are cast as human capital and citizenship as ‘productivity 

within that very limited frame’ (prologue, p. x). Colombia is no exception to this: education is 

increasingly seen in mercantile terms. In these circumstances, studying teachers’ conceptions on 

citizenship education may shed light on the question posed by Petrovic & Kuntz (2014):  

“So how should citizenship education take shape to deal with the tensions among the received view 

of the economic purposes of education (education for innovation and productivity) and its corollary 

outcome (compliance)?” (Prologue)   

This question calls for an exploration of teachers’ conceptions on citizenship education in the light of 

changing priorities regarding citizenship education.    

  A fourth reason which justifies the exploration of teachers’ conceptions on citizenship 

education is linguistic in nature: Sears & Hughes (1996) point to misunderstandings often arising in 

discussions of citizenship education “because the same language means different things to different 

people” (p. 126). They add that phrases such as “the educated citizen” or “responsible citizenship” 

often regarded as desired outcomes of citizenship education, operate as educational slogans insofar 

as they are “systematically ambiguous” (Komisar & McClellan, 1961, p. 200), representing particular 

political and social interests (Popkewitz, 1980 in Sears & Hughes, 1996). These slogans are 

“meaningless” (Komisar and McClellan, 1961, p. 200 in Sears & Hughes, 1996, p. 126) until they are 

conceptualized; or for Komisar and McClellan (1961) until their application is “to some limited set 

of proposals within the larger amorphous class” (p. 201 in Sears & Hughes, 1996, p. 126). Exploring 

teachers’ conceptions on DCE – teaching in a context of marginality - may confirm or disconfirm 

whether they ‘speak the same language’ as regards DCE. But beyond this, and perhaps more 

importantly, it may shed light on a possible amplitude of distinct meanings of DCE, and how these 

bear on actual practice within the classroom in contexts of marginality. 

Hahn (2010) points to a fifth reason for exploring teachers’ conceptions, claiming that there 

is a need for more studies on teachers’ understandings of civic-political concepts in different cultural 

and national contexts. She refers to concepts such as ‘democracy’, ‘citizenship’, and ‘participation’, 

which she indicates vary according to the particular culture in which individuals are socialized. In 

line with this, Marri (2005) calls for further studies that critically examine conceptions of democratic 

education. Examining different conceptions of democratic education and associated concepts acquires 

greater relevance given “a complex continuum of opinion” ranging from “elitist” to “populist” 

(Woyach, 1991, p. 46–47), in relation to democratic citizenship. Ichilov (1990) proposes a distinct 

continuum, but one that emphasizes the multiplicity of conceptions and understandings that emerge 
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from citizenship orientations: “citizenship orientations can be arranged along a continuum from a 

narrow to a broad definition of the citizen role” (p. 20–21). These continuums indicate different views 

of the role of a citizen, which have developed out of longstanding philosophical traditions (Barber, 

1992; Carnoy, 1984; Heater, 1990; Kymlicka, 1989; Pratte, 1988; Resnick, 1990; Riesenberg, 1992; 

Woyach, 1991 in Sears & Hughes, 2006).    

This study addresses Hahn’s and Marri’s concerns, focusing on DCE with a particular focus 

on student participation (including voice and decision making); equality of respect and recognition, 

and equality of power; and critical thinking – not only in a specific cultural and national context, but 

one undergoing a unique socio-historical and socio-political juncture marked by a post-conflict phase.   

What are the pedagogical implications of these conceptions, in a country in post conflict, and in 

contexts with marked violence and weak social fabrics?  

An understanding of teachers’ conceptions in these circumstances contributes to an ongoing 

discussion on an ever-changing and dynamic field as is democratic citizenship education. But more 

importantly, can these particular circumstances and contexts, afford opportunities to redefine 

democratic citizenship and democratic citizenship education, at this particular post-conflict juncture? 

My inclination is yes.      

  

Teacher Practices 

 

While DCE cannot be relegated to the educational domain, teachers in the classroom can and 

ought to play a central role in this enterprise, albeit within a shared context of responsibility with 

other stakeholders (parents, learners, trainers, school administration, policy makers, civic 

organizations and civil society at large). The fundamental questions which point to the importance of 

exploring teacher practices are (1) do teachers’ practices cohere with the responsibility and role of 

advancing DCE? (2) Are their practices consonant or dissonant with their conceptions on democratic 

citizenship education?  

This section advances a discussion guided by the questions above. It begins by anchoring 

teacher practices to empirical research which has proposed parenting typologies. These have been 

used to understand teacher practices (Pellerin, 2005), identifying four core styles: permissive, 

authoritarian, neglectful, and authoritative. These all have implications for how democratic 

citizenship is advanced. I discuss these respective implications broadly. I then focus my attention on 

how teachers (as adults) ‘view’ and ‘treat’ children through their practices, which has inevitable 

effects on children’s citizenship. Given the breadth of scope of teacher practices, I am concerned with 
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two particular aspects of teacher practices: 1) their interactions with learners, and 2) what they do, 

and how they do what they do, in relation to teaching and learning processes. I argue that DCE 

requires (1) teachers whose practices are democratic in themselves on one hand; and (2) classroom 

climates (and school climates) which are democratic on the other. 

While advancing the above discussion, I underscore the particular importance of cultivating 

DCE in contexts with weak social fabrics where democracy is fragile and violence, in different forms, 

has become naturalized. I refer to empirical studies in the U.S. context (Martens & Gainous, 2013); 

in the Canadian and U.K. context (Evans, 2006); in marginalized contexts in Spain (Molpeceres et al. 

2002). I then focus my attention on Rueda’s (1999) findings pertaining to the Colombian context, as 

part of the IEA study conducted under Torney-Purta et al. (1999).  

To come to terms with such a broad category as ‘teacher practices’, it is helpful to refer to 

Baumrind’s (1991) parenting styles typology and Mandara’s (2003) empirically derived parenting 

typology: permissive, authoritarian, neglectful and authoritative parents. Based on this, Pellerin 

(2005) has conducted research to identify what ‘school styles’ produce the best results in students. 

Though my focus was not explicitly ‘teaching styles’ per se but rather on ‘teacher practices’, 

Baumrind’s (1991) and Mandara’s (2003) parenting typology and Pellerin’s (2005) school style 

inform teacher practice: what teachers do, and how they do this, in the classroom inevitably points to 

a particular way (or style) of teaching, which in turn allowed me to identify if, and how, teachers 

through their practice, succeeded or failed to construct democratic classroom climates. In focusing 

on whether, and how, teacher practice promoted participation, particular dimensions of equality, and 

critical thinking in the classroom, the study indirectly sheds light on teaching styles. Moreover, it 

addresses whether, and how, teachers’ practices are democratic, which correlate with the ‘democratic-

assertive’ teaching style in Classrooms in Peace.  

Teacher practice relates to how teachers view and treat learners. How learners are ‘viewed’ 

and ‘treated’ has implications for their development as democratic citizens. With respect to children’s 

citizenship, Devine (2016) points that teacher-pupil relations framed in terms of voice, belonging and 

active participation, will contribute to children’s capacity to exercise their voice in meaningful ways 

on issues of concern to them. This is in line with Articles 12 and 13 of the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (1989). More importantly, however, if taken seriously it has implications 

for how teacher practices are framed to acknowledge learners’ voice and capacity to be considered as 

social actors in their own right. This shift would challenge traditional hierarchical patterns of adult-

child, and teacher-learner, association.   
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In line with the above, Cohen et al. (2009) refers to four broad areas which are constitutive 

of ‘climate’, two of which are relationships (which include interactions) and teaching and learning 

processes. Given that DCE requires (1) teachers whose practices are democratic in themselves, and 

(2) classroom climates (and school climates) which are democratic, the form and means of democratic 

citizenship education ought to be, not only compatible but purposely aligned, with the idea and ends 

of it. This calls for deliberate and informed teacher practices. 

I underscore the centrality of teachers in the cultivation of DCE given that, although learning 

happens ‘within’ students, teachers frame learning situations through their practices: 

“It is within the students, of course, that the learning occurs, but it is within the teacher, who sits at 

the juncture of forces above, below, and sideways that the learning situations are framed” (Bazerman, 

1994, p. 29). 

In this line, Tibbitts & Torney-Purta (1999) - in addressing ‘Lessons Learned for Citizenship 

Education in Latin America’ (p. i, executive summary) and listing ‘what works in overall program 

design’ (ibid) - underscore the vital role teachers play:  “The development of the learner under the 

skilful guidance of the teacher should be presented as the central modality for learning” (ibid).  

 The ‘skilful guidance of the teacher’ is not only influenced by teachers’ conceptions but 

perhaps more importantly by their practices (i.e. what they say, and what they actually do and do not 

do). Furthermore, their practices ought to be (but may not be) aligned with their conceptions. It is 

therefore important to explore teacher practices, to be able to address whether these are aligned to 

their conceptions to advance DCE.     

 Martens & Gainous (2012) contribute to this discussion by pointing to the following:  

“In recent years, political scientists have found that civic education improves the democratic capacity 

of students, yet little research has been done to date on how and why civic education works when it 

does” (p. 956).  

 

Based on a survey of American students, principals, and teachers to examine the instructional methods 

employed, their study focused on social studies teachers in ninth grade classrooms across the U.S. 

Claiming that civic education may be working “but clearly not nearly well enough” (p. 957), Martens 

& Gainous (2012) indicated that policymakers and educators “need to know what works in the 

classroom when it comes to civics instruction” (p. 957). Beyond giving importance to the classroom 

as a context for civic instruction, they defined ‘democratic capacity’ as students’ “political 

knowledge, political efficacy, and intent to vote”.  

 Evans (2006) conducted a study centred on secondary school teachersʹ characterizations of 

citizenship education pedagogy in Canada and England. Findings pointed to preferred pedagogical 
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practices exposing a range of teaching methods, assessment approaches, and classroom environment 

considerations. Eclectic and distinctive tendencies emerged in relation to teacher practices and the 

goals they prioritized to facilitate student learning. These tendencies not only cut across various 

curricular perspectives (including transmission, transactional, and transformational perspectives), but 

more importantly also indicated a level of ambiguity between what teachers say and what teachers 

do. (Evans, 2006). In line with this, and in relation to studies focusing on citizenship education 

pedagogy, Davies refers to “a confusing and confused situation” (Davies, 2000, p. 93).    Similarly, 

Evans (2006) points to “a certain lack of clarity in terms of what is actually practised in the name of 

citizenship education in classrooms and schools in both countries” (p. 412).  

 Evans’ (2006) study also pointed to teachers making use of a variety of discrete and 

performance‐based instructional practices when educating for citizenship. Discrete activities (e.g. a 

questioning sequence on rights and responsibilities, a mind map on the concept of democracy) were 

particularly prominent. As regards performance‐based instructional practices (e.g., radio interview on 

the concept of human rights, simulation of local government decision making), evidence of these 

strategies was less noticeable in practice despite both Canadian and English teachers acknowledging 

their use.   

Additionally, Evans’ (2006) study indicates that all teachers emphasised instructional 

practices that aimed to increase student knowledge, content acquisition, conceptual understanding, 

and an awareness of current events. However, in most cases, information was largely transmitted 

from the teacher to the student through different mediums. Despite this suggesting limited 

participation on learners’ part, most teachers did think that the classroom was “the most important 

location for students to learn about and practise participation” (Evans, 2006, p. 423). Among other 

important findings, teachers identified and exhibited various practices focused on the development of 

thinking and enquiry skills related to aspects of civic life; and talked about how they used classroom 

space to nurture a sense of citizenship learning.  

 From a comparative education perspective, Alexander (1999) mentions that “comparativists 

have largely ignored school and classroom processes and have tended to concentrate on national 

systems and policies” (p. 109); and that this imbalance needs to be corrected, where “pedagogy” 

ought to be “a central focus for educational research” (p. 109). This calls attention to not only what 

teachers do to develop DCE, but also how they do it. Equally important, while Evans’ study draws 

attention to three broad themes (i.e. conceptual perspectives, policy directions, and pedagogical 

practices) in a particular context, the study I conduct puts the focus on teacher conceptions and teacher 

practices. This approach intends to account for teacher perspectives holistically.    
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 Molpeceres et al. (2002) conducted a study to identify the relation between conceptions and 

practices of teachers in Spain in a Programme of Social Guarantees. They draw attention on the fact 

that these teachers (similarly to teachers in my study) taught in marginal contexts within the broader 

Spanish educational context. Though there is an assumption that there is coherence between teachers’ 

implicit conceptions and actions, insofar as the former act as guidelines in educational practice, their 

study points to an array of possibilities regarding actual practice: total coherence, partial coherence, 

and no coherence, as regards conceptions and practices. This relates to Molpeceres et al. (2002) 

underscoring that the relation between teacher conceptions and practices does not signal so much the 

open conflict between distinct conceptions of teaching, but rather points to the hybridization of 

discourses and practices of diverse origin.         

 As relates to the Colombian context, it is relevant to refer to the cross-country IEA study 

(Torney-Purta et al. 1999) spanning twenty-four countries.  In the ‘Education for Democracy in 

Colombia’ chapter of the IEA study, Rueda (1999) begins by stating that the 1991 Constitution 

brought together political, social and economic forces “to set the foundations for a participatory 

democracy built on the rule of law” (p. 138). Rueda (1999) adds that “Since the 1991 Constitution, 

school education in civics has been legitimated as education in and for democracy” (p. 138). However, 

he underscores that Colombian society has faced “a complex social process in which different 

phenomena criss-cross” (Rueda, 1999, p. 138), pointing to social movements opening “new fields of 

social participation for women, young people, children, Afro-Colombian and indigenous populations” 

(ibid, p. 138).  

The above is relevant to my study for three reasons: first, Afro-Colombians (with a prominent 

presence in the context where I conduct my study) and their voice and participation remains 

marginalized, silenced, misrecognized, and non-recognized. Second, children’s participation in 

educational contexts remains in the periphery, and is not afforded its due importance and right - and 

hence neither respected nor recognized. Thirdly, that Colombian society is living through “a complex 

process in which different phenomena criss-cross” (Rueda, 1999, p. 138) remains truer than ever, 

with the current conjuncture marked by a post-conflict phase4 and extreme polarization. Rueda (1999) 

mentions “anti-democratic elements” (p. 138), citing “deep social inequalities; corruption; the use of 

violence as a means of solving daily conflicts; crisis in the justice system; and a lack of respect for 

diversity” (p. 138). These phenomena manifest themselves today and have serious implications for 

 
4 Some argue that describing the present juncture as a ‘post-conflict’ phase is incorrect given the systematic assassination 

of social leaders since the peace agreement was signed in 2016. The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Situation 

of Human Rights Defenders, Michael Forst, described the situation of social leaders’ assassinations in Colombia as 

dramatic. El Espectador, 4th December 2018. 
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teacher practices. In this regard, one of Rueda’s findings was “a national environment with 

widespread violence and corruption that is not conducive to the purposes of education in democracy” 

(p. 149).    

 Rueda’s reflections above are tied to further empirical evidence relating to teacher practices. 

Employing surveys, focus groups and individual interviews to people in charge of education for 

democracy programs from GOs and NGOs in the four biggest cities in the country (i.e. Bogotá, 

Medellin, Cali and Barranquilla), Rueda’s (1999) study (as part of the IEA study) points to four 

relevant aspects: (1) “the predominance of a teaching system based on verbal and expositional 

transmission of non-significant contents in which memorization constitutes the most-used learning 

mechanism” (p. 150); (2) inconsistencies between “pedagogical discourse about a democratic school 

climate and the daily experience of the educational community in terms of the participation of young 

people in the processes of teaching/learning” (p. 149); (3) “evaluative practice addressed to 

controlling the classroom and an authoritarian exercise by the teacher” (p. 150); (4) school structures 

conceiving democracy as formalistic versus participatory, inevitably influencing teacher practices. In 

this regard Rueda refers to the elections of school governments at the start of the school year:   

These elections are conceived in many cases as a 'simulation' of the voting characteristic of 

representative democracies, and not as something larger, namely a possibility for building school 

order collectively and for creating both a participatory school government and an educational 

community cemented by common ends and perspectives (Rueda, 1999, p. 149).  

While the findings above suggest anachronist teacher practices, it is important to note that the IEA 

study did not include classroom observations due to financial restrictions. in this study, I propose to 

complement interviews conducted to teachers with classroom observations, albeit much smaller in 

scope and focused on a few cases and on a nested marginal context. While large-scale cross country 

studies are important to provide insights at a global and regional level, small scale, in depth, 

qualitative studies can provide findings which are unique to their particular context. They can 

contribute to the unique perspectives and challenges of marginal contexts within defective 

democracies undergoing a post-conflict juncture. 

 Interestingly, Rueda (1999) points to the challenges of the 1991 Constitution as being 

reproduced in schools:  

The problems that the 1991 Constitution tried to overcome could be seen as being reproduced in the 

schools: lack of control and responsibility among electors and those elected; no balance of powers; 

bureaucratized and centralized power structures (Rueda, 1999, p. 150).  

This is relevant to my study insofar as it focuses on how teachers through their practices promote, or 

do not promote, equality of respect and recognition, and equality of power. This rests on their 
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conceptions on power itself, and how they ultimately exercise it within the classroom to promote (or 

more frequently fail to promote) more horizontal teacher-student relations.    

More importantly, the fact that teachers are closed to genuine student participation suggests 

teacher practices that may curtail student voice and decision-making. Pointing to an interest to 

eliminate authoritarian practices on the part of the teaching profession, Rueda (1999) at the same time 

is aware of resistance to change on the part of “wide segments of the teaching profession due to strong 

habits of authoritarian practices” (p. 139). An in-depth exploration of teachers’ discourses as regards 

practices relating to exercising authority, promoting genuine student participation, equality of respect 

and recognition, equality of power, and critical thinking will contribute to implementing DCE 

effectively and strategically.   

 Rueda (1999) points to two further relevant issues: first, the complexity of the Colombian 

context, characterized by adverse forces which he points can hinder or undo good efforts undertaken. 

He refers to the teaching implications within such a context:   

Formalistic teaching becomes a safe route within a national context that is counterproductive to 

education in democracy. The result is a gap between what is known and what is learned in the 

classroom, and between what is believed and what is done in daily life” (p. 157).  

This situation is precisely why “In this context, the need to make education for democracy a priority 

also seems to be clear” (Rueda, 1999, p. 139). Almost twenty years later, Rueda’s assertion remains 

valid. Within a defective democracy in Colombia, an exploration of teacher perspectives from a 

holistic approach entailing conceptions and practices seems to be a logical departure point to position 

education for democracy (and I argue ‘democratic citizenship education’) as a priority. 

Finally, Rueda states that “There is a clear need for a thorough and systematic national effort 

to appraise the effect of initiatives in the area of education in democracy in the schools” (1999, p. 

142). Any appraisal of effects of initiatives cannot ignore teacher perspectives. In this regard, my 

study, though not centred on the appraisal of effects per se, does account for teacher perspectives 

within a particular multicomponent citizenship development programme implemented in a particular 

region. (I discuss this in greater detail in chapter 4).   

This section on teacher practices underscores that what teachers do (and how they do it) 

within the classroom setting is crucial to developing DCE. While a large focus has been directed to 

the secondary school level in this regard (e.g. the IEA studies), it is equally, or more, important to 

focus on teacher practices potentially advancing democratic citizenship in primary schooling. This is 

particularly important given research indicating that children cultivate dispositions from early on. 

Ros-Voseles & Fowler-Haughey (2007) argue that dispositions in the education of children play a 
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pivotal role, and are connected to classroom practices and environments that support disposition 

development. A holistic approach to teacher perspectives which accounts for their conceptions and 

practices will contribute to not only teaching children to read, write, and think in words and numbers 

(Cohen, 2012; Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2002), but more importantly to develop democratic citizenship 

and agency.   

Finally, ‘democratic capacity’ transcends the merely political. It is important to account for 

the social dimension of democratic citizenship education, with a particular lens on children’s 

participation through voice and decision-making in matters of concern to their learning; the 

development of equality of respect and recognition, and equality of power; and the development of 

their critical thinking.   
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Chapter 4: Classroom-Level Programmes for the Promotion of  

Citizenship Development 

There are effective citizenship education programmes across the globe. What is ‘effective’ in 

a citizenship education programme, however, is connected to how citizenship is conceptualised, and 

what kind of citizen is sought to be cultivated in a particular cultural and political context. For 

example, for Western citizenship education scholars, how citizenship education is conceptualised and 

practiced in any context that significantly differs from the western norm is a challenge (Kennedy, 

2014). In this line, how citizenship is conceived in China (and what normative beliefs are held in the 

broader Chinese context), will influence a particular set of practices in citizenship development; 

similarly, how citizenship is conceived in Colombia will shape a particular set of practices in 

citizenship development. The effectiveness of a citizenship development programme then depends 

on whether the set of practices in place are aligned, and advance the development, of a particular 

conception of citizenship.   

In line with the above, in post conflict societies like the Colombian, the effectiveness of 

citizenship education programmes will largely depend on the political and social challenges of this 

particular context at this particular juncture. For example, in the Colombian context the effectiveness 

of citizenship education programmes will be associated with specific skills and dispositions (among 

other elements) relating to a particular understanding of citizenship, and to a particular idea of what 

type of citizen ought to be developed in a particular context. In connection to this, Kennedy (2014) 

points to authoritarian regimes who have their own purposes for citizenship education. These 

purposes will shape how citizenship education is developed, and the effectiveness of citizenship 

education will depend on how well these purposes are addressed. This denotes the complexity of what 

makes a citizenship development programme effective.  

What is important to note from the onset is that citizenship development in elementary 

schooling can be conceived in multiple ways. How it is conceived will not only shape its design but 

also its implementation. Hence, classroom level programmes for the promotion of citizenship 

development can hardly be said to be uniform in either design or delivery. Beyond this, little is known 

as to what specific forms of civics instruction work best, particularly in the classroom (Martens & 

Gainous, 2013).    

 In Colombia there are a number of structured educational programmes based on peace 

education, democracy and citizenship development. These include the Escuela Nueva; Proyecto 

Ciudadano (Citizen Project) from Fundación Presencia; Habilidades para la Vida (Life Skills) from 
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Fundación Fe y Alegría; Jóvenes Constructores de Paz (Young Peacebuilders) from the International 

Centre of Education and Human Development (CINDE); Cultura de la Legalidad (Culture of 

Legality) of the Anti-Corruption Office of the Colombian Presidency; Proyecto Hermes (Project 

Hermes) from the Chamber of Commerce of Bogota. While rigorous evaluations of some of these 

programmes exist, evaluations of others are preliminary. The common denominator among them is 

the assumption that learning citizenship competencies is more effective when children are given real 

life, or hypothetical situation-based, opportunities to practice these skills (Chaux & Velásquez, 2009).  

I shall not focus on the abovementioned programmes and their effectiveness. It suffices to 

point to their existence, which reflects an important interest in citizenship development in the 

Colombian context. Rather, in this chapter I focus on Aulas en Paz (henceforth Classrooms in Peace), 

a multicomponent citizenship development programme designed and implemented in Colombia and 

which has expanded to Mexico. In this line, first I address what Classrooms in Peace is, describing 

its main components; second, I focus on findings from field evaluations of Classrooms in Peace, 

pointing to the programme’s effectiveness in attaining its goals, based mainly on reducing violence 

at the classroom level; thirdly, I point to the limitations of Classrooms in Peace, particularly in the 

area of democratic citizenship development, where I note that a greater emphasis on cultivating key 

democratic citizenship features relating to participation, equality, and critical thinking could 

potentially strengthen the programme. These particular democratic citizenship features are very much 

present at the level of discourse and acknowledged in Colombian public policy and specifically in 

education public policy. However, they are also comparatively weak in practice in Colombian 

educational settings as well as at the macro country level.  

Given that there has not been an in depth study of teachers’ conceptions and practices in the 

Classrooms in Peace programme thus far, this study seeks to address this gap: it explores the 

conceptions and classroom practices of elementary school teachers in regard to DCE, and who have 

received training from the Classrooms in Peace programme. Accounting for teachers’ voices is not 

only more holistic in approach and more democratic in nature, but it can also potentially lead to 

improvements in programme design and implementation.   

 

What is Classrooms in Peace?     

 

Classrooms in Peace is “an elementary school-based multicomponent program for prevention 

of aggression and promotion of peaceful relationships” (Chaux et al., 2017, p. 1), implemented from 

grade 2 to grade 5. Inspired by international programs and socio-emotional research, it combines 

universal components aimed at all students in the participating classrooms; and targeted components, 
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which seek to promote changes among students with a higher risk of aggressive and violent behaviour. 

The programme is based on three main components: (1) a classroom universal curriculum which 

includes lessons in ethics class, and lessons integrated in the language class, based on children’s 

literature; (2) workshops and home visits to parents of the 10% most aggressive children, and (3) 

extracurricular heterogeneous peer groups comprised of two aggressive and four prosocial children. 

This 2-4 student composition was deliberate, seeking to neutralize the negative influence of those 

students displaying aggressive behaviour. As regards home visits and extracurricular activities, these 

were inspired by the Montreal Prevention Program (Tremblay et al. 1995, 1996, in Chaux et al., 

2017); the ethics class curriculum was inspired by programmes like Paths, Second Step and Peace 

First; and the children’s literature modules of the classroom universal curriculum were inspired by 

the programme Voices Reading (Walker et al. 2008, in Chaux et al., 2017). It is important to note, 

however, that home visits in the areas where I conducted my study were interrupted due to safety 

concerns (reported by programme manager during data collection phase).  

The classroom universal curriculum was initially based on 40 sessions per grade, 24 of which 

were implemented in the ethics class and 16 in the Spanish language class. Whether these 40 sessions 

are actually conducted in all classrooms is unlikely, since this is contingent on logistical and practical 

issues relating to content to be covered in other subjects and issues relating to time, among other 

factors, in specific classrooms. However, these sessions relate to conflicts, bullying, peer aggression, 

and seek to promote the development of eight socio-emotional competencies which are part of the 

Basic Standards of Citizenship Competencies in Colombia, and which guide national educational 

policy. The eight competencies, which act as key mediators in the program’s theory of change (Chaux, 

2009, 2012), are as follows: (1) empathy (Eisenberg, 2000; Hoffman, 2000, in Chaux et al., 2017); 

(2) anger management (Hanish et al., 2004, in Chaux et al., 2017); (3) assertiveness (Lange & 

Jakubowski, 1980, in Chaux et al., 2017); (4) active listening (Gordon, 1970, in Chaux et al., 2017); 

(5) perspective-taking (Selman, 1980, in Chaux et al., 2017); (6) creative generation of options (de 

Bono, 1970, 1985, in Chaux et al., 2017); (7) consideration of consequences (Crick & Dodge, 1994; 

Slaby & Guerra, 1988, in Chaux et al., 2017); and (8) critical thinking (Ennis, 1987, in Chaux et al., 

2017).  

Beyond the eight-competency based approach, Classrooms in Peace also considers three key 

aspects of classroom management: (1) caring relationships in the classroom setting; (2) assertive 

discipline management in the classroom setting; and (3) student participation in the construction of 

classroom norms. In fact, caring relationships in the classroom, and classroom structure, are two 

dimensions of the classroom climate which Classrooms in Peace accounts for. Caring relationships 
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takes into account concern for the wellbeing of others; warmth; open communications; group 

cohesion; conflict resolution, among others (Chaux, 2012). Classroom structure takes into account 

norm setting and its consistent application; order in the classroom; and following instructions, among 

others (Chaux, 2012). Both caring relations and structure are two important classroom level 

dimensions insofar as they shape teacher styles: how a teacher manages her classroom can either 

privilege one of these two dimensions; both dimensions; or none of the two (Hughes, 2002, in Chaux, 

2012), leading to four potential teaching styles: the negligent teaching style (low on caring relations 

and low on structure); the authoritarian teaching style (low on caring relations and high on structure); 

the permissive teaching style (high on caring relations and low on structure); and the democratic-

assertive teaching style (high on caring relations and high on structure) (Chaux, 2012).  

In Classrooms in Peace it is the democratic-assertive teaching style which seeks to support 

students’ self-regulation, (or autonomous regulation) of emotions in particular, where learners do not 

depend on an external, controlling authority. This is in line with privileging intrinsic motivation (Deci 

& Ryan, 1985), aligned with performing actions (or not doing so) for the enjoyment of the action 

itself, or motivation by identification, based on performing an action because it is valued by the 

individual. These contrast from extrinsic motivation, or motivation based on external regulation (Deci 

& Ryan, 1985), based on performing actions (or not doing so) to receive a reward or avoiding 

punishment. Beyond motivation related factors, teachers who employ the democratic-assertive 

teaching style listen to their students; provide opportunities for students’ active participation; take 

students’ opinions seriously. This suggests a democratic classroom climate.  

 

Field evaluations of Classrooms in Peace 

 

This section focuses on two particular evaluations of Classrooms in Peace, conducted in 2006 

(Ramos et al., 2007) and from 2014 to 2016 respectively (Chaux et al., 2007).  The former was much 

smaller in scale focusing on a 2nd grade classroom (24 girls and 16 boys) in a public school in Bogota 

managed by a private entity, with very high levels of aggression and violence. The latter is a 2-year 

quasi-experimental evaluation, conducted from 2014 to 2016 with 1154 students from 55 classrooms 

(2nd to 5th grades) of seven public schools located in the poorest neighborhoods with presence of youth 

gangs, organized crime, and drug cartels amidst high levels of community violence in two Colombian 

cities (i.e. Cali and Palmira). While both evaluations are far apart, the fact that one was conducted in 

the initial years of programme implementation, and the other is more recent, intends to give a broad 

overview of the programme itself, and how evaluations themselves have been designed and improved 

over time. They also reveal the central foci of Classrooms in Peace, which has not been centred on 
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developing and promoting democratic capacity directly, but rather focused on reducing and 

preventing aggression in contexts with high levels of violence. Classrooms in Peace has also sought 

to develop prosociality through empathy, anger management, assertiveness, active listening, 

perspective-taking, creative generation of options, consideration of consequences, and critical 

thinking. While these are important prosociality components cultivated through curricula, they fall 

short of accounting for the inherent complexity of developing democratic capacity holistically, 

through extended, routine practices in democratic classroom climates afforded by democratic teacher 

practices. 

In general, preliminary evaluations of Classrooms in Peace have indicated positive results, 

particularly in reducing aggression (e.g., Castellanos and Chaux 2010, Chaux 2012, in Chaux et al., 

2017; Ramos et al. 2007). These evaluations, however, have had important limitations in terms of 

sample size (Ramos et al. 2007, in Chaux et al., 2017), missing data, and low levels of implementation 

(Chaux 2012, in Chaux et al., 2017). Another limitation has been that evaluations have been 

conducted over one academic year, which lasts 9 months.    

The 2006 evaluation focused on student behavior and classroom climate and was based on a 

2nd grade classroom (24 girls and 16 boys) in a public school in Bogota managed by a private entity, 

with very high levels of aggression and violence. It mainly centred on changes identified relating to 

(1) aggression and prosocial behaviour of students; (2) classroom climate, operationalized as the 

frequency of interruptions and following of instructions; (3) the size of friend networks among 

students of that particular classroom. Students’ families lived in precarious socio-economic 

conditions, with most living in neighbourhoods with the highest crime levels and community violence 

in Bogota, which is where the school was located.  

Findings of this first evaluation reported a substantial reduction in the frequency of aggressive 

behavior, both among students who were initially more aggressive, as well as other students. The 

qualitative component of the study also indicated a transformation in the type of violence: in the first 

set of observations conducted in February physical aggressions were observed with great frequency 

(more than one event per hour), including kicking and pushing (Chaux et al., 2017). In the second set 

of observations conducted in June, physical aggressions were occasional. In observations focusing on 

the four most aggressive students, only one situation of clear physical aggression was observed 

(Chaux et al., 2017). In the third set of observations conducted in October, physical aggression 

registers were minimal, and only included pushing (Chaux et al., 2017). This reduction of violence 

was also reported by students.  



82 
 

Prosocial behaviours were also observed. These included behaviours reflecting care, help, 

demonstrations of affection, consoling, promoting reconciliation, among others. Observations 

focused on prosocial behaviours indicated that these were more frequent in the second and third set 

of observations. Another finding indicated that children had referred to conflict management at the 

discourse level, but that this was not aligned to their actions.  

Findings relating to classroom climate – measured through following instructions relating to 

class activities and interruptions which affected the performance of these activities - also indicate an 

increase in students following instructions and a decrease in interruptions. These were also based on 

three sets of observations conducted in February, June and October, and focused on the four most 

aggressive students, and the rest of the students in the classroom. Beyond the findings, what is 

interesting is that this evaluation did not only account for classroom dynamics, but also dynamics at 

the homes of students, and networks of friends. This is important insofar as evidence suggests that 

interventions based on prevention of aggression and promotion of pro-social behavior are most 

successful when they account for distinct socialization spaces involving child interactions (Chaux, 

2005; Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group, 1999, in Chaux et al., 2017; Tremblay et al., 

1995, in Chaux et al., 2017). Findings also showed that while there was a reduction of aggressive 

behaviours, there was an increase in pro-social behaviours, particularly those relating to care and 

affection among peers. 

The more recent evaluation of Classrooms in Peace conducted from 2014 to 2016 (Chaux et 

al., 2017) sought to account for previous limitations by having a larger sample, using data imputation 

tools, ensuring closer and more frequent support to the implementation, and testing programme 

effects over 2 years of implementation. Its main objective was centred on identifying whether, how 

much, and at which costs children participating in Classrooms in Peace improve their socio-

emotional competencies (e.g. empathy and assertiveness) and their prosocial behavior while reducing 

their levels of aggression, in relation to non-participating children. More generally, it also sought to 

account for the scarcity of rigorous evaluations conducted in developing countries, particularly in 

contexts with high levels of exposure to violence. Hence, more than one classroom per grade were 

selected to allocate intervention and control groups. Twenty-eight classrooms were assigned to 

intervention conditions, and twenty-seven to control conditions. Also, school principals assigned 

different school sections to intervention or control conditions; suggested teachers to be observed, 

considering teacher interest; and assigned one classroom per grade in each school section as part of 

the study. Measures included victimization and aggression, both based on frequency of physical, 

verbal and relational aggression; and empathy and assertiveness measures.  
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Findings showed teacher reports indicating positive results in prosocial behaviour and in 

reduction of aggressive behavior; and student reports indicating assertiveness and reduction of verbal 

victimization (Chaux et al., 2017). These findings contribute to existing evidence indicating positive 

results with school-based programmes centred on socio-emotional development in contexts with high 

levels of community violence, as evaluations have shown (e.g., Bierman et al. 2010; Webster-Stratton 

et al. 2008, both in Chaux et al., 2017). Moreover, findings point to “an important potential to generate 

positive results and highlights the challenges of implementing and evaluating prevention programs in 

highly violent environments” (Chaux et al., 2017, p. 1). It also points to the idea that it is still not 

clear which school-based programs, and particularly in which contexts, “are able to reduce aggression 

and violence” (Chaux et al., 2017, p. 1).  

 

Limitations of Classrooms in Peace 

 

Beyond its important potential, I argue that the design of Classrooms in Peace - albeit 

acknowledging the promotion of citizenship competencies – emphasizes a prevention-based 

perspective centred in highly violent environments. It explicitly “seeks to prevent aggression and 

promote peaceful relationships in elementary schools located in urban contexts with high levels of 

community violence in Colombia” (Chaux et al., 2017, p. 2). My main contention in terms of the 

limitations of Classrooms in Peace to specifically cultivate democratic citizenship is that ‘peaceful 

relationships’ are not ‘democratic relationships’. Peaceful relationships can exist within anti-

democratic frameworks - both at macro country level and micro relational teacher-student classroom 

dynamics. Moreover, perhaps a robustly democratic classroom climate would welcome (and flourish 

on) relationships based on disagreement and even conflict of ideas (albeit within a framework of 

mutual respect). This does not necessarily suggest ‘peaceful relationships’ per se, but rather 

‘democratic relationships’, which account for the complexity of democracy, and where ideas are 

confronted critically. Moreover, Classrooms in Peace focuses on ‘convivencia’, or living in harmony, 

but this is only one aspect of democracy.   

This begs the question, what exactly are ‘democratic relationships’? The simple answer is 

that they can be many things; and that this depends on cultural contexts; socio-political junctures; and 

perhaps more importantly, an aspect that has not been given enough attention in educational settings: 

how democratic relationships play out depend on teachers’ conceptions and practices, where the 

former ideally inform and support coherent teacher practice) at the classroom level. This study is 

particularly concerned with a DCE framework based on four concrete democratic citizenship features: 

student participation; equality of respect and recognition; equality of power; and critical thinking. 
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While Classrooms in Peace does promote respectful teacher-student relations, the notion of student 

participation from my perspective is insufficient to advance a DCE framework.   

It is due to the above that I contend that, while Classrooms in Peace acknowledges classroom 

climate and ‘democratic-assertive’ teacher styles, there are other aspects which are not sufficiently 

emphasized such as participation, equality, and critical thinking in both, programme design and 

programme implementation. To account for these aspects in the way they deserve to be accounted 

for, would require a broader conceptual framework for ‘democracy’ and ‘citizenship’, and one that 

goes beyond violence prevention and peaceful ‘convivencia’.   

Hence, a number of questions emerge: what citizenship model is prioritized in the 

programme, beyond a competency-based model? Are the competencies accounted for in Classrooms 

in Peace aligned to a particular citizenship model (e.g. personally responsible citizen, participatory 

citizen, justice-oriented citizen, or other)? How is democracy understood in the ‘democratic-assertive’ 

teaching style (or in what could be referred to as the ‘authoritative’ teaching style)? What democratic 

citizenship features, beyond prosociality features, are prioritized, and if so, how and why? Are 

teachers’ conceptions – teachers being the end implementers of the actual components of the 

programme – regarding democracy, citizenship, and democratic citizenship taken into account at all? 

Or does the programme fundamentally implement a top-down approach, designed by researchers, and 

‘passed on’ to teachers who then implement it in their classrooms? Or does the programme account 

for teachers’ voices, and if so, to what degree and how?  

This latter point is not only critical to the success of a citizenship development programme, 

but also central if teachers are to implement a citizenship development programme with fidelity, 

respecting the programme’s underlying philosophy (which they may, or may not, share). Swann & 

Brown (1997) point to the implementation of any curriculum initiative at classroom level being 

largely dependent on teachers’ existing ideas, including ideas on their own teaching and to what 

degree they regard the new ‘policy’ (or I would add a specific programme) as desirable. They point 

specifically to curriculum initiatives showing extraordinarily modest levels of pedagogical 

implementation partly due to a failure to ‘start where the teachers are’. This also points to teacher 

ownership of citizenship development programmes: evidence points to a divide between ‘experts’ 

and ‘practitioners’ (Jessop & Penny, 1998) where the former may be programme developers or 

researchers, and the latter teachers implementing programmes which they may not have been 

consulted on, or whose design they have hardly contributed to, if at all.     
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Moreover, co-construction of norms, while it is a promising feature towards advancing DCE, 

is hardly enough: student participation in the form of student voice or shared decision-making relating 

to teaching and learning in the classroom is a feature that Classrooms in Peace largely ignores: while 

it promotes more democratic-assertive teaching styles, and hence practices, the classroom is largely 

‘run’ by the teacher who is supposed to implement a specific, highly structured curriculum focusing 

largely on violence prevention themes, and somewhat by default on promoting democracy.     

Also, it is not clear how student participation plays out in the construction of norms: what 

kind of participation do students have in this process? Is this participation fundamentally tokenistic, 

or genuine and ample? Is this co-construction of norms adult-centred in excess, or does it provide 

ample space for students to reflect on designing actual norms in an open and democratic fashion? 

Does the process of norm-construction provide ample opportunities for all students (if not most) to 

genuinely construct norms? Are these norms focused on students maintaining ‘order’ (and ‘structure’) 

in the classroom, or do they also include respectful behaviour in the classroom, not only from student 

towards teacher, but also, importantly, from teacher to students? (This latter aspect is particularly 

important as teachers are constantly socializing behaviours which students are exposed to, and can 

internalize for themselves).  

Moreover, does the process of norm construction also include norms to facilitate more 

horizontal teacher-student relations? Are the norms centred on student behaviour exclusively, or do 

norms also include teacher behaviour (e.g. relating to teacher punctuality, or teachers showing respect 

and recognition for their students)?  Does this co-construction of norms take account of designing 

norms in ways other than through oral expression, to provide students who may be less vocal to 

express themselves through other mediums? This latter point is particularly important at the beginning 

of the year when students may be new to the school, and adapting to a new environment, which can 

be psychologically challenging and associated with feelings of insecurity; or just acquainting 

themselves with new classmates in a new school year. These questions point to the complexity of 

constructing democratic classroom climates (in general, and specifically in relation to Classrooms in 

Peace) which account for (1) genuine student participation; (2) aspects relating to equality in teacher-

student relational dynamics; and (3) critical thinking. 

To conclude, in contrast to success in preventing and reducing violence at the classroom level 

while advancing on prosociality, the limitations of Classrooms in Peace lie in the limited scope of 

promoting democratic citizenship development through extended opportunities to live and practice 

democracy at the classroom level. These opportunities could integrate (1) more extensive student 

participation accounting for both student voice and decision making opportunities; (2) a greater focus 
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on cultivating equality of respect and recognition, (critical among communities comprised of 

Afrodescendants, which have historically been marginalized in Colombia); (3) more horizontal 

teacher-student relations (which has implications for learning in general and implications for 

internalizing interpersonal skills and dispositions within a democratic dynamics framework; and (4) 

a greater focus on cultivating critical thinking as a skill and disposition for democratic participation, 

not limited to conflict resolution, perspective taking, among others. This latter point would require 

ensuring that teachers are critical thinkers themselves, to then support them to develop critical 

thinking capacity in students. All these points seek to potentially construct a more democratic 

classroom climate through teacher practice – a critical aspect to ‘live’ democracy, and cultivate 

democratically skilled and democratically disposed citizens by practicing and internalizing 

democracy routinely - aligned not only to the perspective of learning by doing but learning by ‘living’.  

Finally, while the findings above are clearly promising and reflect the potential of Classrooms 

in Peace interventions in terms of reducing aggression while promoting pro-social behaviours, the 

programme would potentially benefit from integrating specific democratic citizenship features which 

seek to develop democratic capacity. Exploring teachers’ conceptions and practices could provide 

important insights to support teachers in implementing what the programme designers refer to as a 

‘democratic-assertive’ teaching style, and what I refer to as teacher practices.     
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Chapter 5: Methodological Design 

A qualitative multi-case study was conducted based on classroom observations of five 5th 

grade teachers, followed by individual semi-structured interviews of each of the five teachers. The 

interviews were conducted about three weeks after the classroom observations had begun. All five 

teachers worked in public schools in Cali. Two worked in the same school and same school site while 

two others worked in the same school but in different school sites. Three of the four school sites were 

in particularly low-income, marginalized and peripheral neighbourhoods: Barrio República de Israel; 

Barrio Antonio Nariño; Barrio Lourdes5.    

All five teachers had been part of the Classrooms in Peace programme, to a larger or smaller 

degree. This meant that a staff member of the programme had conducted classroom observations in 

all five teachers’ classrooms (ranging from monthly visits to once in a semester visits), followed by 

feedback sessions oriented towards supporting different aspects of their classroom practice. Three 

aspects of classroom management are of particular importance to the programme: (1) assertive 

discipline management, which is based on ensuring order in the classroom, so students are on task to 

support learning; (2) caring teacher-students relationships, and among students themselves; (3) co-

construction of classroom norms by the teacher and students at the beginning of the school year. 

Beyond these aspects, Classrooms in Peace has a classroom curriculum component integrated into a 

class manual which is handed to the teacher, who then implements it in Spanish language, ethics, or 

social science class. Four of the five teachers used the Classrooms in Peace book in their classrooms 

in different sessions observed.  

Based on the research questions this study is premised upon, a qualitative approach based on 

the case study method was deemed most appropriate. Nisbet & Watt (1984) refer to the case study as 

“a specific instance that is frequently designed to illustrate a more general principle” (p.72). Adelman 

et al. (1980) refer to it as the study of an instance in action. Cohen et al. (2005) describe this single 

instance as a bounded system (e.g. a child, a clique, a school, a community, or a classroom). Hence, 

case studies are examples of real people in real situations. These situations take place in particular 

contexts. Cohen et al. (2005) describe contexts as unique and dynamic, and case studies serve to 

“investigate and report the complex dynamic and unfolding interactions of events, human 

relationships and other factors in a unique instance” (p. 181). In this study the contexts were five 5th 

 
5 These are known as ‘barrios calientes’, literally translated as ‘hot neighbourhoods’, referring to violent and 

dangerous neighbourhoods associated with high crime rates, homicides, gang violence, drug trafficking, 

among other related phenomena.   
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grade classrooms led by five different teachers, representing a total of three schools and four different 

school sites. The teaching experience of these five teachers ranged from ten to 40 years.  

In this line, qualitative research focuses on that which takes place in the natural world 

(Rossman & Rallis, 1998); it employs methods that are interactive and humanistic (Rossman & Rallis, 

1998); it is emergent rather than tightly preconditioned (Rossman & Rallis, 1998). Marshall & 

Rossman (1999) complement this, claiming that “An in-depth description showing the complexities 

of processes and interactions will be so embedded with data derived from the setting that it cannot 

help but be valid” (p. 193). 

In essence, a qualitative approach lent itself to describing and making sense of  (1) settings 

(in this study the focus was on how teachers through their practices succeed in, or fail to, create 

democratic climates in their classroom settings); (2) processes (in  this study those processes related 

to teaching and learning processes); and (3) patterns of interaction (in this study these focused on 

classroom interactions between teacher and students, and those promoted by the teacher among 

students).   

In regard to the researcher’s positionality, Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) contend that in the 

case study approach the researcher has little control over events. They point to four characteristics to 

describe a case study: 1. it is concerned with a rich and vivid description of events particular to the 

case; 2. it focuses on individual actors or groups of actors, while seeking to make sense of their 

perceptions of events; 3. it highlights specific events that are relevant to the case; 4. it combines a 

description of events with an analysis of these events. While classroom observations allowed for vivid 

descriptions and highlights of events to make sense of teacher practices, semi-structured interviews 

with all five teachers allowed for making sense of their conceptions and their reported practices (i.e. 

how they described and made sense of their teaching practice). Moreover, this related to advancing 

DCE in contexts of marginality with a particular focus on two elements: (a) developing skills and 

dispositions relating to student participation, equality of respect and recognition, equality of power, 

and critical thinking; (b) how teachers succeed and/or fail to construct democratic classroom climates.   

 

Data Collection Instruments 

 

 Two main instruments were used to collect data: classroom observations and semi-structured 

interviews.  Student questionnaires were also used at the onset, but exclusively as a tool to help select 

five teachers whose classroom climates were perceived to be democratic in different degrees by 

students. Once it was established that these instruments were part of the methodological design, the 
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next step was to visit schools and talk to potential teachers to inform them of my study and gauge 

their interest in becoming participants.  

 The following sections describe in greater depth each of the instruments used to collect data.  

 

Student questionnaire 

 

In the initial school visit, a questionnaire (in Spanish) was administered to students (annex 1 

in Spanish, annex 2 questionnaire in English) to get a sense of their perceptions regarding their 

respective teacher’s practices in the classroom as well as gauge how democratic their classroom 

climates were. This questionnaire was then used to obtain scores relating to how democratic teacher 

practices were based on student perceptions, and to identify classrooms characterized by particularly 

strong, average, and weak democratic climates. Two of the classrooms selected scored high, two 

scored low, and one scored average. These differences were deemed useful to make sense of teacher 

practices with potentially different degrees of democratic practice, in varying democratic classroom 

climates. 

The self-designed questionnaire was inspired on two validated instruments adapted to the 

study’s research objectives: the ‘Democratic Climate of Civic Education Classroom Scale’ (DCCEC), 

developed by Mappiasse (2006) to measure the Democratic Climate of Civic Education Classrooms 

(DCCEC) in North Sulawesi, Indonesia; and CLASS (Classroom Assessment Scoring System, Upper 

Elementary) designed by Pianta et al (2011), a  scoring system empirically tested across the largest 

sample of standardized observations in preschool and elementary classrooms (ibid). CLASS 

organizes teacher-student interactions into three major domains: emotional support; classroom 

organization; instructional support. The questionnaire designed consisted of thirty-six statements 

focusing on teacher practices relating to (1) active participation focused on student voice; (2) active 

participation focused on student decision-making; (3) equality of respect and recognition; (4) equality 

of power; (5) critical thinking skills and dispositions. Hence participation, equality and critical 

thinking were the core constructs students responded on relating to their teachers’ practices and their 

classroom climates.   

The thirty-six statements were randomly mixed to avoid students from marking statements 

pertaining to a particular construct in the same way, without thinking about each. Students were asked 

to mark one of five boxes to indicate the frequency of each item in the questionnaire, through a Likert 

five-point scale: 0=never, 1=rarely, 2= sometimes, 3= often, 4=always. Examples of statements were 

as follows: ‘My teacher encourages us to give our opinions on topics discussed in class’ (pertaining 

to student voice); ‘My teacher encourages students to take decisions on what topics we want to learn 
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in class’ (pertaining to decision-making); ‘my teacher talks to us with respect’(pertaining to respect 

and recognition); ‘my teacher treats all students in the same way, irrespective of our differences (e.g. 

age, religion, ability, gender, economic class, skin colour, etc.) (pertaining to equality of respect and 

recognition); ‘The teacher’s focus is not limited to an emphasis on learning and memorising facts, 

definitions, and/or dates, without understanding their significance’ and ‘The teacher encourages us to 

support our views and opinions with arguments’ (pertaining to developing critical thinking).   

 

 Classroom observations  

 

 The second instrument was a self-designed classroom observation matrix (annex 3) with its 

respective observation guidelines (annex 4). Twenty-two sessions of classroom observations were 

conducted, equivalent to twenty-five hours and sixteen minutes. Teacher 1 was observed during 5 

classroom sessions, equivalent to almost 6 hours; teacher 2 during 4 classroom sessions, equivalent 

to slightly over 4 hours; teacher 3 during 4 classroom session, equivalent to 6 hours and 22 minutes; 

teacher 4 during 3 classroom sessions, equivalent to slightly over 3 hours; teacher 5 during 6 

classroom sessions, slightly under 6 hours.  

In the case of teacher 1, observations were conducted in three math classes, one religion class, 

and one ‘Pedagogical Thought’ class. In the case of teacher 2, observations were conducted in three 

math classes and one ethics class. In the case of teacher 3, observations were conducted in two math 

classes, one Classrooms in Peace class, and one session combining math class in the first part and 

Classrooms in Peace class in the second part. In the case of teacher 4, two observations were 

conducted in math class and one in a story-telling session. In the case of teacher 5, observations were 

conducted in four social science classes; one ethics class; and one English class.   

  The observation matrix integrates individual boxes to make notes on teacher practices based 

on how she promotes or inhibits the following five dimensions: 1) active participation focused on 

student voice; (2) active participation focused on student decision-making; (3) equality of respect and 

recognition; (4) equality of power; (5) critical thinking. The observation guidelines have indicators 

(i.e. behavioural markers) for each of the five dimensions.  Observations were carried out during 

October 2016.   

Both the DCCED (Democratic Climate of Civic Education Classroom Scale) designed by 

Mappiasse (2006), and CLASS (Classroom Assessment Scoring System, Upper Elementary) 

designed by Pianta et al. (2011) were used as guidelines to identify behavioural markers to make 

sense of teacher practices and classroom climate. The observation matrix and the observation 
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guidelines were also inspired by Lynch & Baker’s (2005) ideas on equality of respect and recognition, 

and equality of power; and Maitles & Deuchar’s (2004a, 2004b, 2006, 2007) ideas on pupil voice and 

decision-making. Also, the classroom observation matrix is based on two columns: what is actually 

observed and happens in the classroom during classroom observations (including what the teacher 

says and does); and a second column where I as the researcher interpret these events, acknowledging 

that interpretation inevitably includes subjectivity.   

Observation procedures were also established and accordingly adapted. These were inspired 

and recommended by observation procedures in the use of CLASS: for example, notes were taken 

during classroom observations; notes focused on key elements of the particular dimension, and not 

extraneous information; they were descriptive in nature; teachers were observed teaching the same 

pupils, in multiple class periods, and on different days; notes taken were read and complemented soon 

after the observations were conducted. Beyond these, I, as the researcher, was particularly cautious 

of not injecting external explanations for what was observed in the classroom. I also made a conscious 

effort to remain focused on the relevant dimensions of the observation matrix. There was also a 

deliberate attempt on my part to remain objective and guard myself against developing initial 

impressions of the teachers observed, albeit acknowledging that research of any kind includes 

subjectivity. Also, I made a conscious attempt to ensure that each observation cycle was independent 

of prior cycles to ensure objectivity to the degree possible. Classroom observation procedures allowed 

for vivid descriptions and highlights of events to make sense of teacher practices in their natural 

classroom settings. I would also usually sit at the back row and remain as unobtrusive as possible.   

 

Semi-structured interviews     

 

The third instrument consisted of semi-structured, individual interviews to teachers observed. 

Two of the five interviews were conducted in a space different from the teacher’s school, given 

teachers’ preferences, and to provide an environment conducive to open dialogue and sharing of ideas 

on their part. Two of the interviews were conducted inside classrooms without any students, also 

based on teachers’ preference and time constraints. The fifth interview was considerably shorter due 

to the teacher’s availability and time limitations, and was conducted with students in the classroom 

while they worked on an activity. Semi-structured interviews with all five teachers allowed for 

making sense of their conceptions and how they themselves made sense of their own practice – all 

this relating to advancing DCE with a particular focus on (a) developing skills and dispositions 

relating to student participation, equality of respect and recognition, equality of power, and critical 

thinking; and (b) how teachers succeed and/or fail to construct democratic classroom climates.     
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The five interviews lasted 228 minutes in total, and began with two initial questions: (1) what 

do you understand by ‘democratic climate’? (2) what do you understand by development of critical 

thinking? These questions were considered appropriate to set the tone, and focused on two central 

elements upon which my study is premised: democratic climate in its broadest sense, and 

development of critical thinking. Also, these questions avoided my subjectivity from interfering in 

the views of teachers, as regards my own understanding of democratic climate and development of 

critical thinking. 

Semi-structured interviews also allowed me as the researcher to explore and delve deeper into 

the respective conceptions of teachers, while also enabling me to address specific practices observed 

(including interactions with students and teachers’ discourses) in the light of the conceptions shared 

by respective teachers. The fact that interviews were carried out soon after the classroom observations 

also gave me the vantage point of listening to how teachers made sense of their own classroom 

practices, having had the opportunity to observe them before the interview. This allowed me to focus 

on aspects which were predominant in each teacher’s practice. For example, I was able to delve deeper 

into one teacher’s heteronormative discourse on one hand, and the same teacher’s recurrent 

evangelical discourse on the other. Similarly, I was able to formulate questions relating to an event 

where a teacher, upon being asked by a student if he could go to the toilet, responded, “my love, I 

don’t have control over your bladder.” This prompted me as the researcher to ask that teacher in the 

interview what she understood by ‘control’ and where control resided in her classroom. (The verb 

‘reside’ in this context was intended to formulate an open-ended question which avoided ‘control’, 

associated with ‘power’, to be understood as something one has, or as something one uses, or as 

something that is exercised ‘with’, or exercised ‘on’ students). In this respect, I as the researcher was 

cautious of not influencing in any way teachers’ answers, and avoiding being judgmental of teachers’ 

views and practices, while ensuring that my own views did not interfere in my conversation with 

them.  

 

Data Analysis  

 

 The data analysis process began on the same day as the classroom observations: I read the 

notes taken and complemented these by making initial notes of my own interpretations of what I had 

observed. This was followed by interview transcriptions. These were read to acquaint myself with the 

data. Repetitive words, or ideas, were highlighted. Further iterative readings were done over the 

course of the following year, including writing memos. Notes were made iteratively as I began to 

make sense of the data.  
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While initial readings of the interview transcriptions were done without excluding any ideas 

to make sense of each teacher’s thinking from a broad and open perspective, subsequent iterative 

readings began to gradually focus on the research questions which guided the study. In this line, the 

research questions guiding the study are the following: 

1. How do teachers conceptualize elements associated with democratic citizenship education?  

In particular, how do teachers understand (1) student voice? (2) Student decision-making? 

(3) critical thinking; (4) Equality of respect and recognition; and (5) equality of power. 

2. How do teachers’ practices promote and/or inhibit, democratic citizenship education? In 

particular, how do teachers, through their practices, promote and/or inhibit (1) student voice? 

(2) Student decision-making? (3) critical thinking; (4) Equality of respect and recognition; 

(5) equality of power.   

3. Are teachers’ conceptions, reported practices and observed practices aligned? (i.e. Are their 

conceptions consonant with their practices?)    

 

Using the research questions as guiding principles helped to keep focus on those emerging ideas that 

were relevant.  

A thematic analysis approach was used to identify relevant themes in the spring of 2017. 

After numerous readings of interview transcripts to immerse myself in the data, I developed initial 

categories for each theme during 2017 and 2018. A thematic analysis approach included pattern 

recognition; openness and flexibility when approaching the data; making a list of the themes that 

emerged in the data; vertical and horizontal readings of data. While vertical analysis of data allowed 

me to understand the conceptions and practices of each teacher respectively, horizontal analysis of 

data was useful to identify similar and contrasting response patterns in interviews with all five 

teachers, and similar and contrasting response patterns in their teaching practice. The categories of 

analysis (i.e. themes and codes) which emerged were initially shared and discussed in a number of 

meetings with a member of my doctoral committee, and shared with my advisor. Themes and codes 

were refined based on both oral and written feedback received.  

In August 2017 I went back to analysing notes made during classroom observations. This was 

a pivotal moment where teacher interviews seemed to take precedence over classroom observations. 

Classroom observations had initially been conceived as primary data and teacher interviews as 

secondary data. Teacher interviews appeared to contain a wealth of data which could be tapped into 

to potentially allow me to make sense of how teachers thought of DCE and elements relating to it (i.e. 

conceptions); and how they made sense of their own classroom practice in relation to DCE. While 
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this shift took place, I complemented the notes already made in classroom observations with new 

notes. 

In July and August 2018 teacher interviews were read again, this time with the objective of 

focusing on data which was directly pertinent to address the research questions. Specifically, teacher 

conceptions, reported and observed practices, were highlighted with different colours, to facilitate the 

final write-up of findings. This was complemented by going back to the themes and categories I had 

previously identified, focusing on those which were directly pertinent to the research questions, and 

complemented the findings which emerged as I highlighted the data. The fact that the various readings 

of data were performed over a broad space of time allowed for approaching the data with ‘fresh eyes’ 

each time, with the added benefit that my own theoretical perspectives on relevant constructs in my 

study were constantly being refined throughout this time through reading and attendance in academic 

events.  

Both interviews with teachers and classroom observations were two sources of data which 

allowed data triangulation. Both sources were important in their own ways, complementing each other 

and helping me better appreciate the range of conceptions and practices each of the five teachers held; 

how these could be similar and dissimilar; how they made sense of their own practice in interviews, 

and how I interpreted their practices through observation; how there were cases where conceptions 

were either aligned with their respective practices, partially aligned, or not aligned.  

Interviews and classroom observations also complemented each other and allowed for an 

appreciation not only of the respective strengths of individual teachers, but also their weaknesses: 

inherent weaknesses as well as weaknesses pertaining to the macro system, accentuated by 

democratically fragile, violent, and under-resourced contexts. Furthermore, both data sources allowed 

for an appreciation of the nature and range of challenges teachers faced in their classrooms: challenges 

pertaining to advancing DCE in contexts with weak democracies, characterized by high rates of 

violence; challenges associated with classroom dynamics involving countering students with anti-

social behaviour, while keeping order and structure to advance learning.     
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Chapter 6: Vertical Data Analysis   

 

 Based on a vertical coding of data, this chapter presents findings focusing on teachers’ 

conceptions, reported practices and observed practices, focused on the three core constructs of interest 

in this study. In this line, tables of categories of analysis and descriptions of conceptions, reported 

practices and observed practices for each teacher are presented in order. These tables are followed by 

a discussion of the categories of analysis as they pertain for each teacher.   

 

Teacher 1: Conceptions 

 

This section focuses on T1’s conceptions relating to student voice, student decision-making, 

and critical thinking. Conceptions relating to equality of respect and recognition and equality of power 

were not part of the discussion due to time restrictions imposed by the participant, impeding more 

interview time. Table 1 shows the categories of analysis and descriptions of teacher 1’s conceptions 

pertaining to three dimensions. Codes are listed below the respective theme.  

 

Table 1 

 

Categories of analysis of teacher conceptions (T1) 

Participation: voice Participation:  

decision-making 

Critical Thinking 

Theme: Freedom based 

participation  

 

• Freedom of expression  

 

• Freedom of opinion  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme:  Pre-established institutional 

study plan 

 

• Student decision-making not 

possible  

 

• Student interests not addressed in 

institutional study plan 

 

• Possibility to address student 

interests 

Theme: Development of critical 

thinking  

 

• Take class content further 

 

• To make a reflection 

 

• To give more profound opinions 

 

           

Participation: voice 

 T1’s conception of a democratic environment is associated with the notion of freedom. He 

describes this environment as one where the students are free, and where they have freedom of 

opinion and freedom of expression.  
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Participation: decision-making 

 

 Student decision-making is not mentioned in T1’s description of a democratic environment. 

When asked what challenges exist to promote student decision-making, T1 replies that that would be 

best since it would allow addressing what the student wants to learn. When asked if it would be 

possible to address students’ interests, he says that this is not possible since the study plan is already 

organized by the institution (l. 154-155). This contrasts from an earlier response, where T1 says that 

many times students ask to be taught something “that is not of the moment” (l. 39), suggesting that it 

is not part of the institutional study plan. T1 says that the student’s request is addressed at that moment 

(l. 143). Despite the institutional study plan, T1 points out that it is upon the teacher’s discretion to 

address students’ interests (l. 155-156). He refers to the teacher exercising his autonomy (l. 164) to 

address students’ interests.  

T1’s answers suggest that students do not make decisions as regards what they want to learn 

in the institutional study plan: the design of the study plan is the responsibility of the institution.    

However, he states that student interests can be addressed depending on the teacher’s discretion if he 

decides to make changes to the study plan to incorporate students’ interests (l. 158). T1 complements 

this by referring to the teacher’s autonomy (l. 164) to adapt the study plan to respond to students’ 

interests.   

                                        

Critical thinking   

         When asked what he understands by the development of critical thinking, T1 says that it is 

about taking further the “things” seen in class. When asked where these “things” were supposed to 

be taken, his reply is “to a situation that is not literal but that transcends” (l. 14-15), which serves the 

person to give a more profound opinion from that which is written, and for a reflection: 

 S: ¿Y qué, qué entiende usted por formación del pensamiento crítico? 

T1: Llevar… llevar más allá las cosas que se están viendo en clase     

S: Huhuh, okay… y llevarlas más allá… ¿hacia dónde?  

T1: A un, a un, a una situación no tan literal sino que trascienda… 

S: Huhuh, okay… 

T1: … que le sirva a la persona para… para dar una opinión más profunda que se salga un poquito 

de lo que está allí, está escrito porque puede decir cosas de lo que está escrito que le sirve para 

más adelante… para, para, para una reflexión. 

 

T1’s conception of the development of critical thinking entails depth of opinion and reflection. It is 

not clear how T1 conceives the manner in which critical thinking may be cultivated. His response 

points to the development of critical thinking by going beyond the themes covered in class; being of 

use to the learner. How this process comes about is not explained.  
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 When asked if critical thinking can be developed in arts class, and if so how, his response 

suggests that he may be confusing critical thinking for creative thinking or cultivating imagination:  

S: ¿cómo se podría cultivar el pensamiento crítico? ¿Se podría cultivar el pensamiento crítico en el 

salón de clase de arte? 

T1: Claro. Cuando ellos están en el, en el trabajo de, con el libro… van, van, van… primero se les 

da a ellos de que pinten, como ellos, libremente… y se les da oportunidad de que de pronto de lo que 

tienen salga algo, algo más allá del dibujo… Algo… algo diferente a cómo es en la realidad… Por 

ejemplo cuando, cuando realizan un dibujo libre, apartándose puede ser de la realidad. Se puede 

dibujar un, un, un pájaro con, con piernas, que va más allá. Pueden dibujar un, un, un sapo con una 

cabeza humana (l. 56 - 74).  

   

T1’s description seems to point to cultivating imaginative thinking.  

 

Teacher 1: Reported Practices 

 

 The following section focuses on practices relating to student voice, student decision-making, 

equality of power, and critical thinking, reported by T1 in the interview. Practices relating to equality 

of respect and recognition were not discussed due to time restrictions imposed by the participant.  

Table 2 shows the categories of analysis of teacher practices pertaining to four dimensions. Codes are 

listed below the respective theme.  

 

Table 2 

 

Categories of analysis and descriptions of teacher practices (T1) 

Participation: voice Participation:  

decision-making 

Equality of Power Critical Thinking 

Theme: ‘Allower’ of 

participation 

 

• Letting students   

  speak 

 

• Not inhibit  

   students 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Decision-

making  

 

• Consultation with 

students not integrated 

 

• Curricula pre-

established 

 

• Student thematic 

interests not possible 

 

  

 

 

Theme: Non-

authoritarian 

 

• Not fear-based behaviour  

 

• Conviction-based 

behaviour  

 

• Freedom combined with 

appropriate respect  

 

• Valuing the student 

despite making mistakes 

 

Theme:  Single-

perspectivism through an 

evangelical discourse   

 

• A focus on what unites 

religions 

 

• Not a focus on what 

divides 

 

• One truth: Christian truth 

 

• Personal agenda. 

 

Theme: Heteronormative 

discourse 

 

• Man with woman / woman 

with man  

•  Ten commandments 

 

Participation: voice and decision-making  



98 
 

 Regarding student voice T1 refers to letting students be free. He associates this freedom with 

students being able to express their opinions. When asked what strategies he employs to develop 

democratic skills and dispositions in students, T1 positions himself as an ‘allower’ of participation, 

where he allows students to speak “with freedom”, without inhibiting:  

 T1: La principal es la de dejar que el otro pueda hablar, dejar que el otro hable con libertad, no 

cohibirlo (l. 38-39).   

 

 Regarding student decision-making, T1’s practice does not integrate consultation with 

students regarding curricula and specific themes that they may want to learn. When asked if 

integrating students’ thematic interests is possible, his answer is no since curricula are already 

organized.    

 

Equality of power 

 

 The first theme that emerges pertaining to this dimension is non-authoritarian practices, 

supported by four codes: (a) not fear-based behaviour; (b) conviction-based behaviour; (c) freedom 

combined with appropriate respect; (d) valuing the student despite making mistakes.  

The first two codes emerge when asked what democratic skills and dispositions he employs 

in his classroom, to which T1 responds as follows:   

T1: … que tenga libertad en el salón de clase, que su comportamiento no sea por, por, por temor… 

sino por convicción (l. 30-33).  

 

T1’s references to freedom in the classroom, and not fear-based but conviction-based behaviour, 

suggests non-authoritarian practices. Letting the student be free but “with appropriate respect”, 

implies limits on permissiveness. This is complemented with the fourth code: valuing the student 

irrespective of being wrong, since for T1 mistakes are part of the learning process. Hence, T1 

describes his practices as not authoritarian, but with limits on permissiveness.  

 

Critical Thinking   

  T1’s reported practices concerning critical thinking point to single-perspectivism through an 

evangelical discourse: when asked how critical thinking could be developed in religion class, T1 

answers that his focus has been to provide students with guidelines to attain an encounter with God:  

T1: Pues, en la clase nos hemos enfocado a dar, unas pautas para que las sigan y tengan como una 

guía de cómo, cómo en este mundo lograr, a través de este mundo, un encuentro con dios, como, se 

les dice cómo, cómo ganarse el cielo (l. 80-84).   
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This theme sheds four codes: (a) a focus on what unites religions; (b) not a focus on what divides; (c) 

one truth (i.e. the Christian truth); (d) personal agenda. When asked on promoting religious diversity,  

T1’s answer below refers to all four codes: 

S: ¿Y, y valdría la pena fomentar la diversidad religiosa en el salón de clase o, o no?  

T1: (pause) No… Yo he visto que el tiempo que da, en una horita a la semana no es tiempo para 

ponerse a dar diversidad de religiones, hablar de religiones. Más bien yo lo que he tratado en una 

forma muy personal, apartándome un poquito, un poco del, del plan de estudio, en este momento no 

está como tan fuerte en exigencia, hay como más libertad en este momento de uno para enfocar su 

clase, me he enfocado es en lo que une a la mayoría de las religiones, nunca tratar  lo que nos vaya 

a separar, lo que nos vaya a dividir, únicamente lo que nos une. Lo otro ya les tocará a ellos en su 

casa, en su grupo religioso que pertenecen profundizar en lo de ellos y en saber que hay, cada, cada 

culto tiene sus creencias y que hay que respetar y que no simplemente hay que respetar pero que sí 

hay una verdad… (l. 92-107, bold to indicate emphasis).   

 

This homogeneity in T1’s evangelical discourse impedes discussion on religions other than the 

Christian religion, impeding student exposure to a variety of religious beliefs and cosmovisions. By 

impeding learners from seeing the “bigger picture”, T1’s practice and personal agenda do not promote 

critical thinking development.    

 A second theme that emerges in T1’s reported practices is a heteronormative discourse, 

shedding two codes: (a) man with woman / woman with man; (b) ten commandments. When 

introducing the theme of sexual diversity as a way of making sense of T1’s heteronormative discourse 

(based on classroom observations), T1’s discourse is radically opposed to other alternatives different 

from heteronormativity:  

S: Y el tema de las cartillas, estoy pensando un poco si valdría la pena, ¿qué opina usted mejor dicho 

de fomentar la diversidad sexual? 

 

T1: ¿En qué sentido la diversidad? 

 

S: eh la diversidad sexual en cuanto a que, a que hay distintas orientaciones sexuales y que a lo mejor 

los mismos estudiantes las puedan tener…  

 

T1: Nooo. Dios hizo al hombre, un hombre con una mujer y una mujer con un hombre, y si nosotros 

somos creyentes no podemos pensar en hombre con hombre y mujer con mujer… no no no… no se 

debe… no se puede… ya el otro que es del mundo, dedicado al mundo, él tomará sus decisiones pero 

mientras uno pueda formar hombre con mujer, mujer con hombre y meter esa idea y meter los 

principios que dios dejo en los diez mandamientos entonces para mí eso es lo mejor. Lo otro, lo otro 

yo, yo no estoy de acuerdo (l. 117-132).  

 

T1’s heteronormative discourse is conditioned to one being a ‘believer’ of the Christian faith, for 

whom the notion of sexual diversity is wrong. In this circumstance, T1’s practice is based on inserting 

or putting “that idea” (i.e. heteronormativity) in students. This again prevents exposure to the ‘bigger 



100 
 

picture’, and ultimately impeding a potential evaluation of alternatives - contrary to critical thinking 

development.   

 

Teacher 1: Observed practices   

 
This section describes T1’s observed practice relating to five dimensions: (1) student voice; 

(2) student decision-making; (3) equality of respect and recognition; (4) equality of power; (5) critical 

thinking. Five classroom sessions and two different groups were observed:  

Session 1: Group 5-2 (math) – 12th Sept. 2016 

Session 2: Group 5-3 (religion) – 12th Sept. 2016  

Session 3: Group 5-2 (math) – 12th Sept. 2016 

Session 4: Group 5-2 (math) – 20th Sept. 2016 

Session 5: Group 5-2 (pedagogical thought / pensamiento pedagógico) – 20th Sept 2016 

 

Participation: student voice 

 
Table 3 

 

Observed practices based on student voice (T1) 
Elicitation of students’ ideas, opinions, perspectives, questions, doubts, and other. Limited 

Students giving feedback to their classmates’ opinions and to the opinions of the teacher  Not observed 

Student led work groups (and other techniques like student panels, expert groups, etc.) Not observed 

Students’ active participation in class and out of class activities Not observed 

Students seeking support, guidance and clarification Not observed 

Students making mistakes, and taking risks, in their oral and written production, as part of 

their learning processes 

Not observed 

Student comfort and feeling of security Potentially no 

Quieter students to express themselves Not observed 

An open classroom climate. No 

 

 Table 3 shows T1’s observed practices relating to student voice. It is important to note that 

there is an absence of an open classroom climate, marked by T1’s evangelical discourse influenced 

by his Christian beliefs. For example, one of T1’s habitual practices is beginning class with a prayer, 

or references to Jesus Christ.  This is connected to T1 positioning himself not merely as a teacher, but 
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a pastor: in an informal conversation before a classroom observation, T1 expressed his concern to 

‘help students’, affirming that he was the pastor of these children: “Yo soy el pastor de estos niños”. 

This discourse, present in all five classroom observations, potentially restricts an open classroom 

climate, where students are, implicit and explicitly, supposed to conform to the values underlying an 

evangelical discourse. This suggests that students’ voice is potentially inhibited.  

 An absence of an open classroom climate is illustrated by T1’s discourse in session 1, for 

example:  

T1: ¿Por qué estás tomando? Es un compromiso… ¿no se puede sacrificar no tomando agua para 

cristo? … por tanto pecador que hay… crucificando… lo está crucificando…. Cada vez que hace 

algo malo crucifica a Cristo…  nada te turbe… nada te espante… Dios no se olvida… la paciencia 

todo lo alcanza. Quien a Dios tiene nada le falta… 

 

In the above, T1 reprimands a student who is drinking water through references to Christ, suggesting 

that the student is a sinner crucifying Christ. While not consuming food and drink in the classroom 

may be a norm, the evangelical discourse is used as a mechanism to control students’ behaviour (e.g.    

to drink water).   

 An open classroom climate is also potentially restricted by a religious discourse that promotes 

certain behaviours such as not having sex outside of marriage:  

T1: Padre Santo… Ya ve… gracias por este día que me da… de poder ver caras sonrientes… niños 

felices… gracias por haberte encontrado… sin ti no soy nada… contigo soy feliz… me siento bien si 

estoy contigo… El jugo del amor… prefiero morir antes que ofender a Dios… el sexo no se puede… 

sino cuando está casado…  prefiero morir antes que ofender a dios… si quiere la pruebita vaya al 

centro y pruebe un jugo que se llama el jugo del amor… A Dios le agrada si se hace dentro del Matri 

– monio (the word ‘matrimonio’ is broken into syllables for emphasis) (sesión 4). 

 

The above excerpt includes a play of words: the use of ‘the juice of love’ referring presumably to the 

value of love in the Christian faith, and a second reference to ‘the juice of love’ as a drink sold in the 

downtown district of Cali. Here the religious discourse overlaps with a blatant sexual reference.   

 The dominant religious discourse that pervades is complemented with a heteronormative 

discourse:    

T1: Jesucristo manso y… el que está repitiendo y repitiendo está tranquilo… y si no mírenme a mí… 

¿yo me enojo? Ya no soy capaz de enojarme… manso pero no menso… nosotros sabemos que es un 

hombre con una mujer… y hombre con hombre para una buena… A-MIS- TAD (last word broken 

into syllables for emphasis). 

 

The discourse above potentially restricts student voice: while 5th graders’ beliefs, positions, or 

perceptions on heteronormativity and homonormativity is beyond the scope of the study, the excerpt 

above illustrates an absence of an open classroom climate. In this climate, a 5th grader may be 
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inhibited from expressing ideas which do not conform to those subscribed by the teacher, who is not 

only the adult in the classroom, but also representative of an authority figure.  

  Student voice is also controlled insofar as students are forced to repeat T1’s religious 

references. In session 4 a student who had presumably done something he wasn’t supposed to, 

(according to T1) was asked by T1 to repeat the words below:   

No le podemos pedir aguacates al árbol de manzanas… El que está con cristo todo lo puede… Uno 

la paga en esta vida y si no, la paga en la otra… Es mejor que usted se libere… Jesucristo manso y 

humilde de corazón… siga a Manuel…  haz mi corazón semejante al suyo… ahora sí dígalo de 

seguido. 

 

When the student expressed reluctance to repeat the words saying “Ay profesor…”, T1 forced him to 

repeat them, and then asked the whole class to do so. The sequence described equates to practices 

that suggest students parroting, or mechanically repeating T1’s words, irrespective of the meaning 

they may, or may not, have for them – or alternatively, irrespective of their own religious faith or 

beliefs.   

 Beyond the above, T1’s practices also include explicit instructions instructing students to 

have their ‘mouth shut’, telling them to “learn how to keep quiet”:  

T1: Hable lo necesario… hable lo que tiene que ser… no hay que hablar tanto… Esto es lo que digo… 

¿por qué no tiene la boquita cerrada? Aprenda a callar… ¿Usted ama a Dios? (session 3). 

 

The religious discourse is present in the above excerpt. (Beyond student voice being inhibited, the 

above also overlaps with the equality of respect and recognition dimension).  

 In contrast to the above mechanisms of control of student voice, T1’s practices also integrated 

spaces where students’ voices were not inhibited: in session 5 a video was shown (i.e. ‘De dónde 

venimos’) on human sexual reproduction. Students were asked to think of questions they connected 

to the video shown, that could be part of a subsequent exam on aspects relating to sexual reproduction. 

As part of this exercise, T1 asked students to tell him when to stop the video when they came up with 

a question:  

T1: “Voy a hacer pasar el video y usted me van a decir que pregunta va a salir en el examen… así 

nadie entonces vea escriban: compromiso. Contesta las siguientes preguntas que salen del video “de 

dónde venimos? Voy a volver a poner el video y ustedes me dicen pare allí… y se hacen la pregunta. 

Van pensando la pregunta… espérense…  Vayan pensando que pregunta sale y me dicen pare… por 

favor pare.” 

 

This particular session showed active student participation. The excerpt below illustrates the 

interaction in that session:  
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Student 1: ¿Cómo se sienten los papas antes de decirles la verdad? 

T1: ¿podría ser pregunta? (Sts say “noooo”). Está buena… se puede arreglar un poquito… entre 

todos le aumentamos  

Student 2: ¿Que historias del video son las que te dijeron a ti?  

Student 3: ¿Por qué los papas cuentan historias en vez de decirnos la verdad? 

T1: primera pregunta… ¿Por qué los papas no le dicen la verdad a los niños pequeños cuando les 

preguntan de dónde venimos? ¿Quién la contestan? 

Student 4: porque se incomodan… se ponen rojos… 

T1: vamos por la segunda… vamos bien… ¿el niño pequeñito queda contento con esa historia? ¿Él 

entiende…? 

Student 5: ¿cuál historia del video te ha contado tu padre? 

T1: ¿Cuáles historias cuentan algunos papás para decir de dónde venimos? Y si saben otras historias 

las escriban…  

Student 6: profe pero allí dice que vienen de la vagina…  

T1: ¿Qué pregunta sale de allí? 

Student 7: ¿en qué se diferencia el hombre de la mujer?  

T1: allí lo dijeron…  

Student: en su forma… su tamaño 

T1: en sus órganos sexuales… en su busto… y la mujer tiene más… cadera   

  

 T1’s practices regarding student voice combine both, blatant and subtle, mechanisms to 

control student voice, and spaces where student voice is promoted through effective back-and-forth 

teacher-student exchanges. The former however, outweigh the latter.    

 

Active participation: student decision-making 

 
Table 4 

 

Observed practices based on participation: student decision-making (T1) 

Gives students opportunities to make decisions regarding classroom activities and classroom 

related issues in general 

No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding what topics are learnt in class No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they learn (e.g. making a 

presentation, writing on a topic, doing a group project, etc.).  

No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they are graded No 

T1’s practices are hardly promotive of students taking decisions (table 4). However, in 

session 4, four students, at different times, were asked to leave the classroom due to misbehaviour. 

T1 told them to re-enter the classroom once they ‘decided’ they were ready: “Cuando esté listo 

entra… usted decide… yo no lo entro… usted entra…” When the third student who had been asked 

to leave was ready to re-enter, he said, “Profe yo creo que ya puedo entrar.” 



104 
 

 The above is an example of students being punished and asked to leave the classroom, but 

also being given the opportunity to decide when they are ready to re-enter the classroom. This 

suggests, deliberate or unintentional, practices which afford students the space to potentially self-

regulate their behaviour by autonomously deciding when to re-enter the classroom.        

 

Equality of Respect and Recognition 

 
Table 5 

 

Observed practices based on equality of respect and recognition (T1)  
The teacher is respectful to students 

 

Yes and no 

The teachers talks to students in a respectful manner 

 

Yes and no 

The teacher listens to students and their ideas in a 

respectful way 

Yes and no 

The teacher does not display disrespectful and/or 

discriminatory behaviour towards students in any way 

(e.g. gender, race, income group, appearance, ethnicity, 

religion, political orientation, etc.)  

 

Not blatant or explicit disrespectful and/or 

discriminatory behaviour, but evangelical and 

heteronormative discourses inhibits an open 

classroom climate where different ideas and diverse 

identities are not respected. 

The teacher treats boys and girls equally, not 

displaying gender preference 

Yes 

The teacher addresses students by their name 

 

No for the most part 

Teacher practices do NOT encourage/display the 

following: teasing; bullying; humiliation and sarcasm; 

exclusionary behaviour; inflammatory, discriminatory, 

or derogatory language or behaviour; irritability; anger; 

harsh voice; physical aggression 

Irritability yes 

 
  

T1’s practices show a warm disposition towards students, with spaces where a sense of 

humour is also displayed. On one hand, T1’s practices are respectful towards, and recognizant of, 

students: he listens to them and acknowledges their ideas in specific instances. On the other hand, his 

religious and heteronormative discourse not only potentially inhibits student voice but is also 

disrespectful and fails to recognize diversity. An example of disrespect is when a student is referred 

to as “I am a poor sinner… whom not even my teacher likes”: 

T1: Mírala mírala… Jesucristo… ten compasión de mí… que soy una pobre pecadora… que no le 

gusta ni a mi profesor… (session 4). 

The above suggests disrespect involving public shaming, being called “a poor sinner”. For T1 this 

may not be disrespect but rather a way of “correcting” a student´s behaviour through a religious, 

moralistic discourse from someone who positions himself as ‘the pastor’ to children.   
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 In summary, T1’s practices regarding promoting equality of respect and recognition are 

complex: On one hand, T1´s practices do not display discriminatory behaviour towards students on 

the basis of gender, race, income group, appearance, ethnicity or political orientation; they do not 

display explicit or blatant bullying, humiliation, sarcasm, anger, a harsh voice, physical aggression.   

However, his practice, through his discourses, displays discriminatory and derogatory language, 

excluding communities whose religious and sexual conceptions and practices do not conform, or are 

different, to his.    

 Finally, while there were no displays of anger, observations showed recurrent cases where 

T1 expressed irritability in all sessions: for example, when pointing to ‘misbehaviour’, to students 

who were distracted (which could be a sign of boredom), or when reprimanding them for drinking in 

class. Other expressions of irritability were observed when seeing a student scribble on his notebook 

(a potential manifestation of artistic instinct), or when students got up from their seats.   

 

Equality of Power 

 
Table 6 

 

Observed practices based on equality of power (T1) 
Shows flexibility in interaction with students No 

Incorporates students’ ideas and opinions 

 

Mostly no (only observed in session 5)    

Follows students’ lead 

 

No student lead observed 

Allows student choice in classroom activities  

 

Not observed 

Opportunities for student leadership 

 

Not observed   

Gives students responsibility over classroom activities 

 

Not observed 

Relaxed climate for student movement 

 

No 

Physical proximity, displaying willingness to interact with 

students in a non-authoritarian  manner  

 

Yes   

Teacher practices do NOT promote/display the following: 

yelling, threats, physical control, harsh punishment 

No   

 
  

Table 6 shows T1’s observed practices based on equality of power. His practices are largely 

authoritarian, albeit concealed or combined in different instances through a warm disposition towards 

students. T1 exerts his power in multiple ways: for example, students are expected to remain in their 

seats, suggesting that there is not a relaxed climate for student movement; students are told where to 

sit when wanting to ensure order and avoid misbehaviour; students are asked to leave the classroom 
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when misbehaving; students are asked to mechanically repeat prayers after T1, and forced to do so 

when expressing unwillingness. Furthermore, T1’s evangelical discourse, and perhaps to a lesser 

extent his heteronormative discourse - with implications on student voice and equality of respect and 

recognition - become part of a larger set of practices where T1 asserts his power over students, as an 

adult, as a teacher, and through the perceived role of pastor.    

 Also, while T1’s practices do not include yelling, physical control or harsh punishment, his 

voice volume does rise when he is trying to ensure orderly conduct (e.g. ensuring students are on 

task). This is combined on occasion with threatening to call students’ parents to report misbehaviour.      

 Based on the above, T1’s practices regarding equality of power show that power rests with 

the teacher. While this power is deployed through authoritarian practices, there are instances where 

power would seem to be shared with students, notably in session 5.  

 

Critical thinking  

 
Table 7 

 

Observed practices based on critical thinking (T1) 

Argumentation and reasoning: students analyse and develop arguments to explain 

viewpoints 

Not observed 

Judge the credibility and/or veracity of a source Not observed 

Evaluating alternatives Not observed 

Judge inductions and/or deductions Not observed 

Identify assumptions Not observed 

 

Engaging in controversial topics to reflect on multiple perspectives Not observed 

Emphasis on meaningful relationships among concepts Not observed 

Open-ended, cognitively challenging tasks Observed 

Focusing on a question   Not observed 

Going “beyond the surface” Not observed 

Willing to take the whole situation (i.e. seeing the big picture) into account Not observed 

Questioning information  Not observed 

Dialogue and discussion in class through plenaries and in groups focused on  

promotion of reflection   

Not observed 
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Teacher practices promote feedback loops to cognitively challenge students  

 

➢ Back-and-forth exchanges to promote depth of thought  

➢ Follow-up questions to promote depth of thought 

➢ Building on students’ responses aimed at expanding and clarifying concepts / 

issues / topics 

 

 

Not observed 

 

   

Table 7 shows that critical thinking development was largely not observed, with the exception 

of a session where a video was played on human sexual reproduction in which students were asked 

to   think of questions they connected to the video shown.  This was an open-ended, potentially, 

cognitively challenging task.  

 Beyond the above, a recurrent evangelical discourse - combined with a less recurrent 

heteronormative discourse – inhibits critical thinking development impeding multiperspectivism and 

students being exposed to, and seeing, ‘the big picture’. This in turn impedes opportunities to try to 

understand how different elements within this big picture are related – a process which could facilitate 

deeper learning and critical thinking capacity. As a result, a reflective stance based on an inquiry-

based approach, as further elements of critical thinking, is nullified.   

In this regard, the fact that T1 positions himself as ‘the pastor of these children’, whereby his 

practice is premised on a personal agenda, inhibits critical thinking development:  

T1: Más bien yo lo que he tratado en una forma muy personal, apartándome un poquito, un poco del, 

del plan de estudio, en este momento no está como tan fuerte en exigencia, hay como más libertad en 

este momento de uno para enfocar su clase, me he enfocado es en lo que une a la mayoría de las 

religiones, nunca tratar  lo que nos vaya a separar, lo que nos vaya a dividir, únicamente lo que nos 

une (interview, l. 96 – 103, bold to indicate emphasis in tone).   

 

The above approach nullifies from the onset opportunities for critical thinking development: for 

example, questions focusing on ‘division’, what differentiates different religions, and what 

underlying beliefs these are premised upon, are aspects whereby critical thinking capacity could be 

stimulated, but is not.    

 

Teacher 1: Discussion on alignment of conceptions and practices  

Student voice 

 As regards student participation, T1’conceptions and reported practices are not aligned with 

observed practices: While he conceives a democratic environment as one where students are free and 

have freedom of expression, his recurrent evangelical and heteronormative discourse acts as a 

mechanism of control. Through this mechanism of control involving recurrent references to Christ, a 



108 
 

set of behavioural expectations and ways of acting are established. T1 positions himself as the pastor 

of the children with a ‘personal agenda’, whereby his teaching practices combine some sort of a moral 

authority. So much so, that this moral authority allows T1 to explicitly instruct students to keep their 

mouth shut, learn to be quiet, and talk less, associating this with love of God: 

T1: Hable lo necesario… hable lo que tiene que ser… no hay que hablar tanto… Esto es lo que digo… 

¿por qué no tiene la boquita cerrada? Aprenda a callar… ¿Usted ama a Dios? (session 3). 

 

In this regard, in most of the observed sessions, there was an absence of an open classroom climate 

which, furthermore, did not promote genuine student voice. Session 5 contrasted from this observed 

pattern in a set of practices based on blatant and subtle mechanisms to control student voice and 

behaviour. 

 

Student decision-making 

 

In terms of student decision-making, there is alignment between T1’conceptions, reported 

and observed practices: T1 says that student decision-making is not possible, and in effect his 

practices do not afford spaces for it.    

Decision-making is not initially mentioned in T1’s conception of a democratic environment. 

In a later part of the interview he says that even though student decision-making is not possible due 

to a pre-established institutional study plan which determines the themes to be taught, the teacher 

could integrate themes of student interest by exercising his autonomy.  

In contrast to the above, T1’s practices did however provide opportunities for student self-

regulation, which involved decision-making on students’ part, when students who had been expulsed 

from the class were told to ‘decide’ when they were ready to re-enter the class. The intention behind 

this may not have been to provide opportunities for self-regulation, or decision-making for the sake 

of cultivating decision-making, but rather to free the teacher from having to tell these students when 

to re-enter, so he could ‘get on’ with his teaching.     

 

Equality of respect and recognition   

 Equality of respect and recognition was not discussed in the interview, due to time restrictions 

(and perhaps a lack of interest) on T1’s part. However, though observed practices did not show blatant 

or explicit disrespectful and/or discriminatory behaviour, T1’s discourses excluded communities 

whose religious and sexual conceptions, practices - and perhaps more importantly identities - did not 

conform to his. 

Equality of power 
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 While conceptions on equality of power were not discussed, T1 did report on practices 

relating to it. His reported and observed practices are misaligned: while T1 refers to non-authoritarian 

practices based on students behaving out of conviction and not fear, observations point to practices 

which were mostly authoritarian. In this line, T1 used his power to tell students to sit in their seats “if 

they loved Christ”; where to sit; leave the classroom; order students to repeat prayers mechanically 

after him. These practices then, became part of a larger set of practices through which T1 imparted 

his ‘personal agenda’, asserting his power over students, using his position as an adult, teacher, and 

pastor.   

 While T1’s intentions when giving specific instructions and orders were probably motivated 

to ensure that students were focused on learning, or to reduce misbehaviour (e.g. by avoiding certain 

students to sit together), the way in which instructions were given were largely authoritarian.  

 

Critical thinking 

 Conceptions and reported practices are misaligned with observed practices: T1 conception of   

critical thinking entails depth of opinion and reflection while his reported practices are based on a 

singular perspective (e.g. when referring to discussing what unites religions and not what separates 

them, or on the Cristian truth as the truth). This in effect inhibits multiperspectivism and exposure to 

the ‘bigger picture’ – both central elements in critical thinking capacity. Similarly, his 

heteronormative discourse (e.g. “God made man… a man with a woman and a woman with a man) 

nullifies from the onset exposure to different sexualities. This happens in a class of fifth graders of 

varying ages, composed of pre-adolescents, and possibly adolescents repeating 5th grade.   

The effect of such discourse (from a teacher who positions himself as a pastor) on students, 

at the present time, or in the short or long term, is beyond the scope of this study. However, what is 

not beyond the scope of this study, is how these discourses inhibit critical thinking capacity. It is also 

of concern how these exclusionary discourses do not promote democratic classroom climates, besides 

potentially inflicting psychological, and other, harm on students’ health.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



110 
 

Teacher 2: Conceptions 

This section focuses on T2’s conceptions relating to student voice, equality of power, and 

critical thinking. Conceptions relating to student decision-making and equality of respect and 

recognition did not emerge in the interview. Table 8 shows the categories of analysis and descriptions 

of teacher 2’s conceptions pertaining to three dimensions. Codes are listed below the respective 

theme, and sub-codes below the respective code.   

Table 8 

 

Categories of analysis of teacher conceptions (T2)   
Participation: voice Equality of power Critical Thinking 

Theme: Inclusion based 

participation  

  

• Participation of all 

 

• Fear free participation 

 

 
  

 

Theme: Authority  

 

• Not an authoritarianism 

without fundament 

 

➢ Order must be 

maintained 

 

➢ Not permissive 

 

➢ Fear free environment 

- mistakes okay 

 

➢ Harder to manage 

boys 

   

 

 

   

Theme: defining elements of 

critical thinking 

 

• Basic element of democracy 

 

➢ Avoids domesticity  

➢ Avoids manipulation 

➢ Avoids taming-for-

compliance thinking 

 

 

• Rationality and argumentation 

 

➢ Reason prevails over 

emotion 

➢ More objective analysis   

➢ Divergent thinking  

➢ Clear criteria to take 

decisions assertively  

 

• Kantian intellectual/moral 

autonomy 

 

➢ T2's intentionality 

➢ Coming of age 

 
 Participation: voice 

 

For T2 a democratic environment in the classroom is one which allows the participation of 

all, one which is not based on an authoritarianism without fundament, and where order must be 

maintained (l. 4-7). She refers to “giving” students an environment where they may be able to 

participate without fear, and where making mistakes does not matter (l. 9-10).  Student decision-

making is not mentioned in T2’s description of a democratic environment. 

 

Equality of power  

 

T2’s conceptions of equality of power relate to her understanding of ‘authority’ as it pertains 

to a democratic classroom environment. Data sheds the theme of authority and a code (i.e. not an 
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authoritarianism without fundament) based on T2’s description of a democratic environment, from 

which four sub-codes emerge.  

 Three of the four sub-codes emerge from the following excerpt:  

T2: Bueno… yo entiendo que un ambiente democrático en el aula es un ambiente que permite la 

participación de todos… que no es un autoritarismo así sin sin fundamento sin embargo hay que 

mantener un orden, tampoco es dejar hacer lo que quieran los chicos pero sí darles un ambiente 

donde ellos puedan participar sin temor, no importa si se equivocan (l. 4 -10). 

T2 points to not letting students do whatever they wish, suggesting a teacher style that is not 

permissive; where students participate without fear; and where making mistakes does not matter. T2 

also points to the idea that order must be maintained. These three features – not being permissive, 

being able to make mistakes in a fear-free environment and maintaining order – converge in T2’s 

conception of authority.  

The above is complemented with T2 describing her relationship with students:   

T2: Es decir, perdón, desde mi punto de vista yo trato de ser allegada a ellos en cuanto a que los 

trato de tratar bien. De no salirme de las casillas pero al mismo tiempo trato de que ellos sepan 

también que yo soy la autoridad. Que no se olviden de eso (l. 459-463, bold to indicate emphasis). 

 

What the above suggests is a conception of authority that denotes an authoritative teaching style: 

authority lies with the teacher, who exercises it (or is supposed to exercise it) assertively and firmly, 

albeit in a safe environment where students are not fearful and can make mistakes without being 

reprimanded for it. Her practices point to a combination of care in a classroom where students know 

that she is the authority and ought not to forget this.   

 Finally, T2 points to the fact that exercising authority with boys is harder given that they tend 

to be rowdier:  

T2: Con los niños se me dificulta un poco porque ellos tienden a ser un poco bullosos, a hablar duro, 

a interrumpir … la palabra del otro, a no escuchar al otro sin querer siempre hablar ellos y, y que… 

en esa parte es una lucha permanente y es un esfuerzo, pero allí vamos (sonríe) (l. 21-26).  

 

Critical thinking 

 What emerges from the interview with T2 is that there are concrete defining elements which 

are constitutive of, and associated with, critical thinking: beyond being a basic element of democracy, 

for T2 critical thinking is associated with rationality and logic. T2 refers to many ways of 

domesticating people, following their leaders as a herd of sheep, pointing to the idea that 

domestication is a historical phenomenon across cultures and societies. For T2 a way to avoiding this 
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is by being critical, thoughtful, analytical, and not ingesting information blindly or submissively – 

which she associates with Kantian intellectual and moral autonomy: 

T2: “Pienso a veces que… que hay muchas formas de domesticar a las personas y de hacer que vayan 

como borregos según lo que sus líderes le indiquen, en todas las culturas y sociedades y lo hemos 

visto históricamente, ¿cierto? … Creo que una forma de salvarse de eso es que la gente sea crítica… 

“… que piense, que analice, que no trague entero, y creo que esa es la función fundamental de una 

educación, como decía Kant, que logren… que logren autonomía intelectual y moral” (l. 127-139). 

 

Furthermore, the importance of critical thinking for T2 is elevated to “the fundamental 

function of an education”: she explains that without education people can be easily manipulated, 

becoming part of a ‘democracy’ made up of a domesticated mass which votes according to the 

interests of a few:  

T2: “… como yo le decía antes el pensamiento crítico que pienso que es una… un elemento básico 

en una democracia… porque yo creo como dijo un maestro en la Universidad del Valle que la 

democracia solo es posible entre iguales… y si hay un pueblo que no está educado creo que es un 

pueblo que se puede manipular fácilmente. Y la democracia cuando dicen que (de) todos los lados es 

del pueblo...  es una masa domesticada pues ese pueblo vota según los intereses de unos cuantos 

cierto” (l. 116-125).  

 

In this line of thought, having critical thinking capacity - beyond avoiding domesticity and 

manipulation - acts as a mechanism to avoid a herd-like, taming-for-compliance kind of thinking.  

 As regards the second code (i.e. rationality and argumentation), T2 associates critical thinking 

with (a) divergent thinking; (b) having clear criteria to take decisions assertively; (c) being guided 

less by emotion and more by argumentation  

T2: Eh entonces pensamiento crítico como su palabra lo dice es una persona que yo creo que tiene 

un pensamiento según los teóricos divergente que es capaz de tener criterios claros para tomar 

decisiones más asertivas y yo creo que se guía menos por las emociones, más argumentativo (l. 32-

36).   

 

When asked whether emotions are connected to critical thinking, T2 responds as follows:   

T2: …creo que sí están conectadas y es imposible porque somos humanos desconectarnos de eso 

pero creo que, pues, yo tengo una influencia más hacia el pensamiento racional porque yo estudie 

filosofía y creo, y yo creo en la razón más, creo que cuando la gente es demasiado… emocional, si 

tiende a olvidarse de argumentar, de de oír al otro, de escuchar el punto de vista del otro; de ser un 

poquito más tolerante, entonces creo que sin dejar de lado las emociones no son lo que prevalece 

digamos (l. 56-68).  

 

 The rational and reflexive dimension of critical thinking emerges when T2 is asked whether 

critical thinking points towards taking decisions:  

S: … entonces el pensamiento crítico según lo que escucho apunta hacía tomar decisiones, ¿sí?  
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T2: Pues no, no solamente eso que todo el mundo toma decisiones. Unos la toman a la loca y otros 

más pensándolas. Es, apunta más a, a ser más argumentativo, a ser más racional, a ser más a ser 

más, más, más reflexivo, ¿sí? A tener más argumentos como más, con más posibilidades de ser 

aceptados por otros… no tanto desde mi enfoque personal sino que tratan de ser un poco más 

objetivos en el análisis de las cosas (l. 45-55). 

 

 When asked what she understands by development of critical thinking, T2 claims that at a 

‘mental level’ she understands it well but that the challenge lies in at the level of practice:  

S: ¿Qué entiendes por formación del pensamiento crítico?  

T2: Pues yo creo que a nivel… mental yo lo entiendo bien. De allá a la práctica es lo difícil (l. 27-

30).  

Despite the difficulty of developing critical thinking through practice, doing so is T2’s intentionality. 

She associates critical thinking capacity with Kantian autonomy and with ‘coming of age’:  

T2: … entonces esa es mi intencionalidad con los estudiantes que lograran autonomía moral o 

intelectual, que sería eso lo que él define como mayoría de edad… (l. 141-143).  

 

 Hence, the conception of critical thinking held by T2 is accounted for through the three codes 

explained above.     

 

Teacher 2: Reported Practices 

 This section focuses on practices relating to voice, decision-making, equality of respect and 

recognition, equality of power, and critical thinking, reported by T2. Table 9 shows the categories of 

analysis of teacher practices pertaining to five dimensions. Codes are listed below the respective 

theme, and sub-codes below the respective code.   

Table 9 

 

Categories of analysis of reported teacher practices (T2)     

Participati

on: voice 

Participation:  

decision-

making 

Equality of 

respect and 

recognition 

Equality of power Critical Thinking 

Theme: 

Listening  

 

• Listening 

attentively 

to students 

 

• Listening 

as a form of 

justice  

 

Theme: no 

student decision -

making  

 

• No space for 

decision making  

 

➢ Pressure 

to cover 

study 

plan  

 

Theme: 

Cultivating 

respect   

 

• Reciprocity   

 

• Others’ feelings  

 

• Dialogue-based  

 

• Negotiation  

 

Theme: Authority  

 

• Control with affection 

 

• Firm authority   

 

• Respect   

 

➢ Norms 

➢ Adults 

➢ Each other 

 

Theme: development of critical 

thinking 

 

• Teacher   Knowledge 

 

➢ Implementation challenging   

➢ Limited knowledge on 

strategies   

 

➢ No theoretical tools  

 

Theme: Pedagogical strategies 
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• Teaching 

listening  

 

Theme: 

Purposeful 

participatio

n 

 

• group 

question 

formulation    

 

Theme: 

Inadequate 

physical 

spaces  

 

• Small 

spaces   

 

• Tables to 

work in 

teams   

 

• Dignified 

spaces  

 

• Decision-

making in theory  

 

Theme: limited 

decision-making 

 

• Decorating 

classroom   

 

Theme: teacher 

disposition 

 

• Not so 

democratic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Attack on ideas, 

not persons  

 

Theme: 

recognition 

 

• Empowerment     

• Salute standing up  

 

Theme: Anti-norm 

students  

  

 

• Special cases   

 

➢ Supremely 

undisciplined  

➢ School-wide 

influence  

➢ Negative 

leader  

➢ Dysfunctional 

family  

 

• Rejects authority 

openly  

 

• Teacher feelings 

 

➢ Painful  

   

 

• Through question formulation  

 

➢ Learning to formulate 

questions 

➢ Developing inquiry-based 

stance 

 

• Multiperspectivism  

 

• Nuanced perspectives 

 

➢ Ceding versus defending 

rights 524 

 

• Providing arguments  

    

 

 

Participation: student voice 

Regarding reported practices on student voice three themes emerge: listening, purposeful 

participation and inadequate physical spaces. The first two promote student voice while the third 

inhibits it.    

Three codes emerge from the first theme – listening. T2 refers to how she tries to listen 

attentively to students (code 1, l. 9) and take their feelings into account (l. 80-81), which could 

represent another form of listening. T2 explains that for children who have many conflicts it is very 

important to be listened to. Being listened to becomes a form of justice for them (code 2):    

T2: Lo otro que hemos aprendido allí es que cuando los niños van con muchos conflictos ¿no? ellos 

les gusta que uno los escuche, y eso es muy importante para ellos, porque creen que así se hace 

justicia de alguna manera (l. 89-92).   

T2 points to “listening attentively to what is their [students’] problem” (l. 95).  

 The third code relates to T2 teaching listening. One way in which she does this is by asking 

students that when they intervene in class to say something, they should refer to what their classmates 

already said (l. 275-277). In this way T2 supports students in controlling their tendency to speak while 

developing listening skills. This connects with the tendency of listening to respond, but not listening 

to understand and address what interlocutors actually say:  
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T2: … a veces les he dicho como dijo mi compañero no estoy de acuerdo en esto, en esto y esto, pero 

me gustó esto, esto y esto, entonces allí ellos se tensionan porque ellos están esperando a hablar pero 

no les importa que haya dicho el otro (l. 274-279).     

The above excerpt is complemented by a second excerpt below: 

T2: La otra… va a hablar y cuando usted hable tiene que referirse a lo que dijo su compañero 

anterior, esa es otra, entonces eso les obliga a escuchar (l. 307-310).   

Teaching listening then becomes part of communicative competences, which overlap with socio-

emotional learning insofar as the ideas of others are recognized and acknowledged through active 

listening.  

 The second theme relates to how T2 promotes purposeful participation, where students are 

not merely given space to exercise their voices for the sake of it, but where participation is part of a 

wider intentionality to stimulate learning. In the excerpt below T2 explains how students are taught 

to formulate questions when working in groups:   

T2: Te voy a contar de una clase… eh, la clase era sobre diagramas de barras. Entonces utilicé un 

texto donde hablaban de las exportaciones del Valle, y las importaciones, entonces yo empecé a 

hacerles preguntas, pero luego les dije por grupos, se van a reunir por grupos. Cada grupo va a 

hacer una pregunta de eso y la hacen al grupo. El grupo tenía que oír la pregunta y tenía que decir 

si la pregunta estaba bien formulada, si con los datos que estaban allí tenían que decir si la podían 

responder o no (l. 172-182).   

The above suggests that T2’s practice integrates purposeful participation within a wider system of 

learning.  

 The third theme refers to T2’s references to her classroom as a physically inadequate space 

which inhibits a participatory classroom climate. When asked on the spatial organization of the 

classroom, T2’s response is definitive: 

T2: Me parece horrible (l. 257-359).  

T2 explains that due to the inadequate space, moving furniture around is a waste of time and suggests 

that it is chaotic (l. 362-364). She later refers to the school not having “dignified spaces” (l. 899) to 

attend parents. This may suggest that classroom space and spatial organization is not conceived as a 

resource to promote participation and learning more broadly.     

 

Participation: student decision-making    

  Three themes emerge in this dimension: no student decision-making; limited decision-

making; and teacher disposition, each with its respective codes. The first theme on no student 

decision-making refers to students not making any decisions on curricular issues, and hence on what 



116 
 

they learn. T2 explains that there is no space for this (l. 316), and that there is a programmed study 

plan which is followed (l. 318-319). She adds that she is under pressure to cover the study plan (l. 

343-344). This contrasts from T2 reference on teaching a course called ‘Pensamiento pedagógico’ 

(pedagogical thinking), where she imparts the idea that all citizens ought to take decisions reflexively, 

based on criteria (l. 705-706); however, the space to actually practice decision-making, and hence of 

cultivating the disposition of making decisions reflexively, is not a feature capitalized upon in the 

classroom. Decision-making then, is a (democratic citizenship) feature that is valued theoretically but 

not implemented in practice.  

 The second theme - limited decision-making – refers to few students who express an interest 

in, and are subsequently allowed to, decorate the classroom on select occasions such as Halloween. 

This is a student-driven initiative which T2 supports but is limited to decorating the classroom. While 

this reflects student decision-making, it is one of various other potential areas where decision-making 

could be further promoted.  

  The third theme - teacher disposition – emerges when asked whether students are afforded 

the space to make decisions regarding how learning happens (e.g. choosing classroom activities). T2’s 

response is, “Perhaps I’m not democratic in that [aspect], not so democratic” (l. 355-356). Thus, 

student decision-making does not happen as regards what is learnt or how.  

 

Equality of respect and recognition  

 

  As regards T2’s reported practices to promote equality of respect and recognition, two themes 

emerge: cultivating respect (l. 473) and recognition. The first theme sheds five codes which account 

for the way in which T2 cultivates respect. When asked how she promotes respect, T2 responds that 

she often asks her students, “Would you like someone to do that to you?” (l. 473, translation mine). 

She also reports that she tries to take her students’ feelings into account (l. 80-81). This is important 

insofar as teachers are socialization agents and their behaviours are potentially replicated by students. 

She complements this by saying that dialogue and negotiation are democratic skills she instils in her 

students (l. 103), which is suggestive of a respectful behaviour.      

 Furthermore, she refers to how she tells her students to attack ideas, not persons:  

T2: … simplemente no es un ataque a las personas sino como yo les planteo a ellos ataquemos las 

ideas no las personas y, y desvincúlese usted un poquito de las ideas ¿no? No las tomen tan a pecho. 

Déjelas que ellas mismas se defiendan (l. 83-87).   

The excerpt above shows how T2 encourages students to detach themselves somewhat from ideas, 

not taking them too seriously, and letting the ideas defend themselves. This is suggestive of conveying 
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the message of supporting one’s perspectives through ideas, where attacks on persons are 

unnecessary. This provides a basis for respecting persons whose ideas may be different from those 

one subscribes to.   

 The second theme – recognition – emerges when T2 describes how she manages a situation 

of conflict between two of her students, one of which is a particularly problematic student displaying 

anti-social behaviour, whom she describes as “a boy from the street” (l. 430):  

T2:  Hoy por ejemplo la niña que se hace con Alejandro le tuvo una queja y me dijo ‘Alejandro 

profesora llega y me empuja el codo a mí, el brazo’, que porque no caben, ‘tonces le dije yo ‘Usted 

Juan, ella es una dama, y usted está intentando ser un caballero’ (l. 478 – 482).  

The excerpt above shows T2 referring to the girl as ‘a lady’ while referring to the boy as ‘trying to be 

a gentleman’, both of which, despite being different, are forms of positive recognition.  

 

Equality of power 

 

 Two themes converge to account for T2’s reported practices: (a) authority, which refers to 

how T2 exercises her authority in the classroom; (b) anti-norm students, which describes the 

challenges T2 faces when exercising authority towards a particular student who displays anti-social 

behaviour.  

 When asked on her relationship with students, T2 affirms that she has a good relationship 

with most (l. 396-397), that they obey her (l. 454-455), and that she tries to give them affection (l. 

456). She explicitly outlines that while she tries to treat them well (l. 460), she also tries to let them 

know that she is the authority, and that this should not be forgotten (l. 462-463). When asked how 

she actually does this, she says that when she has to demand something, she demands it, and students 

must comply (l. 465-466). She also refers to norms, adults, and “all”, which must be respected, and 

that students must know this (l. 466-468). She then affirms that students must also respect each other; 

that they cannot do as they wish; and that she keeps a distance but treats them with affection. This 

suggests practices which are neither permissive nor authoritarian but authoritative. While she is 

caring, she also exercises her authority firmly, both to establish herself as “the authority” (l. 462) and 

to promote respect in general (e.g. towards norms, adults and each other).   

 Based on classroom observations where students stand up to greet T2, I ask how her students 

greet her as she enters the classroom in the mornings, to understand how she makes sense of this:  

T2: Bueno, ellos me saludan normalmente unos me abrazan… me dan beso…algunos… otros ‘hola 

profesora’ y no más. Pero cuando yo entro al salón de clase ellos deben… yo los saludo y les digo 

‘buenos días’, así los haya saludado individualmente. Ellos se paran y dicen ‘buenos días profesora 

Angela’ en todos los salones… entonces yo les digo, yo no, no hago que ustedes se paren no, no 
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porque yo soy la más importante sino porque cuando usted se para usted me está poniendo atención 

y me está saludando a mí. No siguió allí charlando con su amigo y yo entré y usted ni cuenta se dio, 

y vamos a empezar la clase entonces yo, demuéstreme que usted está dispuesto, entonces ellos ya 

saben que me saludan así (l. 499-511).  

T2 says that students are not asked to greet her by standing up because she is the most important 

(which would suggest inequality of power); rather, it is to indicate to her that they are paying attention, 

that they are aware of her presence, and that they are ready to begin class. While T2’s explanation 

suggests that she promotes some degree of equality of power, students standing up to greet the teacher 

connotes outdated practices that at first sight suggest reverence towards a ‘higher’ authority.  

 The second theme – anti-norm students – refers to the challenges T2 faces in exercising her 

authority with “a supremely undisciplined child”, whom she describes as a big kid, and with whom 

she has not been able to cope. After explaining that ‘they’ (supposedly school authorities) wanted 

him expelled soon after he had been admitted to the school, T2 adds the following:  

T2: No pude con él. Es muy difícil, es un niño difícil y totalmente anti-norma y que los demás tratan 

de imitarlo a él. Entonces él es un líder negativo… y estos eran muy niños. Él es de trece años. Y él 

es un niño de calle, entonces un niño… y que los demás…  es que un peligro que lo quieran imitar a 

él. Bueno con él no sé, he intentado de todas las formas relacionarme… él es, él es, él es grosero. En 

este momento él es más grosero… con las demás profesoras que conmigo. En mi clase está más 

frenado, debe ser porque soy la directora del grupo (l. 429-436).  

 

The excerpt above shows how T2 has tried relating to him in all possible ways, suggesting that 

perhaps he behaves better in her class because she is the group director.  

When describing the student’s family context, T2 suggests family dysfunctionality:  

T2: Él no tiene papá y la mamá es muy joven y no vive… se la pasa trabajando, llega allá en la noche. 

‘Tonces’ él es un niño que no tiene control. Eh, para mí ha sido un desafío… un dolor de… me ha, 

me ha cansado realmente, me ha cansado (l. 445-449).  

 

The above excerpt complements the earlier one, accentuating the challenge that this child represents 

for T2, describing the process as painful and tiring. Despite this, while he defies authority openly (l.  

442-443), T2 represents some authority to this child:  

T2: él desafía la autoridad delante de todo el mundo, pero me lo ha, me lo entrega, entonces algo de 

autoridad he logrado con él, algo, represento autoridad con él (l. 442-444). 

She explains above how this child does not give his cellphone to other teachers when asked but does 

so to her, suggesting assertive exercise of authority on T2’s part. 

Critical thinking  

  
 The first theme – development of critical thinking – accounts for how T2 refers to her own 

knowledge in this domain. When asked what she understands by ‘development of critical thinking’, 
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she says, “At the mental level I understand it well. From there to practice is what is difficult” (l. 29-

30). She adds that developing critical thinking in practice has been a ‘struggle’ for her (l. 39); that she 

does not know the strategies to do so well enough (l. 41); and that she would like to discover these 

strategies (l. 145-146) given that she does not have the theoretical tools to be able to implement these 

strategies (l. 149-150).  

 Despite T2’s perception regarding her limited resources to develop critical thinking, the 

second theme that emerges account for the pedagogical strategies she reports employing in her effort 

to cultivate critical thinking. She affirms that one imparts something of ‘who one is’, ‘who one has 

been’, relating to one’s development: 

T2: Yo lo único que puedo decir es que uno imparte para, imparte algo de lo que uno es, entonces, 

pues tal vez a nivel, a nivel digamos como una investigación o algo no tengo las herramientas teóricas 

para decirte ‘estas son las estrategias’ pero imparto parte de lo que yo he sido, ha sido mi formación 

(l. 146-151).   

 

The above makes the point that developing critical thinking relates to one’s own identity (i.e. who 

one is, how one sees oneself), which is part of one’s professional trajectory and one’s life experience. 

 Despite referring to her limited resources to develop critical thinking, T2 mentions a number 

of pedagogical strategies: T2 refers to question formulation (l. 152-161), where she asks students 

questions and tries to get them to learn how to formulate questions themselves (l. 157-158); she 

cultivates the disposition to ask questions or interrogate what they read or what they are told (l. 159-

161). Through this process she develops an inquiry-based stance in students. A second strategy she 

uses is confronting students to the values and belief systems they are exposed to in their home 

environment and at school. This opens the space for multiperspectivism, whereby students are able 

to identify belief systems from different angles and contexts. T2 then asks students which values they 

actually validate: 

T2:  Hay niños que les han enseñado no se deje… péguele al otro… no sea bobo… los hombres no 

se dejan tatata… pero es ponerlo en frente esos valores que traen de su casa y estos. Fuera de eso en 

Pensamiento Pedagógico (asignatura) están viendo ahorita conocimientos de sí mismos entonces 

quiénes son, quién soy yo, entonces complemento allí y ellos deben decir por ejemplo y identificar 

qué creencias traen de su casa, que son muy fuertes… identificar también que valores traen de su 

casa o que valores son más importantes para ellos, los que ellos realmente validan… (l. 575-587). 

 

The excerpt above, beyond self-knowledge, shows sophisticated critical thinking development, 

involving 5th graders identifying different value systems and deciding which they actually subscribe 

to. (This overlaps with moral education, which is beyond the scope of this study, but is worth noting).  
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 A third strategy T2 employs is exposing students to nuanced perspectives: in the context of a 

class session focusing on effective conflict management, T2 exposes students to the distinction 

between ceding one’s rights versus defending one’s rights:   

T2: … en esa clase estaba recordando otra anterior… donde como la gente debe enfrentar los 

conflictos. Algunos ceden sus derechos para evitar pelear pero no defienden sus derechos… o sea no 

era que estuviera validando esas formas sino que existen esas formas de, de enfrentar los conflictos 

(l. 520-527).  

This exposure to nuanced perspectives overlapped with multiperspectivism, insofar as students were 

exposed to multiple forms of facing conflict, including avoiding conflict, ceding one’s rights, 

attacking, hurting, and negotiating.  

 A fourth strategy T2 uses is asking students to explain their views and provide arguments: 

for example, in another session which also focused on conflict management, T2 reports asking 

students to describe, or draw, a conflict they’ve been involved in, and how they solved it. In a 

subsequent class she intended to ask them to read some of these descriptions to evaluate which 

conflicts were resolved through effective means, and why (l. 552-561).  

  

Teacher 2: Observed practices    

This section describes T2s observed practices relating to five dimensions: (1) student voice; 

(2) student decision-making; (3) equality of respect and recognition; (4) equality of power; (5) critical 

thinking. Four class sessions and two groups were observed:  

Session 1: Group 5-3 (math) – 13th Sept. 2016 

Session 2: Group 5-3 (math) – 16th Sept. 2016 

Session 3: Group 5-5 (math) – 27th Sept. 2016  

Session 4: Group 5-2 (ethics) – 19th Oct. 2016 

  

Participation: student voice 

Table 10 

Observed practices based on participation: student voice (T2) 

Elicitation of students’ ideas, opinions, perspectives, questions, doubts, and other. Yes 

Students giving feedback to their classmates’ opinions and to the opinions of 

the teacher 

classmates’ opinions yes  

Student led work groups (and other techniques like student panels, expert 

groups, etc.) 

Yes 
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Students’ active participation in class and out of class activities Yes in class. (Out of 

class not observed). 

Students seeking support, guidance and clarification Not observed 

Students making mistakes, and taking risks, in their oral and written production, 

as part of their learning processes 

Not observed  

Student comfort and feeling of security Yes 

Quieter students to express themselves Yes 

An open classroom climate. Yes 

 
  

 Observations show that T2’s practices effectively elicit students’ viewpoints. She frames 

learning situations where students give feedback to their classmates’ opinions, where they are asked 

to listen actively and respond by taking others’ opinions into account. Learning situations are also 

framed to enable students to work in pairs or groups to exchange opinions:    

T2: Vamos a hacer un ejercicio… cierren los ojos… traten de acordarse de una pelea que han 

tenido… ¿cómo se sintieron ustedes después de esa pelea? Ahora en voz baja le van a contar a su 

compañero como se sintieron… es muy importante que escuchen lo que les dice su compañero de 

manera activa (session 3).  

 

The excerpt above point to practices promotive of student voice. The fact that she asks them to 

‘quietly share’ their thoughts on what they felt is also an opportunity for students (whom she describes 

as rowdy in the interview) to self-regulate their interactions and learn norms relating to effective 

communication.  

Other sessions observed also promoted students working in pairs and groups: for example, in 

session 1 and 2, there were a number of instances where students worked in groups to resolve 

problems together. In these instances, T2’s practices were based on monitoring classroom activity, 

without much interference on her part.  

In plenary sessions, in classrooms with + 30 students, ample participation from all students 

is difficult. In these plenary sessions, T2 regulates participation, where students wanting to intervene 

to express their ideas are expected to raise their hand. In these sessions, T2 also encouraged 

participation from quieter students.  

Observations point to practices that promote student comfort and a feeling of security in an 

open classroom climate.  
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Active participation: student decision-making 

 
Table 11 

 

Observed practices based on participation: student decision-making (T2) 

Gives students opportunities to make decisions regarding classroom activities and classroom 

related issues in general 

No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding what topics are learnt in class No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they learn (e.g. making a 

presentation, writing on a topic, doing a group project, etc.).  

 

No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they are graded No 

 

  

In terms of student decision-making, observations did not show practices which promote this 

dimension. This is in line with interview data: when inquiring on promoting student decision making 

by giving students space to decide on how learning happens (e.g. choosing activities), T2 says this 

could be possible, but she may not be as democratic in this regard: “Ah ya…el cómo… yo creo que 

sí… se podría. Tal vez en eso no soy democrática, no tan democrática” (l. 355 - 356).   

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

Table 12 

 

Observed practices based on equality of respect and recognition (T2) 

The teacher is respectful to students 

 

 Yes  

The teachers talks to students in a respectful manner 

 

 Yes  

The teacher listens to students and their ideas in a respectful way 

 

 Yes  

The teacher does not display disrespectful and/or discriminatory behaviour towards 

students in any way (e.g. gender, race, income group, appearance, ethnicity, religion, 

political orientation, etc.)  

 No 

The teacher treats boys and girls equally, not displaying gender preference 

 

 Yes 

The teacher addresses students by their name 

 

 Yes 

Teacher practices do NOT encourage/display the following: teasing; bullying; 

humiliation and sarcasm; exclusionary behaviour; inflammatory, discriminatory, or 

derogatory language or behaviour; irritability; anger; harsh voice; physical aggression 

 No 

 

  

 Observations showed practices which were respectful of, and recognizant of, students, 

through the way T2 addressed, spoke to, and interacted with students. When trying to quieten down 
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the classroom, or at other instances, T2 employed the word ‘please’; made use of a respectful, polite 

yet assertive tone; and a particularly calm, but authoritative, disposition. Students complied with her 

instructions, not seemingly out of fear but because T2 was able to ‘command’ respect from them by   

exercising her authority assertively. 

 T2’s discourse also integrated sensitizing students to respect others. For example, this was 

observed in a session which was discussed in the interview:  

S: …en un salón de clase que observé… dijiste ‘en el negociar, la estrategia es que las dos partes 

ganen’, y en el tablero se escribieron varios verbos: evitar, ceder, agredir, lastimar, negociar. Y 

entonces cuando yo vi eso yo consideré que estas habilidades son muy interesantes en teoría… ¿cómo 

se apropian ellos y cómo se cultivan estas habilidades y estas disposiciones en la práctica?   

 

T2: … la clase estaba… en esa clase estaba recordando otra anterior… donde como la gente debe 

enfrentar los conflictos. Algunos ceden sus derechos para evitar pelear pero no defienden sus 

derechos… o sea no era que estuviera validando esas formas sino que existen esas formas de, de 

enfrentar los conflictos… pero que la mejor forma es la negociación donde ambas partes ganan y 

donde se, se resuelve el conflicto sin dañar la relación de las personas. Entonces eh no, yo creo que 

aquí es que uno primero entiende las cosas tengo la idea yo. Cuando yo las entiendo y las veo claras 

y las veo ventajosas para mi vida yo asumo y yo me adhiero a esta manera (l. 512- 535, bold for 

emphasis).  

In the above extract T2 refers to “both parties winning’ and “the best form of negotiation is where 

both parties win”, suggesting a form of respect where a mutuality of interests is taken into account.  

 

Equality of power 

 

Table 13 

 

Observed practices based on equality of power (T2) 

Shows flexibility in interaction with students 

 

Yes 

Incorporates students’ ideas and opinions 

 

No 

Follows students’ lead 

 

No 

Allows student choice in classroom activities  

 

No 

Opportunities for student leadership 

 

No 

Gives students responsibility over classroom activities 

 

Yes  

Relaxed climate for student movement 

 

Yes 

Physical proximity, displaying willingness to interact with students in a non-

authoritarian  manner  

 

Yes 
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Teacher practices do NOT promote/display the following: yelling, threats, 

physical control, harsh punishment 

No 

 

Observations suggest that T2 exercises power assertively, where it is clear to students that 

authority lies with her. As table 13 shows, this power is deployed with some flexibility. While 

practices promoting student leadership were hardly afforded, T2 shared responsibility over classroom 

activities with students: one session included what could be termed as a co-teaching exercise between 

teacher and a student who was asked to cut an apple into halves, quarters, etc. in a math class to 

support learning of fractions. Other students were asked to write on the board the fractions into which 

the apple had been cut. The same process was repeated with sweets on a tray to illustrate different 

and more complex fractions which students were also asked to write on the board. This teaching 

sequence enabled sharing responsibility over classroom activities.     

 T2’s practices also reflect an effective balance between asserting her authority and treating 

students with care:   

T2: Es decir, perdón, desde mi punto de vista yo trato de ser allegada a ellos en cuanto a que los 

trato de tratar bien. De no salirme de las casillas pero al mismo tiempo trato de que ellos sepan 

también que yo soy la autoridad. Que no se olviden de eso. (Bold to indicate emphasis) (l. 459-463).  

 

When inquiring further on how T2 asserts her authority, observations cohere with T2’s explanation 

on promoting in students a respectful disposition towards norms, people and themselves. She explains 

how she keeps a distance while treating students with affection:     

T2: Entonces no soy la maestra como la minta que pueden hacer todo lo que quieran… tengo una 

distancia… pero los trato con cariño (l. 464-471).  

 

 While yelling, physical control or harsh punishment of any kind was not observed, neither 

was equality of power promoted in any substantive way.  

Critical thinking 

Table 14 

Observed practices based on critical thinking (T2) 

Argumentation and reasoning: students analyse and develop arguments to explain 

viewpoints 

Yes 

Judge the credibility and/or veracity of a source Not 

observed 

Evaluating alternatives Yes 

Judge inductions and/or deductions Not 

observed 
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Identify assumptions Not 

observed 

Engaging in controversial topics to reflect on multiple perspectives Not 

observed 

Emphasis on meaningful relationships among concepts Yes 

Open-ended, cognitively challenging tasks Yes  

Focusing on a question   Yes 

Going “beyond the surface” Yes 

Willing to take the whole situation (i.e. seeing the big picture) into account Yes 

Questioning information  Yes 

Dialogue and discussion in class through plenaries and in groups focused on  

promotion of reflection   

 

Yes 

Teacher practices promote feedback loops to cognitively challenge students  

 

➢ Back-and-forth exchanges to promote depth of thought  

➢ Follow-up questions to promote depth of thought 

➢ Building on students’ responses aimed at expanding and clarifying concepts / 

issues / topics  

 

 

  

Yes 

  

As table 14 shows, observations suggest that critical thinking capacity was developed through 

T2’s practices. This was accomplished in several ways: (1) scaffolding content to expose students to 

gradually more complex fractions (sessions 1 and 2), supported by visually representing fractions by 

cutting parts of an apple to facilitate the transfer of an abstract mathematical concept; (2) through 

open-ended questions formulated in teaching sequences for students to make meaningful connections 

among concepts (e.g. numerators, denominators); (3) reflecting on cognitively challenging tasks 

involving confronting students with beliefs and value systems promoted in their home environments 

versus those exposed to at school, and deciding which they actually validated; (4) focusing on a 

particular question to reflect, evaluate and/or make judgments on effective and ineffective ways of 

managing and resolving conflicts without ceding one’s rights; (5) through verbal reasoning. These 

examples suggest practices where definitive answers are not being transmitted. Instead, learning 

situations are being framed availing students of critical inquiry.    

 

Teacher 2: Discussion on alignment of conceptions and practices  

Student voice      

 T2’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are aligned. For T2 a democratic 

environment is based on a conception of participation that is inclusive, where all participate; and on 

an “authoritarianism without fundament”, but where order must be maintained. Her reported practices 
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refer to enabling this inclusive participation; “listening attentively to students”, which she describes 

as a form of justice in the case of students with many conflicts; and promoting listening skills among 

students. This emphasis on listening implicitly promotes student voice.     

 T2’s reported practices do not refer to student voice as automatically equating to student   

participation, but rather, she refers to a participation that is purposeful insofar as it integrates learning 

goals. Observations point to T2’s effective practice in successfully promoting student voice in an 

open classroom climate that largely suggests student comfort and a feeling of security. This is attained 

in what T2 refers to as an inadequate physical space where classrooms are small.    

 

Student decision-making    

 

 T2’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are aligned. Decision-making is omitted 

in her conception of a democratic classroom environment. When asked, T2 responds that students do 

not take decisions regarding the class, and that there is no space for this given a pre-established 

programme. When asked if students could be availed a larger and more encompassing participation 

(i.e. voice and decision-making) relating to their learning, she says that perhaps she is not so 

democratic in this aspect. Her response suggests that giving students opportunities to decide how they 

wish to learn (beyond what they want to learn), is a novel idea to her. 

 Ultimately, student decision-making is limited to decorating the classroom for Halloween, or 

‘organizing’ a birthday celebration and deciding who will bring what to the gathering. T2 accedes to 

this type of initiatives which possibly promote a pleasant classroom environment (and perhaps further 

social learning), but which do not promote student decision-making in any substantive way in 

cultivating DCE. This confirms T2’s description of herself as “perhaps I am not so democratic in this 

regard.” 

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

 

 Conceptions on equality of respect and recognition did not emerge in the interview. However, 

T2’s reported practices and observed practices are aligned. T2’s reported practices integrate 

cultivating respect and recognition. While T2 did not refer to ‘social-emotional learning’, she 

cultivates respect and recognition through SEL: she sensitizes students to others’ feelings, and to not 

inflicting pain on others, by asking, “would you like someone to do that to you?” In this line, she 

reports that her practice integrates the notion of ‘attacking ideas, not persons”, and telling students to 

detach themselves somewhat from ideas, “letting the ideas defend themselves.” She also cultivates 

respect by being respectful to students, where interactions are dialogue-based, and her tone is 
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conciliatory and open to negotiation. In effect, observations showed practices which were respectful 

of, and recognizant of, students, through the way T2 addressed, spoke to, listened to, and interacted 

with students.  

 

Equality of power  

 

 T2’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are aligned. T2’s conceptions in regard to 

equality of power are based on not being permissive and maintaining order in the classroom. She is 

explicit about the idea that she is the authority, and that students must not forget that. She also refers 

to boys being harder to manage, since they tend to be rowdier. In fact, while she has a good 

relationship with the majority of students, she does have a thirteen-year old boy whose behaviour is 

anti-social, and who has been a challenge for her to manage. She describes him as a ‘street child’ with 

whom she has tried to relate to in all possible ways. Despite this, while her combination of control 

with affection towards students leads to a respectful climate and her practices are mostly authoritative 

(and not authoritarian), equality of power is not advanced in any substantive way.     

 

Critical thinking 

 

 T2’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are partly aligned. She conceives critical 

thinking as an element that avoids domesticity, manipulation, and a taming-for-compliance thinking. 

For T2 the “stuff” that critical thinking is made of is rationality and argumentation where reason 

prevails over emotion; analysis is more objective; and clear criteria guide assertive decision-taking. 

Moreover, she conceives critical thinking as a medium to attain Kantian intellectual and moral 

autonomy, and a coming of age.  

While T2 claims not having the ‘theoretical tools’ to develop critical thinking capacity, 

observations do not completely cohere with these statements given that T2’s practices showed 

multiple strategies that promoted it.     
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Teacher 3: Conceptions 

This section focuses on T3’s conceptions relating to all five dimensions.  Table 15 shows the 

categories of analysis and descriptions of teacher 3’s conceptions. Codes are listed below the 

respective theme, and sub-codes below the respective code.  

Table 15 

 

Categories of analysis and descriptions of teacher conceptions (T3)      

Participation: 

voice 

Participation:  

decision-making 

Equality of 

respect and 

recognition 

Equality of power Critical Thinking 

Theme: Inclusion-

based participation 

 

• Teacher as promoter 

of participation  

 

➢ shared 

teacher-

student 

leadership  

 

• Limited teacher 

knowledge 

 

➢ Lack of 

knowledge 

of forms of 

participation 

 

➢ Need for 

defined plan  

 

➢ Clear 

concepts 

 

 

• Fearful to participate  

 

➢ Fear to 

express  

 

➢ Student self 

-efficacy  

 

Theme:  Shared 

teacher-student 

leadership 

 

Theme:  Political 

agency 

 

Theme:  System 

level inhibitors  

  

Theme:    

Children limitations 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Mindset 

 

• Not disposition 

towards inequality   

 

•  Gender equality  

 

Theme: 

Recognition 

 

• Awareness of 

marginal context 

  

Theme: Norm-setting  

 

• Teachers set norms 

they favour  

 

Theme: Anti-norm 

students  

  

• Children who openly 

defy norms 

 

• Special cases 

  

Theme: Schools and 

democracy 

 

• Schools as prisons 

 

• Too much democracy 

results in anarchy  

 

• Under tyrannical 

teachers  

Theme: Development of 

critical thinking  

 

• Avoids taming-for-

compliance thinking 

 

• Promoting reflective 

thinking in daily living   

 

   

 

     

    

 

  
Participation: student voice   

 T3 conceives a democratic environment as an environment of participation where everyone 

can (a) ask for their turn; (b) take their turn to exercise their voice; (c) contribute with ideas. In this 

line, similarly to T2, T3’s conception of participation is inclusion-based:  
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T3: Entendería que es un ambiente de participación donde todos pueden eventualmente tomar la 

palabra y pedirla y aportar ideas (l. 4-5) 

 

Three codes emerge from this inclusion-based participation: first, T3 refers to the teacher as the 

promoter of participation; second, he concedes to his lack of knowledge on forms and levels of 

participation; third, he refers to students being fearful of participating. As regards the first code, T3 

says the following:  

T3: …donde el profesor promueve esa participación, donde no solamente él es el que toma las 

riendas o la batuta sino que permite y promueve que los estudiantes también lo hagan (l. 8-10) 

 

The above denotes a conception of participation that includes shared teacher-student leadership, 

where the teacher ‘allows’ and ‘promotes’ students also taking charge of the reins or the baton.  

 In terms of not knowing about different forms and levels of participation, this emerges when 

T3 asks me why my study focuses on participation. As part of my reply I refer to Hart’s ladder of 

participation (upon which my own conception of student participation in the classroom is based), to 

which T3 responds as follows:  

T3: … como lo menciona el autor no es una tarea fácil y si uno quiere hacerlo tendría que seguir un 

plan muy definido y tener unos conceptos muy claros, o sea me llama la atención sobre todo las 

formas de participación las que sugieren los autores porque no las conozco (l. 382-386).  

 

After stating that he does not know the ‘forms of participation’, T3 refers to the challenge of striking 

the right balance in affording opportunities for participation to students:   

T3: … quisiera conocerlas para que uno intente hacerlo y ver cómo me va porque es difícil… y como 

le digo eso es como el garrote y la zanahoria o como el caucho, uno estira un poquito y luego recoge, 

porque uno tiene que soltar para ver como ellos lo manejan, como lo aceptan y como se mueven y 

luego recortar a ver para retomar ideas y organizar y volver a soltar porque pues si se deja que ellos 

lo hagan solitos se puede volver una cosa indeseable (l. 386-394).  

 

The excerpt above problematizes participation and raises a number of questions: are students ready, 

and do they have the capacity, to participate (irrespective of how participation is understood)?      

  Finally, T3 refers to students being fearful of participating, which he relates to self-efficacy:    

T3: Hay clases donde se les hace lecturas o yo expongo el tema y de alguna forma les pido su opinión 

que ellos opinen que ellos expresen lo que piensen, a muchos de ellos les da yo diría que temor de 

hacerlo porque tal vez creen que no pueden pero digamos que mi intención es que ellos siempre 

intenten tratar de escribir y de expresar lo que piensan (l. 176-181).  
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Participation: student decision-making 

 T3’s conception of a democratic environment points to a sharing of the baton between teacher 

and students, suggesting shared leadership in the classroom (Table 15). However, it is not clear if this 

refers to student voice or student decision-making or both.   

 The second theme - political agency – emerges when I ask T3 what democratic skills ought 

to be cultivated in students:   

T3: Yo creo que ellos deben tener claro que ellos son sujetos políticos y lo son desde muy pequeños, 

los sujetos políticos en tanto pueden elegir los órganos del gobierno escolar como el representante 

estudiantil, pueden elegir un representante escolar   como el representante estudiantil, pueden  elegir 

un representante del salón y sobre todo que pueden que pensar de forma política, es decir sobre cada 

idea que se  plasma en el salón o en un ambiente escolar ellos tienen una forma o piensan sobre eso, 

entonces ellos deben de entenderlo y desarrollarlo y entender que eso es un pensamiento político y 

obviamente democrático (l. 16-33).  

 

T3 explains the structure of the school government, which resembles a political machinery based on 

the electoral process and voting. More importantly, however, T3 refers to how students ought to be 

clear that they are political subjects from a very young age, given that they choose school government 

bodies. This ‘choosing’ implies decision-making.  

The third theme – system level inhibitors – emerges when I ask T3 what decisions students take 

relating to their learning and what challenges exist in this process:  

T3: La escuela por más que intente modernizarse aún sigue siendo tradicional y digamos que los 

profesores también por más que se quieran actualizar, seguimos siendo tradicionales sobre todo en 

primaria… (l. 128-136).    

 

T3 refers to schools and teachers as ‘traditional’ suggesting that the school structure at large is 

outdated, despite efforts towards ‘modernizing’ it. This points to the structure itself as an inhibitor of 

an ample, and genuine, participation which integrates student decision making, thereby not advancing 

DCE.     

 The fourth theme – children limitations - relates to how T3 views children from a deficit 

perspective as regards their capacity to take decisions in the primary classroom:   

T3: … de pronto se pueden generar ambientes de participación más amplios en bachillerato pero los 

niños en primaria  digamos que desde mi perspectiva no están preparados todavía para tener una 

participación más amplia, me explico: yo les puedo dar opciones y ellos pueden tomar algunas pero 

ellos siempre van a preferir lo que no signifique estudio sino juego o lúdica, entonces yo diría que en 

primaria esa posición de ser un poco más democrático debe estar un poco limitada y sobre todo en 

los primeros grados primero, segundo y tercero de pronto en cuarto y quinto se puede ampliar más, 

pero en los primeros grados ellos digamos que requieren de una mayor orientación de los profesores 

(l. 136-146).  
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For T3 student decision making in the lower grades ought to be more limited. While it opens the 

discussion on whether study and play can be complementary or are necessarily separate (which is 

beyond the scope of this study), it raises the question whether students at primary have decision-

making capacity in the classroom, and how it may be nurtured within a DCE framework.   

 
Equality of respect and recognition 

 

   Two themes emerge pertaining to this dimension: (a) mindset and (b) recognition. ‘Mindset’ 

refers to a way of seeing things which is essentially non-discriminatory: T3 associates ‘equality’ with 

gender equality, stating that he does not discriminate between boys and girls:  

T3: … yo creo que en mi cabeza no está la desigualdad porque no lo mencioné pero digamos las 

clases que yo doy yo no discrimino entre niños y niñas, de hecho creo que mi mejor estudiante es una 

niña y pelea con un niño y en primaria se da la particularidad de que las mejores estudiantes son 

niñas no sé si es por la orientación de las madres pero ellas destacan mucho y a veces los niños por 

el juego se olvidan de la parte académica y se dejan ganar, pero creo que aquí se promueve la 

igualdad, o por lo menos yo la promuevo (l. 368-376).  

 

The above suggests that T3’s practices are not based on gender distinctions, which potentially points 

to advancing equality of respect and recognition.    

 The second theme, recognition, provides depth into T3’s conception of this particular 

dimension, pointing to his ‘awareness of the marginal context’ of his students. This denotes T3’s 

awareness and knowledge of his students’ living environment, which is a form of acknowledging and 

recognizing the adverse conditions they live in. The excerpt below supports this:  

T3: Esta es una zona digamos que marginal de la ciudad, estos son los linderos de lo que se llama la 

ladera de Cali son personas que vienen del campo, que vienen desplazadas de alguna forma por la 

violencia y que han conformado hogares un poco disfuncionales porque son madres que se han 

embarazado a temprana edad y así como se han embarazado a temprana edad también se separan a 

temprana edad, entonces muchos de estos niños no tienen papá y mamá sino que viven con la mamá 

o viven con el padrastro o viven con madrastra aparte de eso los empleos que ellos tienen son empleos 

con baja remuneración y que no alcanza para cubrir los gastos de una familia, entonces tienen que 

trabajar padre y madre y muchos de ellos permanecen casi todo el día solos, vienen a estudiar por 

las mañanas y por las tardes algunos hasta altas horas de la noche están solos  o sea que no tienen 

un guía en casa que les apoye en tareas y que les apoye en muchos temas relacionados con su edad 

(l. 237-252).  

 

T3 also refers to how, due to the economic situation, basic needs such as eating every day are not met 

in the case of a particular student. When asked how he feels about having students who live in these 

conditions, T3’s reply suggests how he is affected, denoting sensitivity, which is a form of 

recognition:   
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S: ¿Cómo se siente el profesor cuando sabe que las circunstancias de una estudiante son las que son 

por ejemplo que hay días que no come? 

 

T3: Me siento mal y eso a mí me toca mucho porque entiendo que es una situación que se escapa de 

mi órbita, de mis manos pero uno quisiera hacer lo que pudiera hacer para que eso no sucediera (l. 

301-306).  

 

This points to the structural inequality of resources which manifests itself blatantly through students 

not having food to eat. This in itself accentuates the challenge of advancing equality of respect and 

recognition in a system that is structurally unequal.    

 
Equality of power  

 

  Three themes emerged providing insight into T3’s conceptions on equality of power: (a) 

norm-setting, where classroom norms are established to ensure proper conduct and a harmonious 

environment; (b) anti-norm students, which relates to students who openly defy authority and violate 

norms; (c) schools and democracy, relating to how T3 talks of schools and democracy, and how they 

relate.   

 When asked how norms are established and constructed, T3 replies the following: 

T3: Digamos que los docentes tenemos la virtud o la manía de ser muy normativos, desde que 

entramos a un salón tratamos de poner las normas que cada docente como usted dice le van, pero a 

veces es complicado a veces es fácil todo depende de yo diría de la personalidad del grupo, para este 

año en este  caso, este grupo tiene una personalidad un poco conflictiva y se hace más difícil 

normatizar cuando son tan conflictivos, cuando tienen una personalidad digamos más tirando al 

centro es más sencillo establecer las normas y trabajar con ellos se hace más llevadero (l. 86-94).  

 

T3 points to teachers having the virtue or the fixation of being very normative: he suggests that from 

the moment teachers set foot into class, they try to ‘put’ the norms they ‘fancy’ or favour. This 

suggests a top-down approach where norms are designed by the teacher and which students must 

adhere to, impeding equality of power. Referring to a group’s personality, T3 explains that it is harder 

to establish norms with conflictive groups, and easier with group personalities which ‘lean towards 

the centre’ – presumably referring to students whose behaviours are not extreme, displaying 

misbehaviour and inappropriate conduct.  

The above points to multiple challenges in exercising one’s authority through norm-setting to advance 

equality of power: how do teachers with pre-conceived notions on class dynamics construct 

democratic environments? Do teachers provide genuine spaces for dialogue with students to 

genuinely ‘co’-construct norms?    
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Exercising one’s authority becomes particularly challenging with anti-norm students. Relating to this, 

T3 refers to a local government initiative intended to ensure access to education where private entities 

and private schools were contracted with public resources to provide education to more students, 

which resulted in a failed initiative:     

T3: … este año tenemos una particularidad que es que el gobierno local tenía un programa que se 

llamaba ampliación de cobertura donde con recursos públicos se contrataban entidades privadas o 

escuelas privadas y ellos daban la educación; el Ministerio de Educación encontró que esa educación 

no era la mejor y restringió al máximo el programa y todos esos niños que venían de la cobertura se 

vinieron para acá, para el colegio (l. 98-105). 

 

T3 describes students coming from this failed local government initiative as follows:   

T3: ¿Qué encontramos los docentes? No solamente yo sino muchos docentes, que esos niños venían 

sin normas, es decir como si se les dejara hacer lo que quisieran donde estaban, entonces al entrar 

ellos acá al curso mío digamos que socializaron ese comportamiento y generó un ambiente de no 

atención en el resto de los compañeritos, aparte pues venían también unos niños con ciertas 

dificultades o con problemas disciplinarios y eso lo que hizo fue magnificar la situación que podían 

tener los anteriores (l. 105-113).  

 

The above problematizes promoting equality of power, confronting teachers to students with 

‘difficulties or disciplinary problems’ who exert an adverse school wide influence.  

 T3 also refers to how ‘he’ tried to implement norms which students rejected and openly 

violated:  

T3: Se establecieron normas, pero yo lo dije a mis jefes que es la primera vez que yo tengo un grupo 

donde a pesar de que yo intenté establecer normas algunos niños las rechazan y abiertamente las 

incumplen… (l. 115-118).   

 

The above raises important issues to consider relating to norm-setting and norm-compliance with 

implications on equality of power: ‘who’ actually establishes norms? To what degree are these co-

constructed? Do children view norms as ‘codes of conduct’ established by a higher authority which 

one must obey irrespective of having a say in their design and application? If violated, who decides 

what punishments and sanctions are in place? Or alternatively, do children view norms as 

‘agreements’ where they have a genuine say in their design and implementation? Are norms punitive 

and designed to punish or constructive and designed to ensure a harmonious co-existence?   

Similarly to T2, T3 also describes a problem child or “a special case”, which further points to the 

complexity of advancing DCE in marginal contexts where students may display anti-social behaviour:    

T3: …particularmente un niño que venía de la cobertura donde el niño no acataba normas, se 

hicieron varios escenarios donde por ejemplo se cambió el niño de salón con otro profesor a ver si 

era el profesor el que por ejemplo tenía la dificultad, o sea yo, pero no, también fue lo mismo , se 

hicieron muchos intentos con el niño, al final el último intento que hicimos fue cambiarlo de sede, 
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con otro profesor de otra sede; estamos evaluando como le va allá pero lo terrible fue que por más 

intentos que se hizo en esta sede con distintos profesores él no acató las normas, es un caso como 

especial (l. 118-127).  

 

The student T3 refers to was not in the classroom at the beginning of the year, which is when norms 

are established in Classrooms in Peace. Hence, the question that is raised is, did he know what norms 

had been established? Was he informed of these? Did he understand what expectations emerged from 

these established norms?   

 The third theme, schools and democracy, provides insights into T3’s conceptions on equality 

of power through his references to two elements: problems which emerge from a participation based 

on ‘too much’ democracy; and social stereotypes or individual and collective social imaginaries, 

describing schools as prisons where students are under the tyranny of the teacher:  

T3: … uno de los problemas de la participación que cuando uno permite tanta democracia, pues 

acabamos en una anarquía, en una situación donde ellos no terminan aprendiendo, entonces de 

alguna forma la escuela muchas veces se describe como una cárcel, como un reclusorio de los niños 

donde ellos vienen y están bajo la tiranía del profesor, uno trata de que no sea tiranía sino que sea 

una democracia orientada pero se intenta hacer (l. 597-604).  

 

T3 suggests that his practices seek are oriented towards an ‘oriented democracy’, suggesting that he 

stays away from authoritarian practices and embraces an authoritative teaching style.    

 

Critical thinking 

 

T3’s conception on critical thinking emerges from the theme of ‘development of critical 

thinking’:   

S: ¿Qué entiendes por formación del pensamiento crítico?  

T3: Entendería que es como que el docente o el maestro tal vez no entrenara pero que sí fomentara 

en sus estudiantes el pensamiento no de borrego sino siempre pensante frente a su cotidianidad (l. 

11-14).  

Two codes emerge: developing critical thinking to avoid a taming-for-compliance kind of thinking; 

and as a way of promoting reflective thinking capacity in students in their daily living.  

 

Teacher 3: Reported Practices 
 

The following section focuses on practices relating to student voice, equality of respect and 

recognition, equality of power, and critical thinking, reported by T3 in the interview. Table 16 shows 

the categories of analysis of teacher practices pertaining to four dimensions. Codes are listed below 
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the respective theme, and sub-codes are listed below the respective code. Student decision-making 

was not present in T3’s discourse as regards promoting student decision-making.    

Table 16 

 

Categories of analysis of reported teacher practices (T3)    
Participation: voice Equality of respect and 

recognition 
Equality of power Critical Thinking 

Theme:  Teachers’ role   

 

• Giving students voice   

 

• Teacher as guide  

 

• Dialogical interaction 

 

  

Theme: Participation 

in groups   

 

• Participation without 

adult supervision 

 

• Peculiar participation 

 

• Non-coercive 

participation 

 

• Non-judgemental 

participation 

 

Theme: Inadequate 

physical spaces 

 

• Small classrooms 

 

 

 

Theme: Respect 

 

• An understanding 

disposition  

 

• Minimal conditions of 

respect   

 

Theme: Recognition  

 

• In students’ shoes  

 

➢ The world as a 

sewer” 

 

 

  

Theme: Norm setting   

 

• Children set norms with 

adult guidance   

 

➢ Norm 1: keeping 

silent  

➢ Norm 2: raising 

one’s hand to 

speak 

➢ Norm 3: 

‘respecting the 

word’   

 

• Norms constantly to be 

reminded   

 

  

Theme: Discipline 

management   

 

• Solution-oriented   

 

• Restorative  

 

• Dialogue-based  

 

• Dichotomy: flexible or 

normative? 

 

Theme: Pedagogical 

strategies    

 

• Through readings followed 

by discussion   

 

• Students saying what they 

think     

 

• Through writing   

 

• Through specific subjects  

 

• Through specific themes    

 

• Providing arguments  

 

• Though inductive process 

 

 

 

  
Participation: student voice 

 Three themes emerge in T3’s reported practices relating to student voice: the teacher’s role 

in providing opportunities for participation; participation in groups; and inadequate physical spaces.         

 T3 refers to the teacher as a ‘guide’, where he tries to give students voice to express their 

opinions (l. 19-20).  He says that he thinks he ‘gives’ participation to his students, and that he tries to 

interact with them, which suggests that his practices integrate dialogical interaction. T3 reports that 

he also promotes student participation by getting them to work in groups), which he describes as a 

‘peculiar participation’ (l. 61) and a more ‘open’ form of participation (l. 65-66) given that there is 

no one coercing them or telling them “this is right, or this is wrong” (l. 67). Finally, T3 refers to 

inadequate classroom spaces because they are small and make student participation difficult – adding 

that he would like to promote more group work than he actually does.   
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Equality of respect and recognition  

 

 Two themes emerge as regards T3’s reported practices: (1) respect and (2) recognition. The 

first accounts for how T3 operationalizes respect in his teaching practice; the second accounts for 

T3’s awareness of his students’ home and community environments, denoting a form of recognition 

that enables him to ‘see’ his students’ world from ‘their’ eyes.   

In relation to respect, while describing a particular case of aggression among students, T3 explains 

the ‘quite problematic situation’ in which the student who committed the aggression lives in (l. 332-

333):   

T3: con la niña es una situación bien problemática; sin embargo pues lo que yo puedo hacer o lo que 

yo he hecho profe es comprender la niña y una situación incomprendida porque la niña nunca 

entiende que yo la trato de ayudar y aparte con la madre para que se creen por lo menos unas 

condiciones mínimas de respeto entre ellas (l. 335-340).    

The above shows how T3 operationalizes respect: this involves trying to understand this particular 

student, and trying to ensure minimum conditions of respect between the student and her mother. This 

suggests that the notion of respect itself is very much present in T3’s practice, both in and outside the 

classroom, not only in his own relations towards students but also in relations of his students with 

their parents.  

      As regards recognition, T3 provides a vivid description of the context and home environments 

in which some of his students live in. This sensitivity and awareness of context denotes a form of 

recognition of his students’ situation:    

T3: … y que se deje orientar porque es una personita que con tantos problemas el mundo es una 

cloaca y ella está allí y no cree que se pueda hacer nada (l. 340-342).  

The above suggests T3’s capacity to put himself in his student’s shoes, being able to see the world 

from this student’s eyes – as a sewer. Awareness, positioning (i.e. seeing from a student’s 

disadvantaged point), and sensitivity converge into a form of recognition, suggesting practices based 

on equality of recognition (and respect).  

 

Equality of power 

 

 Two themes emerge in T3’s account of his practices relating to promoting equality of power: 

(1) shared norm-setting, and (2) restorative discipline management. The first theme suggests that 

norms are co-constructed by adults and students, and hence not asymmetrically imposed by adults on 

students. The second theme describes how T3 implements discipline-related issues from a restorative 

perspective, suggesting non-punitive practices.    
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 Norm-construction as a feature of Classrooms in Peace happens at the beginning of the year. 

T3 refers to three norms: keeping silent, raising one’s hand to speak, and ‘respecting the word’ (i.e. 

listening when others speak). Given that classroom observations were not conducted at the beginning 

of the year, how norms were set, and whether they were genuinely co-created cannot be determined.   

 The third theme, restorative discipline management, emerged when I enquired on a particular 

classroom observation where one girl had been asked to sit close to the teacher’s desk and whether 

this was because she had been punished:   

T3: No, no estaba castigada, estábamos conversando; le cuento la situación, ella en la hora del 

descanso estaba en la parte de abajo, este es un segundo piso, estaba en la parte de abajo y las niñas 

estaban tirando papelitos a un niño que estaba cerca de ella; ella se sintió agredida, aunque los 

papelitos no eran para ella pues se sintió agredida, subió y cogió del pelo a la niña y la tiró al piso, 

obviamente esto es una agresión fuerte que está contemplada en el manual de convivencia y que tiene 

unas sanciones, obviamente nuestro papel de docentes o en este caso el mío no es sancionar por 

sancionar entonces lo que estaba haciendo con ella era dialogando… (l. 259-269). 

The above shows two features in T3’s practices: he does not punish for the sake of punishing; 

engaging in dialogue is integral to how he manages discipline issues.   

Both features point to restorative discipline management, supported by the following testimony:  

T3: …ella es una niña que entra en lo que yo le acabo de decir de que está sola todo el día, es una 

niña de 13 años con muchos conflictos internos porque ya está casi que en la  adolescencia, donde 

no reconoce a su madre, pues tiene madre, el padre está muy lejos de ella, pero no reconoce a su 

madre, no la quiere aceptar que es su madre, entonces tiene un fuerte conflicto emocional y digamos 

aparte de la edad un conflicto muy fuerte, también tiene serios problemas económicos por ejemplo 

que hay días que no come, entonces debido a toda esa historia yo trato de ser muy flexible con ella 

pero uno tiene dificultades con la flexibilidad. La flexibilidad a veces se entiende y malentiende como 

que uno es débil, como que el docente es débil y no cumple la norma, entonces con ella estoy como 

en esa dicotomía de que soy flexible o soy muy normativo y tratando de ver hasta dónde puedo acortar 

las diferencias entre los dos y llegar a un punto de encuentro, por ejemplo la sanción si se puede 

llamar sanción es que ella tuvo que pedir disculpas a la niña y aparte de eso tuvo o tenía que hacer 

una restauración de la agresión, la restauración podía ser una tarjeta, una golosina, para que la 

niña pues se sintiera restaurada en la agresión que se le hizo… (l. 269-288).  

While implementing restorative discipline management which is dialogue-based, solution-oriented 

(i.e. avoiding having to resort to higher instances within the school), and which seeks some form of 

restitution or restoration to the victim of an aggression, T3 is confronted to the dichotomy of being 

flexible (understood as weakness) or being very normative. This points to the difficulty of cultivating 

equality of power within a DCE framework.    

 

Critical thinking  
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 The theme that emerges in this dimension, ‘development of critical thinking’, refers to the 

pedagogical strategies T3 reports using in his practice: (a) readings followed by discussions where 

students are asked what they think and feel; (b) writing as a medium of expression which enables 

critical thinking development; (c) through subjects like ethics, religion, and Spanish; (d) through 

specific themes like sexual education and political events; (e) asking students to provide arguments 

to support their viewpoints (e.g. arguments to support the ‘no’ vote in the 2016 plebiscite relating to 

the peace agreements; (f) through an inductive learning process, where students are not given answers 

but asked to find them through research.  

 

Teacher 3: Observed practices   

This section describes teacher 3’s observed practices, relating to five dimensions: student 

voice; student decision-making; equality of respect and recognition; equality of power; critical 

thinking. One group and four class sessions were observed:  

Session 1: Group 5 (Aulas en Paz in Spanish class) – 15th Sept. 2016 

Session 2: Group 5 (Aulas en Paz in Spanish class) – 16th Sept. 2016 

Session 3: Group 5 (math / Aulas en Paz) – 27th Sept. 2016 

Session 4: Group 5 (math) – 19th Oct. 2016 

 
Participation: student voice 

 
Table 17 

 

Observed practices based on participation: student voice (T3) 
Elicitation of students’ ideas, opinions, perspectives, questions, doubts, and other Yes 

Students giving feedback to their classmates’ opinions and to the opinions of the 

teacher 

Yes 

Student led work groups (and other techniques like student panels, expert groups, 

etc.) 

No 

Students’ active participation in class and out of class activities In class yes; out of 

class not observed  

Students seeking support, guidance and clarification Yes 

Students making mistakes, and taking risks, in their oral and written production, 

as part of their learning processes 

Yes 

Student comfort and feeling of security Yes 
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Quieter students to express themselves Not observed 

An open classroom climate. Yes 

 

T3’s practices promoted participation through student voice (table 17) through elicitation of 

students’ ideas, opinions, and perspectives, creating an open classroom climate; through students 

working in groups. Though students giving feedback to the teacher’s opinions was not observed, the 

interview suggests that this does happen: for example, T3 refers to engaging in discussion with 

students on the peace agreement plebiscite where they provided arguments defending the ‘no’ vote, 

contradicting the teacher’s position.   

Student voice was also promoted through role plays: for example in session 1 students 

participated in role plays to show how what one says does not always correspond to what one really 

wants. The pedagogical purpose of this related to communicating assertively. T3 facilitated the role 

play by drawing the table below on the board:  

  

  

 

              

 

 

 

Moreover, all four observations showed ample teacher-student back-and-forth interaction through 

discussions on varied themes (e.g. conflict management and conflict resolution in session 1). This led 

to ample participation where students, upon being asked, said how they had felt in conflicts. These 

back-and-forth exchanges were facilitated by T3 in various ways: by listening actively; by 

acknowledging, repeating and writing students’ responses on the board; by looking at students when 

they spoke; by responding non-verbally through facial gestures and expressions; by smiling and head 

nodding. This was a form of conscious or unconsciously legitimating students’ responses, creating a 

safe environment where students felt comfortable to raise their voices and be part of a collective 

conversation.     

Observations also showed students making mistakes when doing math problems in sessions 3 and 4, 

either on their notebook or on the board. T3 responded by providing support to students to understand 

the mistake and try to attain the right answer.   

 Table drawn by T3 (session 1) 

 Lo que dice que 

quiere es  

Lo que realmente 

quiere es 

Ana Jugar con Katia Jugar con Pedro 

Pedro Jugar futbol 

 

Jugar ajedrez 

Jugar algo diferente 
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Participation: student decision-making  

 T3’s practices did not promote student decision making (table 18). This is in line with T3’s 

references to schools and primary school teachers as ‘traditional’, and students in primary unprepared 

for an ample participation which integrates decision-making.   

Table 18 

 

Observed practices based on participation: student decision-making (T3) 
Gives students opportunities to make decisions regarding classroom activities and classroom 

related issues in general 

No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding what topics are learnt in class No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they learn (e.g. making a 

presentation, writing on a topic, doing a group project, etc.).  

 

No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they are graded No 

  

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

 
Table 19 

 

Observed practices based on equality of respect and recognition (T3) 
The teacher is respectful to students 

 

Yes  

The teachers talks to students in a respectful manner 

 

Yes  

The teacher listens to students and their ideas in a respectful way 

 

Yes  

The teacher does not display disrespectful and/or discriminatory behaviour towards 

students in any way (e.g. gender, race, income group, appearance, ethnicity, 

religion, political orientation, etc.)  

 

No disrespectful 

behaviour 

The teacher treats boys and girls equally, not displaying gender preference 

 

Yes 

The teacher addresses students by their name 

 

Yes 

Teacher practices do NOT encourage/display the following: teasing; bullying; 

humiliation and sarcasm; exclusionary behaviour; inflammatory, discriminatory, or 

derogatory language or behaviour; irritability; anger; harsh voice; physical 

aggression 

No 

 

  

 T3’s practices integrated respect towards students (table 19) in various ways: talking and 

listening to them respectfully; addressing them by name; not displaying gender preference; and not 

displaying any form of discriminatory behaviour. T3’s respectful interactions also suggested 
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recognition towards students, being responsive and supportive to the difficulties they encountered in 

the learning process. 

 Observations did show T3 raising his voice at different points. However, this did not come 

across as disrespectful but as a way of ensuring order and focus in the learning process and in 

classroom activities.      

 

Equality of power 

Table 20 

 

Observations based on equality of power (T3)  
Shows flexibility in interaction with students Not observed  

Incorporates students’ ideas and opinions 

 

Yes 

Follows students’ lead 

 

No 

Allows student choice in classroom activities  

 

No  

Opportunities for student leadership 

 

No 

Gives students responsibility over classroom activities 

 

No  

Relaxed climate for student movement 

 

No  

Physical proximity, displaying willingness to interact with 

students in a non-authoritarian manner  

Yes 

Teacher practices do NOT promote/display the following: 

Yelling, threats, physical control, harsh punishment 

No  

 

  

 T3’s practices were not promotive of equality of power (table 20): power is in T3’s hands, 

orchestrating what happens in the classroom, and how. While he incorporated students’ ideas and 

opinions as part of teaching and learning sequences, students’ choice and leadership in classroom 

activities was hardly promoted and not self-initiated. Moreover, there was not a relaxed climate for 

student movement, perhaps primarily because there was limited physical space for this in a small 

classroom with over thirty students packed in four parallel rows. This, however, did not impede T3 

from interacting with students by being physically close to them through a friendly, non-authoritarian 

disposition.   
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Critical thinking   

 

Table Observations based on critical thinking  

Argumentation and reasoning: students analyse and develop arguments to explain 

viewpoints 

Yes 

Judge the credibility and/or veracity of a source Not observed 

Evaluating alternatives  Not observed  

Judge inductions and/or deductions Not observed 

Identify assumptions Not observed  

Engaging in controversial topics to reflect on multiple perspectives Not observed  

Emphasis on meaningful relationships among concepts Yes 

Open-ended, cognitively challenging tasks Yes  

Focusing on a question   Yes 

Going “beyond the surface” Yes 

Willing to take the whole situation (i.e. seeing the big picture) into account Yes 

Questioning information  Yes 

Dialogue and discussion in class through plenaries and in groups focused on 

promotion of reflection   

Yes 

Teacher practices promote feedback loops to cognitively challenge students  

 

➢ Back-and-forth exchanges to promote depth of thought  

➢ Follow-up questions to promote depth of thought 

➢ Building on students’ responses aimed at expanding and clarifying 

concepts / issues / topics  

 

  

Yes 

 

  

 

 T3’s practices promoted development of critical thinking through argumentation and 

reasoning, and by emphasising on meaningful relationships among concepts (e.g. what one says one 

wants versus what one really wants, connected to assertive communication, session 1). Similarly, in 

math class (session 3), T3 began asking students if they remembered what ‘perimeter’ is. He drew 

different shapes on the board and asked students how much the height of a particular object on the 

board measured. He then proceeded to write P = 10m + 6m + 10m + 6m to represent perimeter in 

mathematical language. He then cut cardboard in square shapes and stuck nine squares on the board.   

This teaching sequence intended to convey the concept of ‘area’ and how area is calculated. This was 

followed by asking students how the area of the classroom could be measured, to which one student 

replied by counting the classroom floor tiles. These sequences, whether planned or intuitive, were 
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exposing students to meaningful relationships: perimeter (i.e. continuous line forming the boundary 

of a closed geometrical figure) and area (i.e. extent or measurement of a surface); length, breadth and 

height. 

 Critical thinking capacity was also enhanced through dialogue and reflective discussion 

through plenaries and student groups: in session 3, T3 read a passage from the Peaceful Classrooms 

textbook, stopping on difficult words where students were asked to decode meaning:    

T3: ¿Qué será fecunda? … primera palabra que es complicada… pregunto… ¿qué entienden ustedes 

con la palabra fecunda? ¿Qué es fecundad? 

Student: hacer… 

T3: ¿hacer qué? 

Student: hijos 

T3: bien… puede ser… fecundar es procrear… no tienen que ser seres humanos… pueden ser 

animales o plantas… (at this point teacher explains that plants fertilize differently from human 

beings). Pero aquí no se refiere a procrear… ¿qué significa? (Teacher reads sentence where word is 

inserted). Allí la palabra fecunda hace referencia a la tierra… que características tendrá la tierra si 

es fecunda… ¿se rinden o les ayudo…? (At this point various students raise their hands to respond. 

One student shouts). No hay que gritar… si por ejemplo vamos al desierto y… si yo por ejemplo voy 

a la Loma… e implanto una semilla, ¿esa tierra es fecunda? 

  

This type of interaction based on feedback loops to cognitively challenge students went on for a 

considerable amount of time. Here students’ curiosity was stimulated while they decoded meaning 

through similar words or from the same word in a different part of speech (e.g. referring to the noun 

of an adjective, as in ‘fertility’ to decode the meaning of ‘fertile’); inferring meaning from context; 

suggesting and promoting meaningful relationships among words and ideas (e.g. fertile and human 

reproduction, when a student responds above that fertility is about ‘making children’); encouraging 

inquisitiveness and reflection. 

 Similarly, in another math class (session 4), T3 stimulated critical thinking development 

through mathematical reasoning, where he dictated the following mathematical problem:  

T3: En la casa de Michel la abuelita prepara el arroz utilizando 2 tazas de arroz y 3 de agua y con 

la preparación de arroz comen 5 personas. Punto seguido. Si llegan 10 familiares de visita a la casa 

de Michel, ¿cuántas tazas de arroz y cuantas tazas de agua necesita preparar la abuelita para que 

todos coman arroz? 

 

 Moreover, while engagement in controversial topics to reflect on multiple perspectives was 

not observed, T3 referred to engaging in controversial themes. This, complemented with the above 

pedagogical strategies, suggest deliberate practices to develop critical thinking capacity.     

 

 

Teacher 3: Discussion on alignment of conceptions and practices  
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Student voice      

 

T3’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are aligned as regards student voice. T3’s 

conception of a democratic classroom environment based on an inclusive participation model is 

aligned with reported practices: he affirms that he tries to ‘give’ participation to his students in 

different ways, including pair and group work.          

 Observed practices are also aligned with conceptions and reported practices: T3’s practice 

does ‘give’ voice to students in multiple ways: through elicitation of ideas, opinions, perspectives, 

etc.; through role plays; through effective feedback loops based on dialogical interactions. T3’s 

practices are also supportive of students who make mistakes, thereby encouraging them to take future 

risks, and creating an open classroom climate.   

  

Student decision-making    

 

 While T3 did not report on practices relating to student decision-making, his conceptions and 

observed practices are misaligned: while he refers to a democratic classroom environment as one 

where teacher and students “share the reins or the baton”, this is not translated in observed practices. 

 Moreover, when asked on challenges to promote student decision-making, T3 described 

schools and primary school teachers in particular) as ‘traditional’, impeding student decision-making, 

or not part of this traditional structure.   

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

 

T3’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are aligned. Though T3 associated equality with 

gender equality specifically, he claimed that "inequality is not in my head." This is in line with 

observations not pointing to any gender preference. Moreover, his reported practices also pointed to 

showing respect to, and being recognizant of, students, both in the way he interacted with them and 

through his awareness of their home and community contexts.     

 

Equality of power  

 In making sense of T3’ conceptions on equality of power, T3 refers to the notion of the school 

as a prison where students are under the tyranny of the teacher. He also refers to too much democracy 

resulting in an anarchy as one of the problems of participation. T3 reports that he avoids tyrannical 

practices while seeking to attain an ‘oriented democracy.’ This is also supported by practices based 
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on restorative discipline management through a dialogue-based approach, restitution of aggression, 

and avoidance of disciplinary issues reaching higher instances at the school. 

Based on the above, T3’s reported practices are not exactly aligned with observed practice: 

while T3’s practices are not based on extreme authoritarian practices and while his classroom is not 

a tyranny, it is arguable whether it is actually an ‘oriented democracy’. It resembles more of an 

authoritarian regime where equality of power is not advanced in any substantive manner: power is 

ultimately in the hands of the teacher who holds the baton and orchestrates the symphony to his will, 

decides largely what is done; how it is done; and when it is done. 

As regards co-construction of norms, this is a specific component of the Peaceful Classrooms 

programme. Thus, it does not emerge from his own practice, but is an element that he integrates as a 

result of the programme itself. Moreover, the three norms he refers to (keeping silent, raising one’s 

hand to speak, and listening when others speak) suggest an intentionality on the part of adults which 

seek to ensure some sort of order in the classroom where students do not all speak at the same time. 

This suggests a classroom that is more of an adult-oriented democracy; not so much a robust 

democracy which supports student agency and promotes equality of power substantively.  

 

Critical thinking  

 

T3’s conception of developing critical thinking is based on promoting on one hand, reflective 

thinking in students towards their daily living; and on the other hand, avoiding a taming-for-

compliance thinking. This conception is aligned with T3’s reported practices based on a set of 

pedagogical strategies which further critical thinking capacity (e.g. providing arguments, discussing 

controversial topics).   

 Based on the above, observed practice is partly aligned to conceptions and reported practice: 

on one hand, there is critical thinking development, for example through argumentation and 

reasoning, or through emphasis on meaningful relationships among concepts. On the other hand, 

however, T3’s practice points to ‘training’ students to acquire specific knowledge for standardized 

test preparation (i.e. Pruebas Saber). How this ‘training’ happens would determine how much 

criticality is actually promoted. While critical thinking is developed, it would seem that there is space 

to develop it further in various ways: creating spaces to judge the credibility and/or veracity of a 

source; evaluating alternatives; judging inductions and/or deductions; identifying assumptions; 

engaging in controversial topics to reflect on multiple perspectives (this last item was reported by T3 

but not actually observed).  
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Teacher 4: Conceptions 
 

This section focuses on T4’s conceptions relating to all five dimensions. Table 22 shows the 

categories of analysis and descriptions of teacher 4’s conceptions. Codes are listed below the 

respective theme, and sub-codes below the respective code.  

Table 22 

 

Categories of analysis and descriptions of teacher conceptions (T4)      

Participation: voice Participatio

n:  

decision-

making 

Equality of 

respect and 

recognition 

Equality of power Critical Thinking 

Theme: Student voice 

 

• Participation as 

element of democratic 

environment  

   

➢ Democratic 

relations 

➢ Opportunities  

 

• Learning norms 

relating to voice 

  

➢ Norms of 

expression  

➢ Norms of 

communicatio

n 

➢ Respecting 

norms 

 

• Individual students' 

comfort zone  

 

➢ Different 

mediums of                     

expression 

 

• Fear to participate  

 

Theme:   

Student 

decision-

making 

omitted  

 

Theme:  

Participation 

is taught 

 

 

 

 

Theme: 

Cultivating 

respect 

 

• Respecting ideas 

of others 

 

• Finding common 

ground  

 

• Others’ ideas 

may also be valid 

 

• Avoiding 

polarization 

 
Theme: 

Recognition  

 

• Students as 

active subjects 

 

• Students as 

autonomous 

subjects 

Theme:  Exercising 

authority  

 

• Physiological needs self-

controlled  

 

• Control vis a vis 

democracy  

and critical thinking  

 

➢ Autonomous 

decision-

making  

 

➢ Free thinking 

 

➢ Self-regulating 

actions   

 

• Language as a medium 

to control  

 

➢ Possessives to 

subjugate 

 

  

 

   

Theme: Defining elements  

 

• From passive to active 

identity 

  

➢ Avoids 

manipulation  

➢ Avoids taming-

for compliance 

thinking  

➢ Promotes 

reflective thinking  

➢ Promotes 

reflective acting 

➢ Supported by 

arguments  

 

Theme: Development of 

critical thinking  

 

• Building on prior 

knowledge 

 

• Unpacking knowledge 

  

• Through uncertainty 

  

• Through question 

formulation 

 

➢ Potency of the 

question 

➢ Counter-questions   

 

  
Participation: student voice  

T4’s conceptions on student voice shed four codes with respective sub-codes. The first code 

relates to participation as integral to a “democratic environment” where moreover, democratic 

relations are built:  

S: ¿Qué entiendes por ambiente democrático? 
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T4: Ambiente democrático. Pues allí tenemos dos conceptos: tenemos el concepto de ambiente y el 

concepto de democracia. Cuando hablamos de un ambiente, hablamos de un espacio, hablamos de 

un espacio donde se generan un tipo de relaciones, que en este caso serían relaciones democráticas. 

Hablar de democracia es hablar de participación… (l. 54-60).   

 

T4 adds that a democratic environment provides multiple types of opportunities, including giving 

opinions, participating, and proposing:  

T4: … donde las personas tienen la oportunidad de opinar, donde las personas tienen la oportunidad 

de participar, donde las personas tienen la oportunidad de proponer; entonces es como que tengo 

esos espacios donde todas las personas tienen esas mismas oportunidades con unas razones (l. 60-

65).   

 

These opportunities, afforded to all persons, promote student voice - suggesting equality of 

opportunities.  

 The second code, learning norms relating to voice, relates to what T4 refers to as ‘norms of 

expression’ and ‘norms of communication’ which have to be built and respected. It in in the building 

process of these norms, and in the respect given to them, that democracy happens:     

T4: Aprender a construir la democracia dentro de las habilidades, aprender que hay unas normas: 

hay unas normas de expresión, hay unas normas de comunicación que hay que construirlas, y que en 

el respeto de estas se podrá dar la democracia, porque si no se respetan esas normas de interacción, 

esas normas de comunicación entonces no hay nada también (l. 117-123).  

 

The third code, individual students' comfort zone, emerges in the following context:    

S: Sí o estoy pensando en la voz no únicamente como lo que digo sino como otros medios de expresión 

¿Qué otros medios de expresión consideras tú tal vez que se pueden fomentar en el salón de clase? 

 

T4: El escrito, el dibujo; hay gente que se expresa muy bien yo tengo un niño que es muy callado 

pero todo lo expresa a través del dibujo; claro la oralidad no es el fuerte de todo mundo, entonces 

usted como maestro cuando usted ve que ese niño no es oral, pero que ese niño tiene unas ideas 

entonces búsquele por donde la puede hacer, entonces el español no es tu zona de confort entonces 

tu buscas el inglés porque es tu zona de confort, entonces el que su zona de confort es el dibujo yo 

creo que lo puede hacer, el que su zona de confort es la palabra escrita hágalo, el que su zona de 

confort es el teatro pues búsquela por ahí, porque  ¿qué es el teatro?, ¿qué es el cine?, ¿qué es la 

literatura?, ¿no son formas de expresión? (l. 657-672). 

 

The excerpt above denotes the obvious: that student voice can be expressed through different genres 

like drawing, writing, theatre/drama, film and literature. What is not obvious is whether a conception 

of voice which includes different mediums of expression is transferred into classroom practices; and 

whether teachers through their practices identify and account for students’ respective comfort zones 

(i.e. preferred mediums of expression) to express themselves.   
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 The fourth code, fear to participate, emerges when T4 explains the importance of participating 

and says that participation has to be taught:    

T4: Yo pienso que hay que enseñar a los muchachos a participar. Yo creo que la participación es 

bien importante, y te digo por qué… Porque a veces, cuando no participamos estamos cediendo a 

que otros elijan por nosotros, yo creo que esa es una de las fallas que tenemos a nivel de adultos en 

los procesos de elección de quienes nos representan ante los estamentos. Mira que si vemos, cada 

vez las personas que votan son muy pocas. Entonces yo creo que una de las cosas que habría que 

incentivar es: participe, mi amor; elija, usted tiene derechos, su voz se oye, su voz se escucha, uno 

más uno da otro. Entonces yo creo que el muchacho ejerza el derecho a participar. Yo no sé por qué 

le tenemos tanto miedo a la participación (l. 127-139).   

 

The notion of fear to participate on students’ part emerges in other teachers’ discourses and I discuss 

it in greater depth in the following chapter. It points to the importance of teachers being aware of 

students feeling fear to participate and being skilled to manage fear effectively. Fear to participate 

may owe to students’ self-efficacy, to their home and community environments, to the classroom 

environment, or to other reasons. Ultimately, how teachers address this is of critical importance in a 

DCE framework.         

 

Participation: student decision-making 

 

   T4’s description of a democratic environment does not refer to ‘student-decision-making’. 

Its omission suggests that the very notion of ‘participation’ is primarily associated with student voice, 

particularly when T4 refers to “opportunities to express opinions” in the section above on student 

voice.    

 The second theme, participation is taught, refers indirectly to student decision-making: T4 

explains why participation is important and says that if one does not participate, one is letting others 

choose and letting others take decisions for one: 

T4: Yo pienso que hay que enseñar a los muchachos a participar. Yo creo que la participación es 

bien importante, y te digo por qué… Porque a veces, cuando no participamos estamos cediendo a 

que otros elijan por nosotros (l. 127-130).  

 

These conceptions on student decision-making are complemented in the section on reported practices, 

which describe how T4 actually promotes student decision-making.   

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

 

 T4’s conceptions, particularly regarding equality of respect, emerge from two themes. The 

first theme, cultivating respect, sheds four ideas:  
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T4: … y creo que el respeto, el respeto por las ideas del otro. También una habilidad que hay que 

desarrollar es aprender a tolerar, la idea del otro también tiene la validez, porque tenemos esas 

polarizaciones que tenemos los adultos, que si es de esta idea o de otra... el otro también puede tener 

la razón y tendríamos que tener unos puntos de encuentro (l. 141-147).  

 

The four ideas above converge in T4’s conceptions of respect: respecting the ideas of others; finding 

common ground between one’s position; recognizing that others’ ideas may also have validity; 

avoiding polarization. These ideas provide insight into operationalizing and putting respect into 

practice, and are applicable in any social interaction.  

The second theme, recognition, refers to how T4 views, and thus recognizes, students: first, 

as active subjects, and second, as autonomous subjects. In this line, T4 refers to learning situations 

where students become aware that they are an “active part of all those environments where they 

interact” (l. 495). T4 also refers to practices which ought to be aimed at cultivating   autonomous 

subjects. These learning situations and practices are enabled because T4 recognizes students as active 

and autonomous: recognition precedes these learning situations and practices.   

 

Equality of power 

 

  T4’s conceptions on equality of power relate to the theme of exercising authority. Her 

conceptions surface when I ask T4 on an event observed during a classroom observation where a 

student asks for her permission to go to the bathroom, and she replies, “My love, I don’t control your 

bladder”. Based on this, I ask her, “what does control mean to you?” and “where does control reside 

in your classroom?” Her response points to two ideas: first, physiological needs are, and ought to be, 

self-controlled. The second idea points to controlling students to the degree where their self-agency 

is repressed, which contradicts the cultivation of democracy and critical thinking. These ideas emerge 

in T4’s response to my questions:     

T4: Es que yo creo que eso hace parte de la democracia y yo creería que hace parte del pensamiento 

crítico. A mí me parece que en una sociedad, que en un ambiente escolar… donde yo tenga que 

decirle a un adulto que está allí como autoridad, que yo tenga que pedirle permiso para ir a orinar, 

para yo ir a defecar, para yo ir a expulsar lo que hay dentro de mi organismo que en ese momento 

me está asfixiando, cuando yo tengo la vejiga llena, el intestino; a mí me parece humillante. Y 

entonces ¿cómo así que yo quiero formar pensamiento crítico, pero yo tengo que humillarme ante 

un adulto que yo le debo pedir permiso para ir al baño? Para mí es humillante, y cómo hacer, cómo 

hacer que yo tenga un pensamiento libre, que yo pueda propender por una libertad de pensamiento 

cuando yo tengo que pedir permiso hasta para lo más básico que es ir al baño (l. 256-270). 

 

T4 associates the inequality of power in teacher-student relations to the racial inequality and 

segregation of the 60s in the U.S.: 
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T4: Yo no lo entiendo; cuando un niño me hace así yo me retomo a una película que vi que se llamaba 

criadas y señoras,6 que era en la época de Estados Unidos de las señoras negras que trabajaban en 

las casas de los blancos, entonces la señora le media el papel higiénico a la empleada y además hizo 

que ellas tenían que tener un sanitario afuera independiente. Entonces eso me pareció tan humillante 

y eso yo siempre lo llevo a mi aula.  Que yo tenga que pedir permiso para que tú vayas al baño me 

parece que es humillante. Y entones ¿cómo formo personas libres de pensamiento que puedan 

decidir, porque el pensamiento crítico está relacionado con las decisiones que yo tomo para mi vida, 

cuando a mí se me ha sumido en el poder hasta el punto que otro decida por mí? Cuando a mí me 

piden permiso les digo: mi amor, yo no puedo controlar ti vejiga (l. 271-284). 

 

T4’s recurrent references to the idea that it is humiliating for a student to ask permission to go to the 

loo is also contrary to developing autonomous decision-makers and free thinkers capable of self-

regulating actions as basic as pertaining to their physiological needs:  

T4: Lo que trato que el entienda son dos cosas: tú tienes en ese momento, deseos de ir al baño, y 

tienes en ese momento una asignación, una tarea asignada; en ese momento con tus pensamientos 

elegir en un segundo qué es en ese momento más importante y que no da espera, puedo aguantar un 

momentico y terminar la tarea, o no puedo aguantar y la tarea puede esperar, porque está en juego 

la salud. A eso me refería (l. 284-291).  

 

T4’s conceptions on equality of power relate to teachers subjugating their students and relates 

to four discourses: 1. control as nullifying one’s sense of self-respect and one’s dignity as a human 

being; 2. control as the absence of democracy insofar as one’s own decision-making is overridden by 

others deciding for them; 3. control as absence of critical thinking; 4. control as absence of free 

thinking and freedom of thought.   

T4’s conception of equality of power is complemented by a third idea, language as a medium 

to control. This relates to the use of possessives to subjugate, where power is exercised over that 

which one ‘owns’:  

T4: … Cuando ese acuerdo que se construyó, que se publicó que se registró y que se visibilizó se 

incumple, entonces yo como adulta allí entro a que no es mi estudiante … yo creo que soy la 

encargada de hacer la reflexión que se está saliendo de la norma… No sé si contesto tú pregunta… 

 

S: …Me llama la atención ¿dices que no es tu estudiante?   

 

T4: Desde allí sometemos a la gente, desde allí falla la democracia: “mi papá, mi esposo, mi marido, 

mi novio”, entonces como es mío como es mi objeto, yo tengo poder sobre eso mío, entonces allí hay 

errores… yo creo que aquí tenemos un lio bien grande desde la construcción del lenguaje que refleja 

que la democracia no existe, porque hablo de la democracia, hablo de que usted es libre de pensar, 

de tomar decisiones, de que usted es crítico… Bueno, allí yo tengo un enredo, a mí esos posesivos no 

me gustan, porque me parece que subyugan (l. 297-307, 311-315, 317-320). 

 
6 T4 is referring to a movie called ‘The Help’ in English. This is a film adaptation based on a novel of the 

same name by Kathryn Stockett about black maids working in white households in Jackson, Mississippi 

during the civil rights movement.  
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   The above points to the objectification of persons: how power is exercised over them, and 

how their freedom of thought and action is controlled because they are viewed as possessions, or 

objects, sheds light into how power itself is conceived, and how it is exercised by teachers in the 

classroom.  

 

Critical thinking 

 

 Table 22 accounts for T4’s conceptions on critical thinking, pointing to two themes: (1) 

defining elements of critical thinking, which provides insight into what critical thinking is and what 

can potentially be achieved through it; and (2) development of critical thinking, which provides 

insight into how T4 says critical thinking ought to be cultivated (complemented in the section on 

reported practices, where T4 refers to specific pedagogical strategies she employs in her practice).    

 In T4’s conception critical thinking is closely associated to the function of the school, and 

serves to take people out of their passivity. She describes this passivity as non-action, letting others 

do what one is supposed to do, and letting others do the thinking that one is supposed to do. Having 

critical thinking capacity alters this situation, allows one to take control of the spaces one is in:  

T4:  …la función de la escuela ¿ cuál es esa? es sacar a la gente de esa pasividad, de ese no actuar, 

de ese dejar que otro haga por mí de que otro actúe, de que otro piense por mí entonces cuando 

hablamos de pensamiento crítico es cuando yo ya no dejo que otro piense por mí, es cuando yo ya 

entro en acción y tomo control de esos espacios con los otros porque me parece que bueno entonces 

¿cómo soy yo como sujeto? en mi casa, en mi hogar, en mi trabajo… (l. 466-474).  

 

In this line, critical thinking enables one to assume his role as an active subject capable of 

transforming one’s living and one’s environment:  

T4: Cuando yo te hablo de pensamiento crítico yo realmente, yo lo que trato de hacer y de pensar es 

cómo llevar al muchacho, cómo hacer, qué herramientas darle al muchacho para que él pueda ver 

las razones de vivir, las razones de actuar, o sea que todo en la vida tiene una razón de ser y que yo 

como miembro de esa parte de un lugar de un ambiente yo tengo el poder de transformar eso que yo 

tengo allí, que yo tengo el poder o sea yo como sujeto no soy una persona pasiva  que yo, si yo soy 

uno más de los que están en determinados espacios llámese escuela, llámese hogar, llámese el día 

de mañana vida laboral yo soy una persona, un sujeto activo con una voz, con unos pensamientos (l. 

455-466).  

 

 Moreover, in T4’s conception, the idea that critical thinking avoids manipulation and a 

taming-for compliance kind of thinking is conveyed through references to the Spanish conquest of 

Colombia:  

T4: …la historia que traemos y yo no sé porque a ti te dio mucha risa, tú te burlaste de mí cuando 

yo dije que yo en religión lo primero que les enseñaba es que cuando los españoles llegaron aquí 

ellos traían la biblia debajo del brazo, nosotros éramos dueños de las tierras, dijeron cierren los ojos 
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que les voy a mostrar una cosa, y cuando abrimos los ojos nosotros teníamos las dos biblias y las 

tierras eran de ellos (l. 483-490). 

 

The above is complemented by reflective thinking and reflective acting as further features of T4’s 

critical thinking conception:   

T4: …cuando hablo de pensamiento crítico hablo de pasar de esa pasividad del sujeto a un actuar 

pero a un actuar reflexionado… entonces ¿qué es mi pensamiento crítico? que yo tome conciencia 

que mis pensamientos pueden ser escuchados a través de mi voz pero que cuando yo exteriorizo esos 

pensamientos yo los he reflexionado que yo soy parte activa de todos los ambientes donde yo 

interactúo, creo que esa es la misión que nosotros tenemos (l. 492-497).  

 

 Furthermore, T4’s critical thinking conception also integrates the idea that one assumes a 

position based on arguments and reasons:   

T4: El pensamiento crítico es el poder… que yo pueda ante una idea, ante una opinión… que yo 

pueda expresar mi acuerdo, mi desacuerdo, que yo pueda desmenuzarlo, o sea, que yo no te copie tu 

idea; sí, es mi idea, es que yo pienso de eso, con base en mis argumentos, en mis razones, en mis 

lecturas, porque también no solo puedo de emociones (l. 156-162).  

 

Thus, the defining elements of critical thinking above, all converge in the process of transitioning 

from a passive to an active identity.     

 The second theme accounts for how T4 thinks critical thinking ought to be, or can be, 

cultivated. First, she refers to building on prior knowledge; second, on unpacking knowledge; third, 

through uncertainty (and not by being given the answers by a teacher); fourth, through question 

formulation.  

 In terms of building on prior knowledge, T4 thinks that the development of critical thinking 

is preceded exposure to ideas (and knowledge) from readings or personal life experiences - acting as 

a foundational base that enabling development of critical thinking. In terms of unpacking knowledge 

(or ‘desmenuzar’ as she says, l. 73, 80, 91), refers to taking knowledge and cutting it into parts, and 

‘confronting’ (l. 92) what one is told.   

  In regard to developing criticality through uncertainty, T4 says the following:    

T4: Hay dos campos que me preocupan: el del aula, donde al estudiante se le dan los saberes como 

un hecho, como verdades certeras; yo creo que ahí tenemos una falla los maestros, porque los 

maestros tendríamos que pensar que formar pensamiento crítico tendría que ser desde la 

incertidumbre, creo yo, que es la única manera que yo puedo enseñar, yo puedo tender a que los 

muchachos desmenucen todo, así la palabra sea la mía… estamos como cayendo en el error, desde 

los ambientes virtuales, que los muchachos todo lo que hay en internet se lo creen como certero; 

entonces habría que enseñar a los muchachos que no todo lo que se lee en internet es certero, que la 

internet se alimenta de todo lo que una persona escribe (l. 75-88).   
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T4 points to developing scepticism towards information students are exposed to, of which the internet 

is part of.   

 Fourthly, for T4 critical thinking is developed through the ‘potency of the question’ (l. 604). 

This requires being very good at constructing questions:   

T4: ¿Qué es el pensamiento crítico? Entonces ¿es el recibir?, ¿el ser receptivo solamente? ¿Y de 

aquí para acá? O sea como yo aporto a mí mismo saber, habrá alguien que me lo está orientando 

pero siempre mi estrategia fue yo tengo que preguntar y contra preguntar y creo que allí lo que hay 

que hacer como maestro es la potencia de la pregunta, qué tan potentes son las preguntas… (l. 599-

605).  

 

Questioning leads students to provide arguments to support their views, which is an integral part of 

critical thinking development.    
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Teacher 4: Reported Practices 

The following section focuses on practices relating to student voice, student decision-making, 

equality of power, and critical thinking, reported by T4 in the interview. Table 23 shows the categories 

of analysis of teacher practices pertaining to four dimensions. Codes are listed below the respective 

theme, and sub-codes are listed below the respective code. Equality of respect and recognition was 

not present in T4’s discourse as regards her classroom practice.  

Table 23 
 

Categories of analysis of reported teacher practices (T4) 

Participation: voice Participation:  

decision-

making 

Equality of power Critical Thinking 

Theme: Teacher role  

 

• Participation of all  

 

➢ Trying to get all 

students to 

speak  

 

➢ Not only 

students with 

more 

knowledge   

 

➢ Regulates 

participation of 

all  

 

• Avoid saying “you’re 

wrong”   

 

 

  

Theme: 

student 

decision -

making 

 

• Curriculum  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Norm-setting 

 

• Reflection-based focused on home 

environment  

 

➢ Which norms students like / do not 

like   

 

• Norms for healthy living  

 

➢ To regulate life  

➢ To avoid teacher from shouting  

 

 

Theme:  Not imposition-based practices  

 

• Not imposing all to speak  

 

• Not imposing norms  

 

• Not imposing agreements  

 

 

Theme: Reflective discipline management  

 

• Teacher as regulator of reflective process  

 

 

Theme: Horizontal relations   

 

• Horizontal and humane relations  

 

• Transparency in agreements  

 

• Assertive leadership in incompliance of 

norms  

 

• “Teacher you are wrong”  

Theme: Development of 

critical Thinking 

 

• Debating complex 

situations  

 

➢ Significant and 

relatable 

situations and 

concepts     

➢ Liveable 

situations  

 

   

• Texts providing true 

scientific information  

 

• No monosyllabic 

answers  

 

➢ Always asking 

why  

➢ Giving reasons  

 

• Through play  

 

➢ Peaceful 

playgrounds 
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Participation: student voice 

Two themes emerge as regards T4’s reports: (1) promoting participation of all; and (2) avoid 

saying “you’re wrong” to students. Promoting the participation of all students connotes with an 

inclusion-based participation model where T4’s practices seek to encourage all students – and not 

only those who have the right answers or those with greater knowledge – to speak in class. T4 refers 

to students with greater knowledge usually being the ones who raise their hands. (Though she does 

not say so explicitly, this points to an indirect or unintentional exclusion of those students without the 

right answers or with less knowledge. She questions whether this type of practice can actually be 

called ‘participation’:  

T4: … normalmente cuando tú estás en un aula de clase los que tienen más conocimientos siempre 

están alzando la mano, y entonces tú como maestro estás muy contento porque siempre son los tres 

mismos los que contestan, Entonces ¿podríamos llamar a eso participación? Cuando se da solo la 

voz a esos que tienen esa facilidad para aprender (l. 325-330).  

 

She explains how she ‘regulates’ the participation of all through a simple strategy which involves 

writing everyone’s name on an individual ice-cream stick, When she sees that it is the same students 

who respond to questions asked by her, she puts all the sticks in a bag and randomly selects one, 

which determines what student will have the chance to speak in class.  

T4: Entonces mi participación yo la regulo a tratar de que todos participen. Una de las estrategias 

que yo tenía… ellos al principio llevan una paletica de helado, tú escribes el nombre, cada niño te la 

entrega, te la marca; entonces cuando yo veo que son los mismos tres les digo: vamos a jugar con la 

paletica, al que le tocó, a ese es. Es una manera de no hacerla directa, si no dejándosela al azar, que 

yo diga, usted, usted, pero ahí se vería muy impositiva. Entonces trato de que esa participación dé 

lugar a todos, que todos hablen, que a todos su voz sea escuchada pero al azar. Es como una 

estrategia (l. 331-344).  

 

While the above is a non-imposing way of potentially giving everyone the space to speak, it also leads 

me to question what kind of participation is being promoted: is it based on closed-ended questions 

with answers based on right or wrong answers? Or on open-ended questions which allow for answers 

with greater flexibility and depth? (I address this in the section on classroom observations).   

 The second theme – avoid saying “you’re wrong” – describes how T4 avoids ‘crushing’ 

students when there are “errors of knowledge”:  

T4: La tercera, cuando hay errores de saberes, evito, evito al máximo decir: es que está malo, como 

de aplastar, de imponer; porque creo que esa es una de las razones por la que los muchachos dejan 

de dar opiniones, creo que esa es otra habilidad, aprender que del error, podemos construir entre 

todos y que el muchacho pueda descubrir que hay error, no aplastar (l. 111-117).  
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T4 explains that ‘crushing’ students by saying that their knowledge is faulty inhibits their 

participation, pointing to the idea that mistakes are part of learning, allowing students to ‘discover 

mistakes’, and enabling a collective construction of knowledge.    

 
Participation: student decision-making 

 

 T4 reports that students are given the space to make decisions: as part of her practice she 

integrates student decision-making at the beginning of the year when students are given the space to 

decide what themes in the study plan they wish to give greater emphasis to:  

T4: … en mi caso esas participaciones se hicieron desde las temáticas a las cuales ellos le querían 

colocar énfasis, entonces - ¿qué queremos aprender? Ah bueno es que queremos aprender de esto de 

esto y de esto - entonces con relación a esto eso se hizo a principio de año (l. 355-360).  

T4 adds that students have the ‘capacity’ and the ‘power’ to decide what they want to learn about, 

and that her responsibility as a teacher is designing learning sequences which take these students’ 

interests into account:   

T4: … entonces ellos tienen la capacidad y el poder sobre qué quiero aprender y la tarea mía es 

diseñar secuencias que me lleven a introducir conocimiento sobre eso que ellos quieren, entonces 

todos quedamos contentos, yo doy mis contenidos temáticos que me exige el ministerio y ellos sienten 

que sus ideas de lo que querían fueron puestas en el aula (l. 392-397).   

For T4 asking students what they would like to learn at the beginning of the year is “a first agreement 

that must be made” (l. 99), suggestive of a negotiating approach where students not only have voice 

but a voice with influence.   

 

Equality of power 

 

 Four themes emerge in T4’s practices pertaining to equality of power: (1) shared norm-

setting; (2) not imposition-based practices; (3) reflective discipline management; and (4) horizontal 

relations.  

 T4 begins the norm-setting process by inviting students to reflect on how they live and behave 

in their homes. This seeks to make them aware that norms apply to all environments:  

T4: Se construyen [normas] con los estudiantes entonces uno dice bueno yo normalmente empiezo – 

en la casa de ustedes ¿ustedes hacen lo que quieren muchachos? Cuéntenme un poquito de la vida 

de su casa, de hogar cómo es allá- entonces ellos me dicen – No nosotros no hacemos porque mi 

papá y mi mamá…. – entonces yo les digo – ah bueno mis amores, entonces todos los espacios donde 

uno vive hay unas normas (l. 402-408).   
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The above is followed by asking students which norms they consider would allow them to live in a 

healthy and harmonious manner: 

T4: … entonces como ustedes ya llevan tantos años aquí ¿Cuáles ustedes creerían que son las normas 

que me van a permitir vivir tranquilamente, que la convivencia sea sana, que sea pacífica?- Yo hago 

como ese preludio de introducir esas palabras de convivencia, de que sea pacifico, de que hay una 

norma, pero no una norma porque yo la digo, porque yo la impongo, sino porque es una norma que 

nos va a ayudar a todos primero a regular nuestra vida (l. 408-415).     

T4 adds that these co-constructed norms are norms “not because I say so, because I impose them”, 

but as mechanisms to regulate life.   

 T4’s notion of norms as ‘regulators of life’ is complemented with her notion of living in 

harmony, where norms would avoid the teacher having to shout and reprimand: 

T4: … segundo a que la profesora no esté regañando ni esté gritando tanto, o sea les hago claridad 

de que eso es lo que nos va a ayudar (l. 416-418).  

 

For T4 norms are not conceived as rules imposed in a top-down manner, but rather as regulators 

which ‘help’ in the way students and teacher ‘live’. The fact that students are asked what norms they 

like and dislike (l. 421-422) is suggestive of democratic practices.  

 In this line, the second theme - not imposition-based practices – emerges as a result of the 

recurrent use of ‘not imposing’ in T4’s report on her practice: she refers to not imposing students to 

speak (l. 339) by her deciding whom she gives the turn to, but instead resorting to the ‘ice-cream 

stick’ strategy to randomly select who gets to speak. She also refers to not imposing norms (but co-

constructing them as discussed). She also refers to a school wide initiative based on peaceful 

playgrounds to reduce incidents where children get hurt during play time, and how this was not 

imposed on students but agreed upon:    

T4: … primero pues pensamos los maestros, hicimos las estadísticas para demostrar cuantos 

accidentes han ocurrido cuantos andan con la patica sí, cuantos chichones hubo cuantas peleas hay 

por la bola, entonces ir recogiendo información de todo lo que pasaba, entonces ahora juegan 

parqués, entonces los ves tu más calmados, los jueguitos de mesa entonces es como esa parte de 

sentarnos y reflexionar porque es que creo que de la nada tampoco; mira esta semana tuvimos tantos 

accidentes ¿a qué se debió? Mira esta semana tantos tirando las piedritas… porque les encanta… 

mira pasó esto y esto, o sea desde el análisis de hechos que no sea una imposición no, desde poder 

mostrar y reflexionar sobre el actuar por esto hemos llegado a acuerdos (l. 523-535).   

 The above relates to the third theme - reflective discipline management. T4 reports that it is 

hard for her to call parents to tell them their child misbehaved (l. 423-426). Rather, she sees herself 

as responsible for regulating and finding the mechanisms for the student to be the one who reflects 

on his behaviour: 
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T4:  Se me dificulta a mí mucho estar llamando a los papás a dar quejas, para mí es muy incómodo 

estar llamando – mire que su hijo le tiro papeles, mire que su hijo le pegó a otro- trato de hacer lo 

menos posible eso porque me parece que yo soy la que está regulando esa vía, entonces yo misma 

tengo que encontrar los mecanismos para que el muchacho entre en un proceso de reflexión de que 

sus acciones fueron acertadas o desacertadas… (l. 422-429).   

 The fourth theme - horizontal relations – surfaces when I inquire on T4’s conception of 

power, to make sense of her practices. T4 reports on how she tries to be more horizontal, based on 

humane relationships:  

S:  Entonces, ¿cómo manejas tú, el tema del poder en tú clase? ¿Quién tiene el poder? ¿Se comparte 

ese poder?  

T4: Cada vez trato de ser más horizontal, relaciones más humanizadas donde los acuerdos se hayan 

construido entre todos, donde estén claros, donde estén visibles, donde usted sepa lo que va a pasar… 

(l. 292-297).   

The excerpt above suggests that T4’s practice integrates the notion of transparency as regards 

agreements (i.e. norms).  

 T4’s reports also suggest exercising assertive leadership when norms are violated:  

T4: Cuando ese acuerdo que se construyó, que se publicó que se registró y que se visibilizó se 

incumple, entonces yo como adulta allí entro a que no es mi estudiante … yo creo que soy la 

encargada de hacer la reflexión que se está saliendo de la norma… (l. 297-301).  

Finally, T4 also promotes equality of power by framing situations where students raise their 

voice to the point of telling the teacher, “teacher you are wrong” (line 212-213). She explains how 

one norm prohibits eating in class, and how she sometimes deliberately violates this norm, to get 

students to tell her that she is actually violating a norm, despite being the teacher:  

T4: Hay veces llego, me abro una granadilla, la saco y empiezo a comérmela, el reto también es eso, 

que es una norma de todos independiente que yo sea la adulta que alguien me diga con respeto: profe 

usted está errada en este momento… y me lo dicen: “profe recuerde que usted está comiendo chicle 

y usted es una más.” Esos son retos que yo les pongo a ellos, porque de aquí para allá se está diciendo 

que es incorrecto, pero a veces de allá para acá no se puede dar porque es el adulto… entonces uno 

de los retos es que desde pequeños ellos aprendan a… no si la norma es para todos, la democracia 

es para todos, funciona para todos con el debido respeto (l. 222-233).       

The above may come across as an unusual practice (i.e. teachers deliberately violating a norm), but 

it seeks to convey the message that norms apply to all - students and teacher - irrespective of the 

authority figure the teacher represents. 

Critical Thinking 

 T4 refers to specific strategies she employs to develop critical thinking capacity through her 

practice, one of which is debating complex and ‘significant situations’ which students can relate to:  
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T4: … normalmente estoy debatiendo sobre situaciones que son complejas, entonces llevo al aula 

situaciones que sean complejas. Trato de hacer preguntas que puedan darse al debate, sé que se 

pueden dar debate; por ejemplo, yo le puedo decir al muchacho: ¿usted está de acuerdo que los 

profesores les quiten a los estudiantes la compra que hicieron por fuera de la escuela?... por la reja… 

se para el señor de los cholados, se para el señor que vende, entonces yo le digo, usted está de 

acuerdo… entonces ellos empiezan: sí, no, vamos a investigar… por qué, de dónde viene ese 

producto, qué condiciones de salubridad, de aseo tiene… entonces trato de llevar situaciones al aula  

que yo sé se permiten debatir y que a la vez para el son situaciones significativas, o sea, que hacen 

parte de su vida. Trato de que las situaciones no sean alejadas, trato que las situaciones de debate 

sean vivenciales pero esas normalmente las propongo yo (l. 188-203).  

A second strategy T4 employs is not allowing students to give monosyllabic answers: she asks 

questions where students must provide reasons for their positions (l. 181-184). A third strategy 

involves providing texts where students can find “true scientific information” (l. 205-206). A fourth 

strategy involves what T4 refers to as an “intervention” which was based on peaceful playgrounds 

where table games such as chess were introduced, where critical thinking capacity could be 

developed:  

T4: Ahora los recreos los recreos se habían vuelto la mano, el pie, el chichón, sudabas y sudabas y 

sudabas y después del recreo llegabas cansado, oloroso, a feo, entonces ya llego el momento donde 

hubo que hacer esa intervención, entonces se hicieron unas propuestas de hacer unos recreos 

pacíficos, de unos recreos saludables de unos recreos donde los muchachos puedan realmente 

disfrutar, donde puedan jugar ajedrez y que más que el ajedrez donde yo piense la jugada ¿será que 

eso me ayuda a que mi pensamiento sea critico? Claro porque yo tengo que estar pendiente de lo del 

otro, tengo que estar pensando que ficha va a correr él… yo corro esta… a dónde lo permito… (l. 

496-507).  

 

Though peaceful playgrounds enabled students to develop critical thinking capacity outside the actual 

classroom, I include it given that it pertains to T4’s reported practices: developing critical thinking 

capacity through play.  

 

Teacher 4: Observed practices   

 
This section describes teacher 4’s observed practices relating to all five dimensions. Three 

class sessions were observed:  

Session 1: Group 5-2 (math) – 14th Sept. 2016 

Session 2: Group 5-2 (math) – 19th oct. 2016 

Session 3: Group 5-2 (Session based on story-telling) – 21st Oct. 2016 
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Participation: student voice 

 
Table 24 

 

Observed practices based on participation: student voice (T4) 
Elicitation of students’ ideas, opinions, perspectives, questions, doubts, 

and other 

Yes 

Students giving feedback to their classmates’ opinions and to the 

opinions of the teacher 

Feedback to classmates’ 

opinions yes; feedback to 

teacher’ opinions not observed.    

Student led work groups (and other techniques like student panels, 

expert groups, etc.) 

Student led work groups no (Pair 

and group work yes) 

Students’ active participation in class and out of class activities Yes in class; out of class not 

observed  

Students seeking support, guidance and clarification Not observed though teacher 

provided support, guidance and 

clarification 

Students making mistakes, and taking risks, in their oral and written 

production, as part of their learning processes 

Yes 

Student comfort and feeling of security Yes  

Quieter students to express themselves Yes 

An open classroom climate.  Yes 

 

  
 T4’s practices promotes student voice in multiple ways: she elicits students’ ideas, opinions, 

perspectives, questions, and doubts as a matter of routine. In session 3 she provided the space for 

student turn-taking: twenty-six students took as many as thirty turns in a space of thirty-two minutes, 

where the plenary discussion focused on linking a story to different emotions. This was done skilfully, 

where students’ voices predominated over the teacher’s voice.       

 T4’s practices also promotes student voice through pair work or small groups. Beyond this, 

student led work groups (e.g. student panels, expert groups) or students giving feedback to the 

opinions of the teacher were not observed.   

 T4’s practices facilitated an open classroom climate where students seemed comfortable and 

felt safe. This was achieved through her calm voice and disposition, referring to students 

affectionately (e.g. papi, mis amores). This created an environment where students were seen to be 
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making mistakes and taking risks, both in their oral and written production, as part of their learning 

processes. T4 also dealt with mistakes through open dialogue. This was the case in session 1 where a 

student was solving a math problem and made a mistake. T4 simply asked why the student was not 

performing a particular step in solving the problem:    

T4: ¿Por qué no? ¿Cuándo yo fracciono que hago? ¿Entre quien lo estoy dividiendo? ¿Si yo divido 

6 entre 6 que número tengo? 

She did not point to the mistake as a ‘mistake’, but instead asked questions (up to 3 questions after 

asking the student why he was not performing a particular step) for the student to realize that the 

problem was not being solved correctly. Dialogue with students also integrated (1) ‘silence time’ once 

a question had been asked as a way of giving students time to think and respond, and (2) active 

listening on T4’s part through eye contact, head nodding, and responding with short replies (i.e. 

‘huhuh”). 

 Similarly, T4’s practices provided space for students to clarify doubts, seek clarification or 

guidance. For example, in session 1 T4 asked students to finish working on the problem at hand and 

saying the following: 

T4: Amores terminemos la consigna y hablemos de dudas al final de la clase.  

At another point in the same session, after explaining the concept of unity as part of teaching fractions, 

T4 provided space to resolve student doubts:  

T4: 6 dividido a 6 es… ¿6 sextos que número natural es? [students replied together “one”]. ¿Dudas? 

¿Dudas? ¿Dudas? Estábamos intentando recordar que habíamos hecho en la clase anterior… 

 

In this line, T4 engaged in dialogue with students focusing on incorrect processes when solving a 

math problem, for example, and without signaling or judging them:  

T4: ¿Que se les dificultó? ¿No hicieron la gráfica bien? ¿Pero identificaron la unidad? (T4 then 

asked different student pairs which difficulties they had encountered). 

 

This was complemented by remarking that ‘human beings change opinions’ when a student gave the 

right answer after having given the wrong one: “Los seres humanos cambiamos de… ideas.” This 

shows how T4’s practices manage mistakes as an integral part of learning, which contributed to 

creating a safe learning environment where students were able to openly and safely discuss difficulties 

encountered in the learning process.   

  It is not clear whether T4’s practices encouraged participation from quieter students, but 

observations suggest that students at large were taken into account in T4’s promotive practices 
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relating to student voice. In session 1, for example, she addressed a student by saying, “No te hemos 

escuchado hoy… compañero Mejía… ¿A qué acuerdo llegaste con Carla?”  

  Finally, T4 encouraged students to project their voice, which suggests that student voice was 

not only encouraged but also refined, thereby cultivating an assertive tone. For example, in session 2 

a student read her idea. T4 asked her to read it again, remarking that the idea is sometimes lost when 

one does not project one’s voice: “porque a veces la idea se pierde cuando no hablamos de frente.”   

 

Participation: student decision-making 

Table 25 

 

Observed practices based on participation: student decision-making (T4) 

Gives students opportunities to make decisions regarding classroom activities and 

classroom related issues in general 

Not observed  

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding what topics are learnt in 

class 

Not observed  

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they learn (e.g. making 

a presentation, writing on a topic, doing a group project, etc.).  

 

Not observed  

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they are graded Not observed  

 

 As table 25 shows, based on observations T4’s practices did not promote student decision-

making relating to classroom activities; classroom related issues in general; what themes were 

covered in class, or how.  

 In contrast to the above, T4 ‘s practices did promote student self-regulation, by encouraging 

students to decide when to go to the loo: when they asked for permission to go to the loo, T4 replied 

that she did not control their bladder.  

T4: Papi yo no tengo control sobre tu vejiga; Tú tienes que… decides… tienes una consigna y tienes 

que orinar… tú decides… te da tiempo de ir a orinar y hacer la consigna…  

 

This complements T4’s conceptions on equality of power where she explains how she regards 

controlling students’ physiological functions as humiliating. 
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Equality of respect and recognition   

 
Table 26 

 

Observed practices based on equality of respect and recognition (T4) 
The teacher is respectful to students 

 

Yes  

The teachers talks to students in a respectful manner 

 

Yes  

The teacher listens to students and their ideas in a respectful way Yes  

The teacher does not display disrespectful and/or discriminatory behaviour towards 

students in any way (e.g. gender, race, income group, appearance, ethnicity, 

religion, political orientation, etc.)  

No disrespectful 

behaviour 

The teacher treats boys and girls equally, not displaying gender preference 

 

Yes 

The teacher addresses students by their name 

 

Yes 

Teacher practices do NOT encourage/display the following: teasing; bullying; 

humiliation and sarcasm; exclusionary behaviour; inflammatory, discriminatory, or 

derogatory language or behaviour; irritability; anger; harsh voice; physical 

aggression 

 

No 

 

  

Observations showed that T4 is respectful to students, both in the way she talks and listens to 

them, acknowledging what they say. Gender preference, or disrespectful or discriminatory behaviour 

in any form, were not observed. Moreover, T4’s practices integrate expressions of affection (e.g. 

‘papi’, ‘mami’, ‘mis amores’), contributing to a warm classroom climate which facilitates learning.      

 In line with the above, T4’s practices contributed to a caring environment, addressing students 

in the following ways:  

T4: “Papi sácate esa regla de la boca que te van a dar microbios…” (Session 1)  

T4: “Papi se te va a dañar la cabeza en esta postura” (T4 while dictating to students, session 1).  

T4: “papi es que me pierdo un poquito cuando me dices que son 2 rectas” (T4 addressing student 

non-judgmentally, supporting his learning while he explained a math problem and was performing 

steps incorrectly, session 1) 

 

T4’s practices also included remarks which, intentionally or not, cultivated awareness and one’s 

responsibility in putting knowledge at the service of others:  

T4 “recuerden que los saberes hay que ponerlos al servicio de los demás…” (session 3 while reading 

a story).  

 

Beyond the respectful tone in the excerpts above, T4’s care towards students was an expression of 

respect and recognition in itself towards them.  
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  T4’s practices also showed respect when she formulated questions and gave students time to 

think and respond. This happened recurrently in the observed sessions, which also supported learning.  

Furthermore, T4’s practices validated students’ views in learning sequences, and submitted these 

views to the consideration of classmates:  

T4: El área a qué… el área es una qué… qué es el área… ¿cuándo hablamos de un área de qué 

hablamos? (At this point a student intervened to answer T4’s question).  

El compañero dice que el área mide el perímetro… ¿estamos de acuerdo con Bayron? (Teaching 

sequence, session 2).  

  

Validating students’ viewpoints, irrespective of whether they are right or wrong, was a form of 

recognition towards students, as well as a way of supporting them in their learning process.  

 

Equality of power 

 
Table 27 

 

Observations based on equality of power (T4) 
Shows flexibility in interaction with students 

 

Yes   

Incorporates students’ ideas and opinions 

 

Yes 

Follows students’ lead 

 

Yes  

Allows student choice in classroom activities  

 

Not observed 

Opportunities for student leadership 

 

Not observed 

Gives students responsibility over classroom activities 

 

Not observed 

Relaxed climate for student movement 

 

Not observed 

Physical proximity, displaying willingness to interact with 

students in a non-authoritarian manner  

Yes 

Teacher practices do NOT promote/display the following: 

Yelling, threats, physical control, harsh punishment 

No  

 

  

 T4’s practices are promotive of equality of power insofar as she interacts with students in a 

flexible manner: she incorporates students’ ideas and opinions in teaching sequences. An example of 

this was in session 1:  

T4: ¿Quién me ayuda? Cuando voy a tomar… para el aporte que nos hizo Valentina… ¿si yo voy a 

representar este número en una recta como lo haría? (Student intervenes). Jason nos dice que 

hagamos una recta y dividamos por 3… 
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The excerpt above illustrates that T4’s practices engage students as a matter of course, referring to 

the ‘contributions’ of different students in the process of the class as a whole trying to solve a math 

problem. In this regard, T4 follows students’ lead, acknowledging their ideas, and not positioning 

herself in a position of power by telling students how the problem ought to be solved; instead, power 

is shared to reach the solution collectively, where everyone is able to contribute. In this line, T4’s 

practices framed learning sequences in ways that promoted equality of power.      

 A relaxed climate for student movement was not observed: students sat at their seats and T4 

did not have to intervene, for example, in telling them to sit down. Hence, whether there was a relaxed 

climate for student movement cannot be defined. As regards physical proximity, T4 displayed 

willingness to interact with students in a non-authoritarian manner, monitoring their progress 

routinely as she moved around students’ desks.  

 
Critical thinking   

 
Table 28 

 

Observations based on critical thinking (T4) 

Argumentation and reasoning: students analyse and develop arguments to explain 

viewpoints 

Yes 

Judge the credibility and/or veracity of a source Not observed 

Evaluating alternatives  Not observed  

Judge inductions and/or deductions Yes 

Identify assumptions Not observed  

Engaging in controversial topics to reflect on multiple perspectives 

  

Not observed  

Emphasis on meaningful relationships among concepts  Yes 

Open-ended, cognitively challenging tasks Yes  

Focusing on a question    Yes  

Going “beyond the surface”  Yes 

Willing to take the whole situation (i.e. seeing the big picture) into account Yes 

Questioning information  

  

Yes 

Dialogue and discussion in class through plenaries and in groups focused on 

promotion of reflection   

Yes 
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Teacher practices promote feedback loops to cognitively challenge students  

 

➢ Back-and-forth exchanges to promote depth of thought  

➢ Follow-up questions to promote depth of thought 

➢ Building on students’ responses aimed at expanding and clarifying 

concepts / issues / topics  

Yes 

 

  

 

Observations suggest that T4’s practices promoted the development of critical thinking in 

different ways: teaching sequences integrated spaces for students to develop argumentation and 

reasoning, which involved T4 formulating questions to facilitate this process. Similarly, dialogue and 

discussion through plenaries and in groups focused on encouraging students to adopt a reflective 

stance relating to class content.  In this same line, practices integrated back-and-forth exchanges and 

follow-up questions to promote depth of thought.   

Critical thinking capacity was also developed by affording spaces emphasizing meaningful 

relationships among concepts: for example, between the concept of numerator and denominator when 

teaching fractions (session 1); the relationship between fractions and whole numbers (session 1); the 

relationship between area and perimeter (session 2). T4 also supported ‘going beyond the surface’ 

when asking students, “what do you mean?” when they explained the steps to be performed to resolve 

math problems (session 1), or saying, “I’m lost…” (session 1), in an inversion of roles where T4,  

deliberately or not, adopted the position of a student while the student was implicitly positioned as 

the teacher:  

T4: papi es que me pierdo un poquito cuando me dices que son 2 rectas (T4 asks student to draw his 

answer on the board). Vamos a mirar cual es la idea que nos quiere representar Matius…  

 

At another point, T4 allowed another student to go to the board to explain to the class how he had 

performed a math problem, while she asked him clarifying questions to facilitate critical thinking:  

T4: ¿Por qué el tres papi? Alguien me puede ayudar… Martín papi, ¿ud qué piensa? (Pablo does not 

agree with Martín’s explanation, and says ‘no’). ¿No que papi? (Pablo explains why he does not 

agree).  

 

The excerpt above shows how T4’s practices not only engage students in learning but also promote 

‘going beyond the surface’, where Pablo can explain the steps he thought had to be performed in 

resolving a math problem. Pablo was not told that he was wrong: instead, he was being led onto a 

process whereby he could potentially realize that he might be wrong, while being given the 

opportunity to refine his thought processes. This was being done by engaging different students and 

confronting their respective viewpoints, thereby supporting learning on one hand, and developing 

critical thinking capacity on the other. Similar practices were observed in other sessions, repeatedly 



167 
 

affording students opportunities to delve deep in their learning processes through deliberate teaching 

sequences which enhanced critical thinking development.   

 

Teacher 4: Discussion on alignment of conceptions and practices  

Student voice      

T4’s conceptions, reported and observed practices as regards students voice are aligned. She 

conceives a democratic environment as a space where a type of relations are generated, which she 

describes as ‘democratic relations.’ Moreover, she conceptualizes democracy by associating it with 

participation, which entails opportunities to express opinions and opportunities to propose afforded 

to all. This is aligned with her reported practices, where the idea of ‘participation of all’ is referred 

to. T4 talks of trying to get all students to speak, and not only those with more knowledge. She also 

points to not “crushing” [students] or pointing out that they are wrong, given that this inhibits them 

from giving their opinions. As part of her practice she also reports giving space to students to express 

what they would like to learn, which she then integrates in the study plan. (This last item happens at 

the beginning of the year; hence it was not observed). 

The above conceptions and reported practices are aligned with what was observed: T4’s 

classroom was participatory, and ‘the word’ was ceded to students (i.e. “poder cederles la palabra a 

ellos”). This was achieved by constant question formulation and by students working together in pairs 

and groups. This resulted in an open classroom environment where students seemed comfortable and 

felt safe; and where making mistakes and taking risks were not castigated, but effectively supported 

as part of learning.     

 

Student decision-making    

 In her conception of a democratic environment, T4 refers to ‘participation’, and then talks of 

opportunities to express opinions and perspectives. Student decision-making per se is not referred to 

in this initial conception.  

 In her reported practice, T4 refers to asking students at the beginning of the year what they 

want to learn about. While asking students what they wish to learn relates to student voice, actually 

taking students’ interest into account in the study plan would represent a form of student decision-

making where they would be contributing to curriculum design. If this actually happens cannot be 

determined since observations were not conducted at the beginning of the year. Hence, alignment 

between reported and observed practice cannot be confirmed. As regards alignment between 
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conceptions, and reported or observed practice, cannot be confirmed either since T4’s conceptions on 

student decision-making do not surface.  

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

 T4’s conceptions, reported and observed practices regarding equality of respect and 

recognition are aligned. T4’s conceptions in this dimension are based on the idea of cultivating respect 

and recognition, referring to (a) the idea of respecting the ideas of others; (2) finding common ground 

between one’s ideas and the ideas of others; and (3) recognizing that others’ ideas may also be valid. 

This relates this to avoiding polarizations which adults have (i.e. “tenemos esas polarizaciones que 

tenemos los adultos, que si es de esta idea o de otra…”). All three suggest forms of respect and 

recognition.  

T4’s conceptions also refer to recognizing students as active subjects (versus passive ones) 

on one hand, and students as autonomous subjects, on the other. In this line, T4 refers to students 

taking their own decisions, and not letting others take them for them. This connects with her reported 

practice (which overlaps with her conception of critical thinking), which seek to take students out of 

their passivity towards a ‘reflective acting’; supporting individuals to take control of the spaces they 

inhabit, becoming active and autonomous subjects.  

 In relation to observed practice, the most illustrative example of promoting equality of respect 

and recognition is her response to a student who asks for permission to go the loo, saying that she 

cannot control his bladder. This denotes respecting and recognizing students not only as active and 

autonomous subjects but also seeing and treating them as equals.  

 The above then illustrates alignment between T4’s conceptions, reported and observed 

practices. 

 

Equality of power  

 T4’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are aligned as regards equality of power. 

T4 conceives the act of asking for permission to go to the loo as humiliating and subjugating. Beyond 

the idea that an adult allowing a student to go to the loo or not is disrespectful towards the student - 

and does not recognize his self-agency - it also overlaps with the dimension of equality of power: that 

a student’s bodily and physiological functions are controlled by an adult is a notion that T4 is 

conceptually against. This relates to her notion of power, which she associates with both democracy 

and critical thinking.   
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This overlap above, where equality of respect and recognition and equality of power converge 

within the broader notion of democracy, denotes a conception of power that is complex in itself. This 

complexity is further accentuated by T4’s idea that the use of possessive pronouns in language act as 

a medium of control towards students, where they are seen as possessions of, thus being objectified.   

 In this line, T4’s particular conception is aligned with both reported and observed practices: 

in reported practices, T4 refers to the process of norm-setting, where she does not impose norms but 

sees them as mechanisms which contribute to healthy and peaceful environments. Similarly, her 

discipline management style is reflective – not punitive – whereby she seeks to promote reflection in 

students regarding misbehaviour or non-compliance of norms. In this line, she intentionally seeks to 

promote more horizontal and humanized relations. These largely concur with observed practices 

where practices are not authoritarian or imposition-based.  

 

Critical thinking 

 T4’s conceptions, reported and observed practices relating to critical thinking are aligned. 

T4’s conception of critical thinking is based on specific elements which include avoiding 

manipulation and a taming-for compliance thinking; supporting a transition from passive to active 

identities; where critical thinking is understood as reflective thinking leading to reflective acting or 

behaving; where one assumes positions supported by arguments and reason. This is coherent with 

T4’s reported practices: debating complex situations; providing students with texts to access what she 

refers to as ‘true scientific information’; not allowing students to give monosyllabic answers, but 

rather explaining their viewpoints. Also, T4 cultivates critical thinking through peaceful playgrounds 

where students have access to chess boards and other table games. All these situations are aligned 

with observed practices.    
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Teacher 5: Conceptions  

This section focuses on T5’s conceptions relating to four dimensions.  Table 29 shows the 

categories of analysis and descriptions of teacher 5’s conceptions. Student decision-making did not 

emerge. Codes are listed below the respective theme, and sub-codes below the respective code.  

Table 29 

 

Categories of analysis of teacher conceptions (T5) 

Participation: voice Equality of respect 

and recognition 

Equality of power  Critical Thinking 

Theme: Inclusion based 

participation  

 

• Participation of all 

 

➢ Participation of 

all is allowed  

➢ Everyone can 

contribute with 

ideas 

➢ Reaching 

common 

consensus 

 

• Learning norms of 

communication  

  

➢ Raising hand to 

speak 

 

 

Theme: Blaming 

discourse                                  

 

• Undisciplined students: 

do not adhere to norms  

 

• Not logical / do not 

think  

 

• Students do not give 

alternatives  

 

• Less responsible  

 

• Unmotivated  

 

• Lack of concentration  

 

• Very limited interest

  

Theme: Lack of respect 

among students                               

  

• Demeaning behaviour  

 

• Physical bullying: 

physical  

 

➢ Play  

 

Theme: Recognition 

 

• Awareness of marginal 

context  

 

➢ Family 

dysfunctionality  

➢ Street kids                                             

Theme: Authority 

  

• Teacher is the 

authority 

 

• Teacher’s classroom  

  

Theme: Negative 

leader power 

 

• Negative influence on 

classroom climate  

 

 

Theme: Defining 

elements  

 

• Reasoning of logical 

thoughts  

 

• Beneficial to all 

 

  
Participation: student voice  

T5’s conception of a democratic environment consists of an inclusion-based participation 

where all can contribute with ideas, and where common consensus can be reached:  
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S: ¿Qué entiende usted por ambiente democrático? 

 

T5: ¿Ambiente democrático? Pues es… es… es en un salón, o en un lugar donde se permite la 

participación de todos, que todos participen, que den sus ideas, que aporten, y que… y que se pueda 

llegar a un consenso en común. … que no sea de una sola persona la… la… la… la… las ideas sino 

que sean de todos (l. 8-16). 

 

T5 also refers to participation in a conflictive classroom like hers being facilitated by norms:7       

S: ¿Cómo, cómo… estoy pensando en la problemática de la participación en un salón que de por si 

es conflictivo… ¿Es posible fomentar la participación? 

   

T5: Es posible, claro sí, eso se puede, es posible participarle a ellos porque los niños participan y 

todo eso, sino que para esa participación allí es donde hay que estar entonces ellos hacer primero la 

norma que levanten la mano… (l. 648-656).  

 

T5 only refers to the norm of raising one’s hand to speak. She does not refer, for example, to 

constructing norms, respecting norms, or internalizing norms. This omission is notable in a chaotic 

classroom where students do not respect norms, and how norms could facilitate an orderly 

participation of some sort in a chaotic classroom climate. It is also notable that participation is not 

associated with group or team work, role playing, or other forms of participation which could promote 

student voice (and could potentially reduce student restlessness and contribute to an improved 

classroom climate).   

 
Participation: student decision-making  

           

As regards student decision-making, this dimension is not mentioned in T5’s description of 

a democratic environment. This omission coincides with T1, T2, and T4, suggesting a notion of 

participation which primarily (and perhaps exclusively) focuses on student voice:  

 T5: … que hablen, que expliquen (l. 658)  

 
Equality of respect and recognition  

 

In relation to this dimension, there is a recurrent ‘blaming’ discourse on T5’s part referring  

to students in ways that suggests disrespect, or at the least, a deficit perspective that fails to recognize 

their strengths and capacities. T5 refers to them as undisciplined students who do not adhere to norms; 

as not logical, saying that they do not think; as students not giving alternatives; as less responsible; 

 
7  Observations indicate a difficult classroom environment with repeated disruptions from students who were 

not attentive to teachers’ instructions, who did not perform tasks, and displayed limited attention span, or 

boredom - features which I explain in greater depth in the classroom observations section).     
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as unmotivated; as lacking the capacity to concentrate; and as having very limited interest in the 

learning process.   

In relation to undisciplined students not adhering to norms, T5 says the following:  

T5: …son muy pocos unos que otros que ya son más que todo los indisciplinados que tratan de, de, 

de, de no hacer, de llevar esas normas, de hacerlas practicar, pero en esa es la parte difícil (l. 80-

83).   
 

In relation to students not being logical and ‘not giving alternatives’ she says the following:   

T5: …de que ellos a veces ellos no, no son lógicos, no piensan, ‘tonces ellos hacen    ellos a veces no 

no no dan otras alternativas (l. 85-87).  

 

It is not clear what she means by “other alternatives”, but based on classroom observations, she could 

be referring to how she handles students who ‘misbehave’: her handling or management of these is 

authoritarian, punitive and usually involves raising her voice or shouting out at them, suggesting 

disrespect. (I explain this in greater depth when I address discipline management in the reported 

practices section).  

 In later parts of the interview she refers to those students who do not want to learn as ‘less 

responsible’ (l. 407); and students who are unresponsive to learning, despite being motivated by her, 

as ‘irresponsible’ (l. 424). She also refers to students not being able to concentrate and remain 

attentive (l. 93-94, 97-98, 134-135), associating this to their lack of discipline, causing constant 

disruptions in class. When asked how disruptions in class could be reduced, she responds as follows: 

S: ¿Cómo se podrían, hablando de indisciplina y demás, cómo se podrían reducir las interrupciones 

para poner orden? Porque las observaciones que yo llevé a cabo, a menudo tenías que interrumpir 

la clase, tenías que…   

T5: Sí 

S: … poner orden.  

T5: constantemente. Constantemente. Yo veo que es la falencia que se tiene de que uno está 

explicando la clase y tengo que pararla, hay que dejarla explicar, porque ellos forman esa 

indisciplina como le digo. Por la falta de concentración y por la falta de atención que ellos tienen (l. 

123-136).  

The above describes students’ lack of concentration and attention, but does not address how 

disruptions could be reduced. Similarly, it does not consider that their lack of concentration may be 

due to teaching limitations and the inability, and ultimate failure, to captivate their attention in ways 

other than ‘explaining’ content.   
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 In line with the above, T5 also refers to students’ very limited interest (l. 41), their five or 

ten-minute attention span (l. 141-142), and their hyperactivity (l. 165), all elements which contribute 

to a blaming discourse towards students.  

 Beyond a blaming discourse - which is contrary to cultivating equality of respect and 

recognition – T5 refers to lack of respect among students whose behaviour towards each other is 

demeaning and belittling:   

T5: …ya empezaban allí que están en grupitos de dos querían pararse a molestar a otros que están 

haciendo, para mirar usted por qué … usted por qué va tan atrasada, usted no sabe nada, entonces 

como yo les decía, ‘¿pero por qué tenés que mirarle a ella?’ (l. 153-158).   

T5 also refers to physical bullying when referring to those children who come from the street:   

T5: …‘tonces’ chocan allí y por eso hace que otros niños que de pronto son más dóciles son más 

tranquilos porque tienen su padre tienen a alguien allí que los oriente en su hogar, entonces aquellos 

vienen con otro ambiente diferente, y con el otro que viene les enseña o, o, el otro le empieza a pegar, 

le empieza a hacer así, cualquier cosita (l. 200-206).  

 

At another point in the interview, based on formal classroom observations and informal playground 

observations I ask if there is bullying in the school and the classroom, to which she responds ‘yes’, 

describing how this plays out:  

S: ¿hay casos de matoneo? 

 

T5: Matoneo sííí, en la escuela hay matoneo    

 

S: ¿y en el salón de clase? 

 

T5: en el sentido de que ellos se pegan, se pegan así de que este se levanta y se pega, se aporrea que 

le pego a la cabeza… pero ellos, ellos toda esa cosa de matoneo, ellos dicen que son juegos. Yo les 

digo ‘ve, por qué le pegás así’, ‘no profesora, estamos jugando, es que esto es un juego’, ellos dicen 

que son juegos, ellos lo toman todos como juego pero yo digo esos juegos uno lo aguantan hoy, otro 

día no lo van a aguantar, y es un juego brusco, lleva a que usted, a que usted se, se tenga eso (l. 651-

663). 

 

Though the focus of this study is not on how students treat each other but rather what teachers do in 

circumstances such as those described above, and how they make sense of what they do, the following 

excerpt accounts for how T5 manages these circumstances:   

T5: … y en el segundo periodo, y ahora en el tercer periodo yo ya lo he visto es que es, ‘no profesora 

es que estamos jugando’, porque yo una vez le pregunto ‘¿Y usted por qué está así con Daniel, por 

qué se está tratando así? No se debe tratar así’, le dije, ‘no se debe tratar así’. ‘No profesora es que 

estamos jugando, es que estamos jugando’ 

 

S: Entiendo 
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T5: yo le dije ‘… ah bueno mire, conste que sea un juego, no me vas a decir otra cosa…. Es juego’, 

‘sí, sí, profesora estamos jugando’. ‘Trate de no, eh, de no tratarse así porque luego lo, lo, lo, lo 

interpretan mal (l. 689-700).  

 

Based on the excerpt above, it is not clear whether T5 validates play that includes physical violence 

(or symbolic violence), or whether students are engaged in innocent play.    

 When I formulate questions to try to understand why T5 believes her classroom climate is as 

it is, and how she makes sense of it, her responses suggest awareness of the marginal context in which 

her students live. This is a form of recognition, where T5 recognizes contextual adversity and 

marginality, as shown below: 

S: Y ¿por qué, por qué será que son así? 

 

T5: Creo que de pronto ya sea el ambiente, el ambiente de la comuna donde viven, y el ambiente 

escolar, que ellos son dejándose de pronto de no, no, no dejarse del otro. No dejarse del otro, no 

dejarse “atibullar” 8; no dejarse pues que lo, que lo ponga como más pequeño o eso (l. 102-109).   

 

She also suggests family dysfunctionality in students’ home environments, saying that (some) 

students come from the street:  

S: ¿Cómo describirías el ambiente escolar? 

 

T5: el ambiente escolar aquí, como estamos, nosotros como pertenecemos a la comuna 16 

 

S: okay 

 

T5: sí esa es la comuna 16, entonces eso conlleva a que todos esos problemas que ellos tienen en sus 

casas… los problemas familiares, muchos niños son solos, permanecen todo el día solos, sus padres 

trabajan, papá o mamá, porque de pronto viven con el papá y la abuela no más, o con la mamá y la 

abuela o una tía o un tío, entonces ellos viven todo ese ambiente, todos esos comportamientos y 

normas y es que ellos vienen de la calle (l. 178-191).  

 

While the excerpts above suggest T5’s awareness of students’ marginality (i.e. spending long hours 

alone, living in single-parent households, etc.), T5’s responses point to the difficulty of managing 

classroom environments like hers; and not having definitive alternatives to adequately manage them 

to potentially reduce the chaotic environment.  

 

Equality of power 

 

 T5’s conception of equality of power is based on the notion of authority, where she ‘is’ the  

 
8 T5 means ‘apabullar’, which in English means ‘to crush’, or make someone feel lesser than one. 
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authority. When I ask her on the effects of ´raising her voice´ (to not employ the verb ´shout´ based 

on classroom observations) towards students, and in what other ways lack of discipline could be 

addressed, T5 responds as follows: 

S: ¿El subir el tono de voz a los estudiantes, qué efectos tiene, y de que otra manera se podría abordar 

la falta de disciplina?     

 

T5: Pues el subir el tono de voz es simplemente es como para llamarle la atención…  

 

S: sí…  

 

T5: … y para mostrarle que en ese momento uno está allí, y que deben tener el respeto, que uno es 

la autoridad en ese momentico en ese salón y que como tal está en su clase, está en su clase y que la 

respete y todo eso entonces se sube el tono de voz (l. 537-548).   

 

T5 says that one is the authority at that moment in that classroom, and that it is one´s classroom 

(suggesting that the classroom is hers) and that students should respect it. While this may be true, 

raising one´s voice to the point of shouting does not contribute to a democratic classroom climate 

conducive to learning, and suggests authoritarian practices. Furthermore, while T5 may have power 

as the teacher, exercising power or one’s authority in this manner has adverse overall effects.  

 In T5´s conception, negative leaders in the classroom also have power. She refers to them as 

having authority and leadership, suggesting that it is ´negative´ leadership:    

T5: … y los que tienen como un poquito, que tienen como más autoridad, tienen ese liderazgo, ese 

liderazgo es que llevan a que los demás se formen así, porque de pronto alguno tuviera un liderazgo 

positivo, ellos harían como ‘no, hagamos silencio, no vea, pongan cuidado’. Son muy pocos de pronto 

los que hacen eso, son muy pocos (l. 115-122).   

 

This negative leadership has an adverse overall effect on the class, where other students who may 

have ´positive leadership´ could counter those who do not, which rarely happens, as T5 suggests.  

 

Critical thinking  

 
 T5’s conception of critical thinking points to two defining elements: first, development of 

critical thinking is associated with a reasoning of logical thoughts; secondly, critical thinking points 

to benefitting all:  

S: ¿Y qué entiende usted profesora por formación del pensamiento crítico?  

 

T5: …la formación del pensamiento crítico es cuando uno eh… da a entender como razona bien todos 

los pensamientos lógicos, razonables que sean como en beneficio de todos… y que sean como… que 

tengan… que tengan lógica (l. 17-24).  

 

The notion of critical thinking and its development was not extended further.  
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Teacher 5: Reported Practices 

The following section focuses on practices relating to student voice, student decision-making, 

equality of respect and recognition, equality of power, and critical thinking, reported by T5 in the 

interview. Table 30 shows the categories of analysis of teacher practices pertaining to five 

dimensions. Codes are listed below the respective theme, and sub-codes are listed below the 

respective code.   

Table 30 

 

Categories of analysis of reported teacher practices (T5) 
Participation: 

voice 

Participation:  

decision-making 

Equality of 

respect and 

recognition 

Equality of power Critical Thinking 

Theme: 

Teacher role  

 

• Participation 

of all students  

 

• Trying to get 

students to 

express their 

ideas  

 

• Democracy 

associated with 

participation  

 

Theme: Voice 

validation  

 

• Writing 

student ideas on 

board  

 

Theme: Voice 

inhibitors 

 

• Through 

‘voice raising’  

 

• Peer pressure  

 

➢ ‘Know 

it alls’  

 

• Shy children  

 

  

Theme: Student 

decision-making 

 

• Pre-set ministry 

curriculum  

 

• School 

government 

 

➢ Choosing 

➢ Voting  

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

Theme: 

Confusing 

student names   

 

Theme: Respect 

in theory 

 

• Discourse based 

respect 

development  

 

Theme: Tone of 

voice   

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Authority 

 

• Teacher’s classroom 

• Teacher’s classroom 

 

Theme:  Not imposition-based 

practices  

 

• Reaching consensus with 

students  

• Orientator’ of students 

 

Theme: Anti-norm students  

 

• Blaming discourse 

 

• Negative leaders´ influence    

 

• Street children  

 

➢ Imposing their ways 

by ‘reflecting’ street 

behaviour in class   

 

Theme: Punitive discipline 

management  

 

• Bad behaviour annotated  

• Applying corrective 

• Student punitive mindset 

 

Theme: Contradiction 

between ´norms´ and 

´agreements´   

 

• Contradictory discourse  

Theme: 

Development of 

critical thinking  

  

• Children in 

primary limited  

 

• Critical thinking 

development 

complementary 

 

Theme: 

Transmission-

based model 

practices 

 

• Teacher role is to 

explain  

 

Theme: Praise  

 

• Knowing a lot 

versus ´you can 

know more´  

 
 Participation: student voice 

 

 Three themes emerge in T5’s reports regarding her practice relating to student voice: teacher 

role, voice validation, and voice inhibitors. The first theme accounts for how T5 speaks of her role as 
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teacher in regard to participation and student voice; the second theme accounts for the way in which 

T5 validates students’ voices by acknowledging them and writing their ideas on the board; the third 

theme accounts for ways in which students’ voices are inhibited, both through T5’s practices and 

through student-related factors (i.e. individual and group-related).  

 T5 refers to promoting an inclusion-based participation, where all give their ideas (l. 63) 

where she acts as a guide to ‘orient’ and ‘indicate’ to students, in their process to understand: 

T5: … yo trato de que participen todos 

S: Okay 

T5: … que todos me digan sus ideas, sus ideas. Eh, si yo veo que de pronto hay ideas que, que no, no 

están acordes con eso entonces yo los oriento, los oriento, les indico para que ellos, para que 

entiendan (l. 55-61).  

 

However, it would seem that this is not achieved (i.e. everyone participating): when asked how she 

would improve her classroom and how she would make it more democratic, T5 responds employing 

a conditional structure, saying how it would ‘fascinate’ her if everyone participated:   

S: Cómo mejoraría usted el salón de clase? ¿Cómo lo volvería más democrático? 

 

T5: Más democrático, a mí me fascinaría eso, que todos, que todos participen… (l. 812-815).  

 

T5 associates ‘democracy’ with ‘participation’, which in turn would seem to be associated with 

student voice (and not student decision-making).  

 T2 also refers to validating students’ voices by writing their ideas on the board:  

T5: … yo lo que hago para que ellos los que me participen que yo los veo que a ellos les da mucho 

interés es que uno lo que ellos dicen uno escribirlo en el tablero… tonces cuando uno lo escribe en 

el tablero  la idea que él dio, así como la haya dicho, para ellos, ellos veo, ay sí, lo que yo dije está 

bien, entonces yo a veces les digo todo lo que dijeron allí bien, está excelente, entonces ellos dicen 

‘ahh sí’, excelente, muy bien (l. 659-669).   

 

The excerpt above suggests a form of empowering students by validating students’ ideas and making 

them visible by writing them on the board. This contrasts from the blaming discourse T5 uses to refer 

to students (discussed in the section on conceptions relating to equality of respect and recognition). 

The use of “excellent” in the excerpt above is a sharp contrast from referring to students as 

‘undisciplined’, ‘not logical’, ‘unmotivated’, and other similar adjectives.   

  The third theme accounts for voice inhibitors. T5 refers to the high noise levels in the 

classroom produced by students who do not listen and are distracted while she explains something. 

In those instances she calls the attention of those two or three students who are speaking when she is 

explaining something. She calls their attention, as she reports, by raising her voice:  
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T5: … pero a veces me toca es debido al, a la bulla que ellos están hacienda… a la, a que no dejan 

escuchar. Uno está explicando y se distraen, se distraen hablando entre ellos mismos, o haciendo 

otra cosa, porque cuando uno los ve, que ellos de pronto están escribiendo o algo, uno a veces no les 

llama la atención. Uno llama la atención es cuando dos están hablando, o tres, o que alguien empieza 

a explicar. Entonces allí es cuando uno les tiene que subir el tono de voz (l. 557-567).  

 

In the excerpt above T5 refers to ‘raising the voice tone’. This contrasts from what I conceive as 

‘shouting’ to students (I discuss this in greater depth the classroom observations section). Beyond 

this, however, what the excerpt suggests is that T5’s expectations are that students ought to be quiet 

when she is explaining something (something most teachers would expect), where ultimately their 

voice is inhibited when the teacher raises her voice to ask them, or shouts at them, to be quiet.  

 Other voice inhibitors are (1) peer pressure, where students regard those who speak, in a 

condescending manner as ‘know it alls’; and (2) shy students who do not like to participate. The 

following excerpt accounts for these voice inhibitors, but beyond this it also reflects the range of 

individual and group related variables at play in the classroom regarding student voice: 

T5: … se sienten cohibidos, pero ellos se sienten cohibidos porque de pronto son tímidos, son como 

penosos, no les gusta participar, no les gusta hablar, entonces ellos no lo dicen ni lo hacen. Y otros 

se sentirán cohibidos porque ese me va a decir ‘ah ese tan malo’ como lo hacen en este salón en 

cuatro seis, que hay un niño de inglés y otro de sociales que participa y eso y entonces otro le dice 

‘ay usted a toda hora te las quieres saber todas’… Hay cosas que yo les digo ‘no, eso no va en ese 

tema, no va en ese tema’, empiezan a burlarse. Otros lo hace a la pena más que todo, eso no es miedo, 

es pena que se burlen de ellos… (l. 686-701).    

 

 
Participation: student decision-making  

 

 Student decision-making is not promoted in T5’s practices as regards what students learn or 

how they learn: T5 reports that there is a pre-set curriculum by the ‘National Ministry of Education’ 

and hence students do not take decisions relating to curricula. Students do, however, take decisions 

as regards the school government, where they are able to choose student representatives like the 

ombudsman (l. 452), and vote for student representative candidates (l. 468). How the student 

government is actually run cannot be determined from this study. Nor can it be determined whether 

the school government and the processes associated with it (i.e. choosing and voting for student 

representatives) actually involve student decision-making of students at large, or a significant 

percentage of students in the classroom; or to what degree it is student-driven or adult-driven. T5 

refers to her, herself, choosing three representatives for the student council, which suggests that it 

may be adult-driven: 

T5: … y de cada salón elijo tres representantes para el consejo estudiantil (l. 509).  
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It is important to note, however, that the excerpt above is preceded by an explanation on T5’s part of 

students choosing and voting for candidates.  

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

 
 Three themes emerge in T5’s reports relating to equality of respect and recognition: (1) 

confusing student names; (2) respect in theory; and (3) tone of voice. The first theme accounts for 

practices which may potentially be disrespectful towards students; the second them refers to 

cultivating respect in theory but not in practice; and the third theme is associated with T5’s tone of 

voice, as described not only by her but also by a student of hers, which she refers to in her report.  

 The first theme emerges when I inquire about possible self-regulation of students, where my 

intention is to make sense of T5’s practices as regards managing a chaotic classroom environment 

not conducive to learning:  

S: ¿Cómo se podrían auto-regular ellos mismos? 

T5: Pues yo lo que hago es decirles “mira fulanito, le digo el nombre, a veces le digo el nombre de 

otro niño o otra niña y ellos ‘profesora no me confunda, no me confunda, que confundas pero no 

ofendas’, es que me dicen así  

S: ¿Pero no qué? 

T5: Confunda pero no ofenda 

S: no ofenda huhuh, okay 

T5: cuando le digo el nombre de otro niño o otra niña, a veces le digo José, Pepito, María, o el 

nombre que me venga así a la cabeza  

S: Huhuh 

T5: No es que te estoy llamando para que me pongas cuidado, para que aterrices aquí que estamos 

en la clase, eso para que no se distorsione, para que no se haga, eso es prácticamente lo que, lo que, 

yo hago, o lo que siempre se hace como para volverlos a llamar (l. 318-339).   

 

Whether confusing her students’ names on T5’s part is unintentional or deliberate is not clear.  What 

is important is how students perceive their teacher, who confuses their names (either because she may 

not know them well enough, or because she is forgetful, or for other reasons): do they feel 

disrespected? Is name-confusing a form of ‘mis-recognition’? This is beyond the scope of the study 

and cannot be determined, but what is suggested is practices which are disrespectful towards students, 

failing to recognize their identity by not only not addressing them by their correct names but by 

addressing them by the first name that comes to mind (i.e. “a veces le digo José, Pepito, María, o el 

nombre que me venga así a la cabeza”).   

 The second theme refers to T5’s voice tone, and how she herself describes it. It is connected 

to how she reports promoting respect: when asked how respect can be promoted in the classroom 
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between teacher and students, and among students, T5 responds that respect is promoted because one 

is constantly talking to them about respect:   

T5: … pues eso es algo que, que, yo digo que fomentar uno respeto uno lo fomenta porque uno 

constantemente les está hablando del respeto que se debe hacer, de respetar la opinión del otro, de 

respetar como es el otro niño, así sea del color, de la forma que es, de la forma de actuar, de la forma 

como escriba, él es. Uno lo hace con el ejemplo… (l. 573-579) 

 

The above points to three noteworthy elements: first, a contradiction in terms where T5 reports that 

respect is promoted by setting an example, which implies that she models respect; but where she also 

shouts at them to be quiet and confuses their names. This points to practices where respect is 

cultivated theoretically and at the level of discourse, “by constantly talking to them about respect”. 

Secondly, the idea of respecting the other child ‘in spite of’, or ‘irrespective of’, his skin colour and 

the way he is (i.e. “así sea del color, de la forma que es…”). This suggests a possible racial bias.    

  The third theme, tone of voice, refers to how a student of T5’s asks her why she speaks so 

loudly. While T5 describes above how she raises her voice to call the attention of children who do 

not pay attention to her explanations, she explains below that “this is my tone of voice:   

T5: … como yo le explicaba ahora a una niña, ‘profesora, ¿por qué habla duro?’ Ese es mi tono de 

voz, que hablo duro. Y a veces se me… ‘usted profesora habla duro’, y digo ‘claro, es mi tono de voz, 

porque no puedo gritar, porque se, se, me hace daño, a mí me hace daño. Yo tengo problemas de 

cuerdas vocales (l. 549-555).  

 

While tone of voice is an individual (and cultural) characteristic, the excerpt above potentially 

suggests an inadequate, and disrespectful, tone of voice.    

 

Equality of Power 

 

Five themes emerge in T5’s reporting of practices relating to equality of power: (1) authority; 

(2) not imposition-based practices; (3) anti-norm students; (4) punitive discipline manamgement; and 

(5) contradiction between ´norms´ and ´agreements´. The first theme accounts for how T5 conceives 

‘authority’ in the classroom, and how this relates to her practice. The second theme accounts for T5’s 

references to her practices not being punitive. The third theme refers to anti-norm students, which 

includes ‘street children’, and how these alter the power dynamics of the classroom, which shape 

T5’s practice. The fourth theme accounts for T5’s punitive discipline management. The fifth theme 

accounts for a contradictory discourse, where ‘agreement’ equates to ‘norm’, suggesting that the 

notion of ‘agreement’ with students has not been appropriated by T5.      

The first theme, authority, overlaps with T5’s conceptions on equality of power, where she 

refers to herself as the ‘authority’ which students must respect since they are in her classroom (l. 545-
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547). This leads to the practice of T5 raising her voice, as she reports, which happens when students 

do not respect this authority (l. 541-542). Moreover, it is worthy of note that T5 refers to ‘her’ 

classroom instead of ‘our’ or ‘their’ (i.e. students’) classroom, which suggests that the physical space 

of the classroom is not conceived as a shared space, but as ‘one’s’ space. This presumably entitles 

one to exercise her authority by shouting to students when they do not listen to the teacher’s 

explanations.  

The second theme - not imposition-based practices – emerges when T2 refers to the notion 

of reaching consensus with students (l. 29, 70) instead of ‘imposing’ activities (l. 42, 72). T5 positions 

herself as an ‘orientator’ of students (l. 47, 65, 66), and not as an authoritarian teacher who dictates 

what students do – ‘dictates’ not in the literal sense, since T5 does engage in ‘dictations’ where 

students write what T5 says.  

 The third theme accounts for T5’s references to anti-norm students (l. 82) as negative leaders 

where those with ‘more authority’ (l. 116-117) exert a negative influence on others (l. 117-118). 

While this does not directly relate to T5’s practices but to how she conceives students, it does lead 

her to imposing and abusing her authority in punitive ways - particularly with those street children 

who ‘reflect’ their (street) behaviour in the classroom:  

T5: … todos esos comportamientos y normas y es que ellos vienen de la calle… sobre todo 

comportamientos, ‘tonces’ muchos de esos comportamientos que ellos tienen en la calle ellos quieren 

venir a reflejarlo aquí en el salón, en el aula de clases, y muchos de esos como no se les deja ese 

comportamiento, tonces chocan con el profesor, chocan entonces porque ellos quieren hacer más 

(line 201-210).  

 

The above suggests a power-play dynamic between teacher and students: T5 refers to these street 

children as “wanting to do more” – which might suggest that they wish to impose their behaviour as 

a response to the teacher not letting them behave in the way they do, or in the way they are used to 

behaving. Perhaps this also points to these students confronted to opposing climates: a classroom 

climate where they are expected to follow norms and behave accordingly, and a street climate (or 

‘home’ environment) where norms may not exist (suggesting a potentially conflictive and disorderly 

environment) or where norms are distinct.          

  The fourth theme refers to how T5 practices discipline management, which in essence is 

punitive-based. This emerges when T5 describes those students imposing their (street) behaviour into 

the classroom: she compares them to students who have authority figures (e.g. a father, mother, etc.) 

to orient them at home and who are more ‘docile’ and calmer (l. 214-215). When I ask what is to be 

done given these circumstances, T5 explains the ‘discipline process’ in place:   

S: ¿Y qué hacemos frente a esto? Es una problemática…  
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T5: Sí, es una problemática grande. ¿Qué hacemos? Nosotros hacemos, tenemos aquí el proceso de 

disciplina que se hace la observación; primero se le hace la observación oral, se le llama la atención, 

se les dice que con la falta, se les dice, cuando ya es reiterado, se le escribe en el observador del 

alumno, cuando ya es reiterado que se le escribe en el observador del alumno pues ya se llama al 

padre de familia para hacerle un, para, para aplicarle un correctivo… (l. 220-231).  

 

The excerpt above refers to making observations – first oral observations, then written observations. 

If a discipline problem persists, the student’s parent is called to ‘apply a corrective’. This observation-

based and corrective-application discipline management describes the student as a medical patient 

with a ‘condition’ who requires observation and some sort of a ‘corrective’ treatment, thereby 

pathologizing students.  

 T5 suggests that resolving a student’s ‘condition’ consists of a change of attitude which 

requires parental involvement:   

T5: Qué correctivo se le va a hacer, a ver el padre que dice, primero bueno el padre, ¿usted cómo lo 

va a corregir en su casa? Para que él de pronto cambie esa actitud y ese comportamiento para que 

‘mira vea papá está muy solo, entonces se le llama al padre y se le comunica todas esas acciones que 

se han hecho acá, que se le tienen en el observador, él firma, él firma para que se dé cuenta, le damos 

eso a ellos, y, y, y aquí miramos así. Cómo ya está la norma ahora que no se puede dejar suspender 

al estudiante, sacarlo de clase porque es un derecho a la educación, que pierden eso en ese 

momentico de una horita o dos que estén fuera en un día, entonces esas son las acciones que 

cometemos. Llegamos hasta allí porque son los, los pasos que nosotros podemos hacer (l. 233-248, 

bold for emphasis).  

 

The above refers to a ‘way of seeing’ (l. 241) on the part of the school of which T5 is part of. It is a 

particular way of seeing and addressing discipline management which is essentially single-sided: 

while it contemplates the possibility that the discipline problem a child displays may be connected to 

his home environment, and specifically being “very alone’ (l. 237), the discipline management 

process is essentially punitive and seeks a ‘corrective’. However, there is no mention of establishing 

rapport and dialogue with the student himself - or alternatively seeking professional help within the 

school through a psychologist or other - to find out the root causes of what is referred to as his 

‘misbehaviour’. This punitive-based ‘way of seeing’ discipline management limits itself to a ‘band-

aid’ approach where the real wounds are ignored by the teacher in the classroom (and possibly by the 

school). 

 It is interesting to note that this punitive mindset extends to students themselves: T5 refers to   

discussing with students the most frequent problems in the classroom and how they ought to be 

solved. Students themselves suggest ways of punishing those who violate norms:  

T5:  primero miramos bueno, ¿cuáles son los problemas más frecuentes que hay aquí en el salón? 

¿Cuáles son los conflictos, las discordias? Bueno hacemos una lista de esos problemas, de esas 
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discordias. De esos problemas y de estas discordias, ¿cómo podemos ir solucionando cada una de 

ellas? Después ellos mismos dijeron que fue lo que yo hice este año la solución de cada una de ellos, 

bueno ahora de esas solución, de esas conflicto que vemos más comunes en el salón y la escuela, 

¿cómo de ellas, qué podemos hacer…llegar, para que eso mejore? … ¿Qué acción hacer? Entonces 

ellos mismos lo escribieron, que levantar la mano, que castigar, incluso ellos mismos me decían, que 

me decían dejarlos sin descanso, que los suspenda… (l. 280-292, 296-299).  

 

 A fifth theme - contradiction between ´norms´ and ´agreements´ - emerges when I ask T5 if 

there are norms relating to behaviour or norms relating to ‘convivencia’ (i.e. living in harmony). She 

points out that the correct terminology for ‘norms’ is ‘agreements’, after which she explains how in 

the first week students are acquainted with the code of conduct, their rights, and duties, and ‘norms’ 

are established with them:  

T5: Siempre se les hace que ya no se le llama la norma sino que acuerdos 

S: acuerdos 

T5: sí, acuerdos. Se hacen unos acuerdos de convivencia, se hacen siempre al principio de clases. 

Nosotros tenemos la primera semana de enero con ellos, y somos con el director del grupo, se le da 

a conocer el manual de convivencia, se le da a conocer los deberes, los derechos, y se establece con 

ellos unas normas de convivencia unas normas de cortesía (l. 254-264).  

 

The excerpt above is contradictory: on one hand, T5 clarifies that norms are now referred to as 

‘agreements’; on the other, she says that a code of conduct is given to them, and ‘norms’ are 

established with them. This suggests that the notion of ‘agreement’ – whereby two parties agree upon 

something – has not been internalized, at least not at the discourse level, since T5 refers to ‘norms of 

convivencia’ and ‘norms of courtesy’, despite clarifying earlier that the correct term is ‘agreement’.  

Whether this discourse level (which emphasizes norms) also transcends to a practical level cannot be 

definitively established, but if it does, then the excerpt above would suggest that students are hardly 

consulted. This would equate to inequality of power where norms are ‘handed down’ to students from 

above, in a top-down fashion.   

 

Critical Thinking 

 Three themes surface in T5’s reports regarding her practices relating to critical thinking: (1) 

development of critical thinking; (2) transmission-based model practices; (3) praise. The first theme 

accounts for how T5 refers to children when discussing critical thinking development, and how she 

says she develops critical thinking capacity. The second theme accounts for how T5 talks about her 

role as a teacher, referring recurrently to ‘explaining’ in her teaching practice. The third theme 

accounts for how T5 deploys praise on students, potentially inhibiting critical thinking development. 
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 The first theme, development of critical thinking, refers to how in all types of evaluations, 

workshops, or other, T5 always formulates “a question of that thinking”:  

S: ¿cómo fomenta usted profesora el pensamiento crítico en un salón como este, caracterizado por 

el tipo de estudiante que, que hay? (l. 593-596) 

T5: el pensamiento de ellos, ellos todavía están como, yo los veo como muy limitados, muy limitados 

a lo que uno les diga, a hacer, y decir... Yo en todo tipo de evaluación, en taller, en todo lo que les 

hago, siempre les hago una pregunta de ese pensamiento, que ellos desarrollan su pensamiento (l. 

605-614).  

 

In relation to primary school children’s critical thinking capacity as limited, T5 adds the following:  

T5:  El pensamiento crítico pues yo sé que es lo de la lógica que ellos, a ellos con ese nivel de 

primaria, lo que yo les hago es, cuando se les hace preguntas o se les explica, que ellos lo piensen, 

¿sí?  (l. 597-600).  

 

Two elements emerge from the excerpts above: first, T5 reports on practices which suggest a deficit-

based perspective of seeing children as unable to think critically; second, development of critical 

thinking is described as something complementary, where a question “of that thinking” is inserted or 

included in whatever she does as part of her teaching practice. While primary school children are at 

early stages of development in general, seeing them as “very limited” in their thought processes 

suggests denying them of the possibility of critical thinking capacity from the onset, and not building 

from a capacity-based perspective of how they think at that developmental stage.  

 The second theme - transmission-based model practices – accounts for T5’s recurrent 

references to ‘explaining’ something to students: for example, explaining the school government 

processes (l. 454-464, employed three times); when she describes how students would not pay 

attention to what she was “explaining” (l. 773-774), which led her to a situation of helplessness and 

anxiety; as well as in other sections relating to teaching processes (l. 132-133, 822, 826). This suggests 

practices which may be based on a transmission-based teaching model, contrasting with more 

constructivist teaching models based on active learning.      

 A third theme – praise – accounts for how T5 deploys ‘praise’ on students, which has 

implications for developing critical thinking capacity. T5 explains how she writes students’ answers 

on the board, which suggests a form of validating their ideas (l. 664-669). She then explains how 

these ideas are organized, while she praises students of knowing a lot;  

T5: Pero entonces vamos a mirar cuáles son, vamos a empezar a organizarlas esas ideas que ustedes 

dieron, pero todos están bien. Yo he notado eso… que cuando uno están así que sí se puede esta… 

en la participación, escribirla en el tablero y decir están excelente, muy buenas esas ideas, saben 

muy bien, ustedes saben mucho (l. 669-677).  
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While the above suggests a form of empowerment through praise, it may also suggest that critical 

thinking capacity is inhibited: by saying to students that they ‘know a lot’, what is also not being said, 

or conveyed, is that they ‘could know more’, potentially leading to teaching sequences where 

students’ ideas are ‘confronted’ through questioning or other pedagogical devices. This in turn could 

lead to developing critical thinking capacity.   

 

Teacher 5: Observed practices   

This section describes teacher 5’s observed practices, relating to five dimensions: (1) student 

voice; (2) student decision-making; (3) equality of respect and recognition; (4) equality of power; (5) 

critical thinking. Six classroom sessions and two different groups were observed:  

Session 1: Group 5-6 (social science) – 15th Sept. 2016 

Session 2: Group 5-6 (social science) (Aulas en Paz book used in last 1/3 of class) – 30th Sept. 2016 

Session 3: Group 5-6 (social science) - 3rd Oct. 2016 

Session 4: Group 5-5 (social science) - 3rd Oct. 2016 

Session 5: Group 5-5 (ethics) – 18th Oct. 2016 

Session 6: Group 5-6 (English) – 18th oct. 2016 

    

Active participation: student voice 

 
Table 31 

 

Observed practices based on student voice (T5) 
Elicitation of students’ ideas, opinions, perspectives, questions, doubts, and other Very limited  

Students giving feedback to their classmates’ opinions and to the opinions of the 

teacher 

No  

Student led work groups (and other techniques like student panels, expert groups, 

etc.) 

No 

Students’ active participation in class and out of class activities No 

Students seeking support, guidance and clarification No 

Students making mistakes, and taking risks, in their oral and written production, 

as part of their learning processes 

No 

Student comfort and feeling of security No  

Quieter students to express themselves No 

An open classroom climate. No 
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  T5’s classroom (both groups) were characterized by a chaotic classroom climate: a small 

percentage of students displayed anti-social behaviour (e.g. students bothering other students, 

hitting each other with notebooks, throwing notebooks around, wandering around in the classroom) 

which led to recurrent disruptions. Students ranged from age 10 to 15 (one student was 15 years 

old). T5 would typically respond by telling those students who misbehaved to keep quiet or to 

behave. Typically, she also threatened them by saying she would annotate their misbehaviour in her 

notebook. T5’s practices were not only not promotive of student voice (as table 31 shows), but 

explicitly inhibited it: 

T5: María por favor, ¿qué es lo que habla tanto usted? (teacher raising her voice, session 1). 

T5: Ay no Samuel ya no más. Mi amor estás hablando mucho (during dictation, session 2). 

 

 T5’s practices did not manage to provide order or the minimal conditions for student voice to 

be promoted and heard. Those students who displayed anti-social behaviour showed disinterest in the 

content being taught, leading them to display misbehaviour. This led T5 to react by reprimanding 

them. This recurrent and vicious circle affected the classroom environment, not providing an adequate 

learning environment while affecting those students who were disposed to learning.    

 

Active participation: student decision-making 

 

Table 32 

 

Observed practices based on student decision-making (T5) 

Gives students opportunities to make decisions regarding classroom activities and classroom 

related issues in general 

No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding what topics are learnt in class No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they learn (e.g. making a 

presentation, writing on a topic, doing a group project, etc.).  

 

No 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they are graded No 

  

 

T5’s practices did not promote student decision-making (table 32).  
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Equality of respect and recognition 

 
Table 33 

 

Observed practices based on equality of respect and recognition (T5) 
The teacher is respectful to students 

 

Usually no  

The teachers talks to students in a respectful manner 

 

Usually no 

The teacher listens to students and their ideas in a respectful way There is an attempt, but 

dialogue is hardly 

present 

The teacher does not display disrespectful and/or discriminatory behaviour 

towards students in any way (e.g. gender, race, income group, appearance, 

ethnicity, religion, political orientation, etc.)  

 

No discriminatory 

behaviour 

The teacher treats boys and girls equally, not displaying gender preference 

 

Yes 

The teacher addresses students by their name 

 

On occasion  

Teacher practices do NOT encourage/display the following: teasing; bullying; 

humiliation and sarcasm; exclusionary behaviour; inflammatory, 

discriminatory, or derogatory language or behaviour; irritability; anger; harsh 

voice; physical aggression 

High level of irritability, 

anger and harsh voice. 

Possible attempt at 

physical aggression on 

one occasion.   

 

   

T5’s practices were routinely based on disrespectful interactions with students, involving 

shouting in an attempt to ‘control’ what was interpreted by T5 as misbehaviour or disorderly conduct.  

While students did misbehave (e.g. throwing notebooks around, touching another classmate’s back 

playfully or with the intent of bothering, taking scissors and cutting someone’s hair), those who did 

were also bored and disengaged from what T5 was trying to teach them or explain to them. When 

they did not listen, when they did not pay attention, or when they misbehaved, T5’s usual reaction 

was to shout at them out of frustration. When addressing these students, she would often not address 

them by name:     

T5: Esta niña… se me olvida tu nombre… (Session 1) 

 

T5: Esta niña… niña por favor se sienta (Session 4) 

 

In line with the above, in session 3 the following interactions were observed while T5 was dictating:  

 

T5: hay niños que no están escribiendo 

Student: es que están enamorados (student in back row without a notebook).  

T5 to student: ya ya… no diga nada… ya niño … no diga ni diga… no hable (tone of frustration).  
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The above were the kind of interactions observed between a frustrated and often irritable T5 and 

disengaged students. Though these disengaged students were comparatively few, their behaviour 

resulted in constant disruptions, having a negative effect on classroom climate.   

In this line, practices also involved high levels of anger and the use of a harsh voice including 

shouting 9. There was one session in which T5 stood between the aisle dividing two of the four rows 

of students, and the student next to her said or did something, to which T5 reacted by turning around 

towards him angrily, suddenly and in a rough manner. It appeared as if there might have been an 

intention on T5’s part to physically attack him by seizing him. Though this cannot be confirmed, T5’s 

movements showed lack of restraint.       

This unstructured classroom climate was observed in all 6 sessions. Disrespect was also 

observed from students to the teacher when not complying with T5’s instructions (e.g. when T5 asked 

them to take their seats while they wandered around the class). Similarly, a student told T5, “usted 

parece un chavo haciendo esto” (session 2) 10. Disrespect was also observed in the form of racial 

mocking among students:  

Student 1 to student 2: negro… negro… 

Student 2 to T5: profesora me están diciendo negro   

 

Despite the above, the class continued. Similarly, disrespect among students was not only manifested 

through teasing or mocking but also physically by kicking each other; throwing objects to each other; 

a student taking another student’s pencil case and throwing it outside the class and saying, “don’t 

challenge me” (“a mi no me rete”). 

In contrast to the above, in session 2 there is a conversation on celebrating a student’s birthday 

where T5 talks of sharing snacks for the event, to which students were receptive. T5 asked students 

what they would bring and wrote it down. Student receptiveness was momentary, followed by 

students playfully hitting each other with notebooks (increasingly harder), or a student with a belt 

around his leg while another student pulled the belt.     

  

 

 

 
9 At one point in the interview, when I tried to inquire on how she made sense of her shouting (which I 

referred to as a ‘loud tone of voice’), T5 explained to me that she suffered from throat problems, suggesting 

that she avoided actually shouting. In an informal conversation with another teacher at the school, she too 

referred to T5’s throat problems.  
10 It is not clear what the student means when he says that the teacher looks like a ‘chavo’. A ‘chavo’ refers to 

a young person; a lad, a kid. Irrespective of what the student actually meant, saying this suggests possible 

disrespect. 
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Equality of power 

 
Table 34 

 

Observations based on equality of power (T5) 

Shows flexibility in interaction with students 

 

Not observed  

Incorporates students’ ideas and opinions 

 

No (While she acknowledges students’ 

ideas and writes them on the board, 

incorporating them in active learning 

processes not observed).   

Follows students’ lead 

 

No 

Allows student choice in classroom activities  

 

No  

Opportunities for student leadership 

 

No 

Gives students responsibility over classroom activities 

 

No  

Relaxed climate for student movement 

 

No  

Physical proximity, displaying willingness to interact with 

students in a non-authoritarian manner  

Yes 

Teacher practices do NOT promote/display the following: 

Yelling, threats, physical control, harsh punishment 

Yelling, threats, physical control yes 

  

 

 T5’s practices do not promote equality of power. T5’s efforts at asserting her authority 

reflects power being managed inadequately, including threats to students of the following kind:  

T5: Mariano… otra vez Mariano…mañana le voy a decir a tu mama… como tengo que hacer eso de 

los que perdieron… (session 1).  

 
T5: Daniel, Daniel… escribe por favor… a ustedes lo que les gusta es que les coloque la rayita… 

James… Annie… los mismos de siempre… (session 1, teacher noting down misbehaviour in 

notebook).  

 

T5: Y lo otro son lo que deben la tarea de la historia del siglo 20… Carlos, Isabel, Jimena, Fabián… 

(teacher names about ten more students). Ya van perdiendo Sociales… (session 2).  

 

T5: Trato de no colocarte uno pero no te comportas… (session 4, while T5 explained monarchical 

institutions in a context of colonization).  

 

These threats (beyond being directed at students in a high-pitched voice, or through yelling), showed 

an inflexible, and essentially ineffective, response towards students.    

 In line with the above, in session 2 eleven students who had misbehaved were punished and 

kept in class for an extra ten minutes after the day had ended. T5 stood by the door and named the 

students who could leave, while those who could not had to stay. The interaction was as follows:     
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T5: Ya usted… hay una condición si en 10 minutos veo que están juiciosos en 5 minutos salen…  son 

las 12 y 5… en 10 son las 12 y 15 

Student 1: bueno por esta ventana me voy yo 

T5: a ver ustedes no están cumpliendo… Manuel, llamo a la mamá yo tengo abajo el teléfono…  

siéntese… yo tengo allá en el observador y llamo a la mama… para que le suspendan la semana 

entrante… vea 5 minutos en silencio… todos sin hablar sin hablar por favor… no hablen por favor  

Student 2: ¿Y con que nos vamos a distraer?  

T5: Siéntate en la silla… no en la mesa… en el espaldar 

Student 1: Profesora tengo hambre  

T5: 5 minuticos más para que tenga más hambre   

The passage above shows physical control being exerted after classroom hours.   

Similarly, in session 4, T5 asked a student to sit in the front row. When the student did not 

comply, T5 came close to her, and said the following:    

T5: Por favor Marina acá delante… Marina hágale, hágale (student complies after some resistance).   

The above shows asymmetrical relations (and controlling where students sit, which is a form of bodily 

control), further deteriorating teacher-student relations.  

 Asymmetrical power relations were also observed among students, which were unnoticed by 

T5. For example, in session 5, a student (bigger in size and height) approached another student 

(smaller in size and usually quiet), pretending to strangle him 11.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 This particular session, and this particular incident, was particularly conflicting personally. When the bigger 

student approached the smaller student and put his hands on the smaller student’s neck, I questioned if I was 

supposed to act, or do nothing and wait for T5 to act so as to not undermine or discredit her authority as the 

teacher. Immediately after the incident, a third student who knew my name asked me, “¿Sanjay vio lo que 

estaba haciendo sí? Lo estaba ahorcando…” This led me to question further if I had not acted accordingly; if I 

was supposed to act, or if, as the researcher, I was there to simply observe. I recall that at the time I decided to 

wait to see if T5 took notice of the incident and would react. She did not take notice of the incident, and the 

bigger student went back to his seat. All this happened while I was trying to figure out how much pressure, if 

at all, the bigger student was making as he strangled, or pretended to strangle, the smaller student. This led me 

to approach the smaller student on a different day in the playground to inquire how he felt at the school. This, 

however, is beyond the scope of this study.  
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Critical thinking   
 

Table 35 

 

Observations based on critical thinking (T5) 

Argumentation and reasoning: students analyse and develop arguments to explain 

viewpoints 

No 

Judge the credibility and/or veracity of a source No 

Evaluating alternatives  No 

Judge inductions and/or deductions No 

Identify assumptions No 

Engaging in controversial topics to reflect on multiple perspectives No 

Emphasis on meaningful relationships among concepts No 

Open-ended, cognitively challenging tasks No 

Focusing on a question   No 

Going “beyond the surface” No 

Willing to take the whole situation (i.e. seeing the big picture) into account No 

Questioning information  No 

Dialogue and discussion in class through plenaries and in groups focused on 

promotion of reflection   

No 

Teacher practices promote feedback loops to cognitively challenge students  

 

➢ Back-and-forth exchanges to promote depth of thought  

➢ Follow-up questions to promote depth of thought 

➢ Building on students’ responses aimed at expanding and clarifying 

concepts / issues / topics  

No 

 

  

 T5’s practices did not develop critical thinking capacity (table 35).  Four of the six sessions 

observed included dictations. These were typically disrupted as T5 tried to dictate, as a result of 

student misbehaviour or boredom; or T5 asking students to listen to her dictating. Teaching sequences 

were characterized by T5 trying to explain something relating to the particular topic of the session 

observed, to which students in general did not show interest. In session 6 (English), T5 reviewed basic 

vocabulary and then asked students to make sentences using this vocabulary. One student asked her 

the following:  

Student: ¿ay profesora por qué escribir esas bobadas? 

T5: No… porque son las oraciones 
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The excerpt above shows a student openly asking T5 why they must write “those silly things.” 

Whether the student asked this question to confront the teacher in some way, or whether he openly 

felt that having to write “those silly things” was useless, is not the main issue I want to convey: the 

point is that this was a teaching sequence which, while it potentially intended to afford students to 

recycle or practice vocabulary, it did not develop critical thinking capacity. That T5 walked around 

to check what students had written, saying “no ha hecho nada”, did not help or contribute to learning 

in general, nor to critical thinking development.  

 In session 1, T5 was talking about the notion of chronological time: 

T5: Eso es historia… lo que pasó… lo que pasó ayer… lo del plebiscito es historia… los profesores… 

la central obrera… la CUN… esto es historia…  

The above suggests a particular way of conceiving history: a set of events which happened in the past. 

It contrasts from a conception where history is not only looked at as a set of events that took place 

but as an inquiry that promotes critical thinking by questioning who the actors in those events were; 

what their intentions were; how the intentions of the various actors conflict; who the oppressors were, 

among other questions leading to critical thinking development. This said, T5 was not teaching history 

per se but a social science class in which the notion of chronological time was being discussed. The 

fact that she refers to the plebiscite regarding the peace agreement at the time comes across as an 

opportunity which lends itself to critical thinking development through the generation of controversy, 

reasoning, and supporting one’s views on the issue.       

 

Teacher 5: Discussion on alignment of conceptions and practices  

Student voice     

 In terms of student voice, T5’s conceptions and reported practices are misaligned with her 

observed practices. T5’s conception of a democratic environment is based on the notion of a 

classroom where the participation of all is allowed, and where all “give their ideas, their 

contributions”. She adds that reaching a common consensus should be possible in this environment, 

and where the ideas are not of one person but of all. When I ask her whether it is possible to promote 

(student) participation in a classroom that is conflictive, T5 points to norms, and specifically relating 

to students raising their hand to indicate that they wish to speak. Her conception of participation is 

one where norms facilitate this participation.  

In this line, when asked what democratic skills she cultivates, T5 reports that she tries to get 

all students to participate. She also refers to how she orients students when their ideas are not in 

accord with ‘that’. It is not clear what ‘that’ is. ‘That’ may refer to her own ideas, which would 
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potentially suggest that students’ ideas are ‘re-directed’ to be ‘in accord with’ her ideas. T5’s reported 

practice also integrates a form of acknowledging or validating students’ ideas by writing these on the 

board. This becomes a strategy to promote student participation.      

 Despite her conceptions and reported practices, T5’s observed practices do not promote the 

participation of all. Observations indicate teacher talk time predominating over student talk time, 

where T5’s teaching typically focused on attempting to explain content and ideas to students.     

Moreover, in four of the six sessions observed T5’s practice included dictations, further reducing 

possibilities, or spaces, for student voice. T5 explained to me that dictations were a way of calming 

students down and ensuring some order in the classroom.  

 Also, observations indicate very limited, if any, student interaction leading to substantive 

learning. Those who did not pay attention and disrupted the class were reprimanded and shouted at 

by T5, telling them to behave. Students typically responded by either ignoring her or further 

‘misbehaving’, resulting in a vicious circle based on minimal meaningful participation and minimal 

learning. In this climate, most students - who showed a disposition to want to learn - were not able to 

participate as a result of these constant class interruptions.  

 

Student decision-making  

   

T5’s conceptions, reported and observed practices as regards student decision-making are 

aligned: student decision-making is not a feature that is mentioned in T5’s conception of a democratic 

environment. Her conception of student ‘participation’ focuses on voice, where decision-making is 

not mentioned. As regards reported practice, when I asked what decisions students took relating to 

aspects of their learning, T5 said that they took no decisions. She explained that there was already a 

curriculum that came from the ‘National Ministry of Education’, hence suggesting that there was no 

‘need’ for students to decide on curricular issues, or no ‘space’ to do so.     

The above conceptions and reported practice are aligned with observed practice, where no 

student decision-making was observed in terms of class activities. T5’s teacher-centred practice, 

focused on ‘explaining’ different themes, further limited spaces for students taking the initiative or 

making decisions in the learning process and in classroom activities.     

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

 T5’s description of students’ home (and street) environments suggests a conception of 

equality of respect and recognition that is complex in itself: on one hand, her blaming discourse (e.g. 

students as not logical, not responsible, not attentive, with a short attention span) impedes respecting 
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students, or seems to disable showing genuine respect towards them; on the other, her references to 

students’  home contexts (e.g. living in the ‘Comuna 16’, family dysfunctionality) suggest awareness 

of the situation in which students live in, which is a form of recognition in itself. She conveys the 

idea that the ‘Comuna 16’ is a context where one does not want to be subjugated by another. She uses 

a word (i.e. ‘atibullar’) that does not exist in the Spanish language, perhaps confusing it for ‘apabullar’ 

(meaning ‘to crush’). The idea that T5 may want to convey is that students live in an environment 

characterized by behaviour patterns where one portrays oneself as stronger (or more powerful) than 

the other, and where this ‘other’ resists being in a weaker position, resulting in some sort of a negative 

power play or constant power testing. 

 In terms of her reported practice, T5 says that she talks about respect constantly to students, 

and that respect is cultivated by setting an example. This is largely misaligned with observed practice, 

which showed disrespectful behaviour towards students (e.g. shouting, name confusing).     

 

Equality of power  

 T5’s conception relating to equality of power includes references to the idea of authority: T5 

conceives that ‘one’ is the authority in the classroom, and that students are in ‘her’ classroom, which 

suggests that she has greater power than students, and which, as she explains, entitles her to be 

respected by them.  This conception of equality of power, where ‘one’ is the ‘authority’, is misaligned 

with reported practice: T5 refers to her practices as not imposition-based, suggesting that they are not 

authoritarian. She refers to the idea of reaching consensus with students instead of ‘imposing’ 

activities. Also, T5 positions herself as an ‘orientator’ of students and not as an authoritarian teacher 

who dictates what students do. Thus, while her conceptions emphasize that she is the authority in her 

classroom (and as such must be respected), her reported practice emphasizes a non-authoritarian 

teaching style. 

Reported and observed practice are also misaligned: T5 refers to her practice as non-

authoritarian, but observed practice showed an authoritarian teaching style focused on unsuccessfully 

trying to maintain order in the classroom through shouting, reprimanding and threatening. In essence, 

teacher-student relations are asymmetrical and not promotive of equality of power. This is the case 

with all students, including those ‘street children’ wanting to ‘show their ways’ (or simply be who 

they are) in the classroom, resulting in clashes and a power-play situation with the teacher.    
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Critical thinking 

 

 T5 conceives critical thinking development as associated with reasoning, logical thoughts, 

and as “beneficial to all.” Critical thinking was not further conceptualised. In terms of reported 

practice on critical thinking development, two points surface: first, critical thinking is referred to as 

complementary and as something that is ‘added on’ in teaching sequences, evaluations, workshops, 

or other; secondly, T5’s discourse repeatedly described her practice as consisting of ‘explaining’ 

something to students, suggesting teacher-centred and transmission-based practices. This suggests 

limited critical thinking development.  

T5 also referred to children as “very limited” for developing critical thinking capacity. In this 

line, reported and observed practices are aligned: if children are “very limited” for dev eloping critical 

thinking capacity, it makes sense not to invest in it. Thus, observations point to sessions focused on 

perhaps too much teaching and too little learning. In this sense, teaching happens (or is intended to 

happen) at the expense of learning and critical thinking development.   
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Chapter 7: Data Analysis - Horizontal Coding 

 

 This chapter presents findings based on a horizontal coding of data. It focuses on how 

teachers’ conceptions, reported practices and observed practices are similar or different as regards the 

five dimensions of interest in the study, and how aligned teachers’ conceptions and practices are 

overall. These similarities and differences, and varying levels of alignment between what teachers 

say and think, and what they actually do in the classroom, sheds light on the resulting implications 

for advancing DCE in an integral manner – particularly, but not exclusively, in contexts of marginality 

characterized by weak social fabrics. 

 

Student voice  

 
 In this section I first discuss how each teacher’s conceptions on student voice are associated 

with different values and elements. Second, I discuss teachers’ references to norms as regulators of 

student participation: this highlights teachers’ views that student voice in the classroom must either 

be regulated by the teacher or self-regulated by students (or both) for an orderly participation that 

contributes to an environment that is conducive to learning and cultivating DCE. Third, I discuss 

student-level variables which emerge in teachers’ discourses, particularly students’ fear to participate, 

which relates to their own sense of self-efficacy and capacity to participate in the classroom. Fourth, 

I discuss historical, context-related variables which teachers point to which may have influenced and 

shaped the culture of particular countries broadly, and how people live and think (or do not think) in 

specific communities. An example of the latter is a reference by a teacher to the historical “emotional 

weight” that the Spanish colonization of Colombia represents, which as she puts it, led to the voices 

of the colonized being crushed “from our foundation.” In similar fashion, another teacher refers to 

macro contexts where “many forms of domesticating persons” and a “taming-for compliance” 

mentality have been promoted. These references and associations are important insofar as they 

suggest that classroom microcosms reproduce macrocosms, and vice-versa, pointing to the fact that 

“There is no way to separate society from education, or our process of the former from our vision of 

the latter” (Glassman & Kang, 2011, p. 365).  

I then focus on teachers’ discourses relating to the classroom from a spatial perspective, and 

how its spatial organization inhibits student voice. Finally, I discuss alignment and misalignment 

between teacher conceptions and practices relating to student voice.  

Teachers’ conceptions on student voice 
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While all five teachers associate a democratic environment to the notion of participation, they 

associate participation with different values or elements. T1 associates it with freedom, referring to 

freedom of expression and freedom of opinion.  T1 refers to the teacher as “letting” students be free, 

and “where they can give their opinions”. T2, T3 and T5 talk of an inclusion-based participation: T2 

refers to a democratic classroom environment as one where “the participation of all is permitted”; 

similarly, T5 employs the exact same words to describe a democratic environment: “a place where 

the participation of all is permitted”, where “common consensus” can be reached and “the ideas are 

not of one person but of all”. For T3 a democratic classroom environment is an “environment of 

participation where all can eventually have their turn, and ask for their turn, and contribute with 

ideas”. For T3 in this democratic environment the teacher promotes “this participation, where it is not 

only him who takes the reins or the baton but permits and promotes that students do so also”. Whereas 

T1’s discourse is framed within the notion of freedom, T2, T3 and T5 emphasize an inclusion-based 

participation where the teacher permits the participation of all.   

In contrast, for T4 a democratic environment is broken into “two concepts”: environment and 

democracy. For T4 environment is “a space where a type of relation is generated, which in this case 

would be democratic relations”. She adds that “To talk of democracy is to talk of participation, where 

persons have the opportunity to give opinions… the opportunity to participate… the opportunity to 

propose”. T4 refers to a democratic environment as “spaces where all persons have these same 

opportunities with some reasons”.   

 Having described how teachers associate participation with different values and elements, 

there is a fundamental difference in the way T2, T3 and T5 in particular talk of participation on one 

hand, and in the way T4 does on the other hand: interestingly, the former refer to participation as 

something that is “permitted” (where all three teachers use the same verb), thereby explicit or 

implicitly positioning the teacher as the ‘entity’ that permits student participation. T4 on the other 

hand places emphasis on a type of relation that is generated, referring to a democratic type of relations. 

Her recurrent reference to “opportunities”, implicit or explicitly is suggestive of the notion of equality, 

but with a notable difference from T2, T3 and T5: there is no reference to participation being 

“allowed”, but rather participation as an opportunity that all persons have.   

 

Norms as regulators of participation in teacher practice 

T2, T3, T4 and T5 also refer to norms when they talk of participation. T2 and T5 specifically 

refer to the norm of raising one’s hand, and T2 adds that the student must wait for the teacher to give 
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him his turn to speak. Norms then become regulators enabling an orderly participation, particularly 

in a plenary classroom organization.   

T2, however, goes beyond the norm of hand raising and points to the idea that participation 

is gradually learnt and requires self-regulation. She refers to students learning to modulate their voice, 

their tone, and gradually realizing and internalizing the idea that the classroom is a ‘different space’ 

(as she puts it) where they do not need to shout. These elements, and ‘controlling those attitudes’ (as 

she puts it), contribute to an orderly participation and an environment that is conducive to learning, 

hence benefitting both students and teacher.  

 T2’s awareness of the idea of students self-regulating their communicative skills is not 

present in the case of T5, or the idea of self-regulation itself, is perhaps a new concept to her: 

S: ¿Cómo se podría fomentar la auto regulación? 

T5: Eh, auto regulación ¿en qué, en qué sentido? 

S: Eh, por ejemplo, tú hablas por ejemplo de estudiantes que, que se distraen y molestan al otro 

estudiante…  

T5: Ah ya… 

S: que no se concentran… 

T5: que no se concentran…  

S: sí… ¿cómo se podrían auto regular ellos mismos? 

T5: Pues yo lo que hago es decirles “mira fulanito, le digo el nombre, a veces le digo el nombre de 

otro niño o otra niña y ellos ‘profesora no me confunda, no me confunda, que confundas, pero no 

ofendas’, es que me dicen así… No es que te estoy llamando para que me pongas cuidado, para que 

aterrices aquí que estamos en la clase, eso para que no se distorsione, para que no se haga, eso es 

prácticamente lo que, lo que, yo hago, o lo que siempre se hace como para volverlos a llamar 

S: Okay… 

T5: O les hago la anotación (l.310-325, 334-341).   

 

The excerpt above suggests practices based on the teacher reprimanding students for their lack of 

attention or concentration. If the student fails to concentrate or pay attention, this is ‘annotated’ as 

misbehaviour. Three issues emerge: first, the notion of self-regulation is absent in T5’s response; 

second, why the student does not pay attention is not only not considered but is actually annotated, 

thereby further affecting teacher-student relations, and making it harder to construct a participatory 

environment; third, and with direct implications on student voice, this may point to how a typical 

class session is conceived as, and based on, the teacher talking (and ‘explaining’, as T5 refers to it 

various times in the interview) while students are expected to listen.    

T4, on the other hand, refers to a variety of nouns to describe norms, and points to the idea 

that these norms are learnt and need to be respected. She refers to norms relating to voice; norms of 

expression; norms of communication; and norms of interaction. T4 says that these norms “have to be 

constructed” and “respected”, and it is “in the respect of these norms that democracy will come about” 
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(“y que en el respeto de estas [normas] se podrá dar la democracia”, l. 120-121). This points to a 

fundamental difference in T4’s discourse in contrast to T5’s: for T4 democracy comes about when 

these norms are respected; for T5, when students do not pay attention to the teacher in class, or when 

they violate norms, the teacher’s response is to ‘annotate’ their names. T4 conceives norms as 

mechanisms to live in harmony and norms as “helping to regulate our life” (l. 416) and to avoid the 

teacher from “reprimanding or shouting” (l. 417). Moreover, she asks students which norms they like 

and dislike, and discusses with them how these are regulated and corrected (“cómo las mesuramos y 

también de una vez digámonos como las vamos a corregir” (l. 422-423). For T5, on the other hand, 

norms become a conduit for pointing to, and annotating, student ‘misbehaviour’.       

 For T3 on the other hand, reference to norms emerges when discussing students working in 

groups. For T3, similar to T2 and T4, norms are gradually internalized or learnt. He points to the 

importance of exposing children to particular ways of working (e.g. working in groups) from early 

on so they get used to working in that way (l. 75-76). Norm internalization then, beyond regulating 

participation, is a process.   

 Participation is further complexified in my interview with T3, who asks me why participation 

is emphasized in my study. This leads me to refer to Hart’s ladder of participation, and degrees of 

participation, to which T3 openly admits that he does not know these “forms of participation”. This 

points to teachers knowing (or not knowing) how to construct participatory classroom environments 

and having (or not having) the skills and the dispositions to do so. T3 suggests that for promoting 

student participation, one would have to follow “a very defined plan and having some very clear 

concepts” (l. 384), In this line, participation does not necessarily simply emerge, but often may require 

deliberate pedagogical actions.  

 Based on the above teachers’ conceptions on student voice on one hand, and norms as 

regulators of participation in teacher practice on the other, promoting student voice in the classroom 

space proves, at the very least, complex; and points to teachers being able to frame their practices to 

promote it in more substantive manners – this despite associating participation with freedom, or as 

integral to democracy. While teachers may recognize that everyone has a voice and that therefore it 

is not something that can be “given” (Wolk, 1998, p. 186), T2, T3 and T5’s references to ‘permitting’ 

participation points to someone having to regulate it in the classroom by managing turn-taking where 

raising one’s hand becomes a norm and a sign to identify that a student wishes to intervene in 

discussion. This in turn points to class sessions mostly being teacher-led whole class-discussions 

combined with the occasional space for students to engage in group work. Students working in groups 

was mostly observed in T4’s classroom.         
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Student level and context-related variables with implications on participation  

 

Beyond deliberate pedagogy required to construct participatory classroom environments, 

other variables are also at play. In this line, three teachers explicitly refer to the notion of fear, and 

specifically student fear to participate in the classroom: T2 refers to “giving them an environment 

where they [students] can participate without fear” (l. 9); T3 talks of “many students feeling fear” of 

expressing what they think “because perhaps they think that they cannot” (l. 179-180), implicitly 

referring to the notion of self-efficacy; and T4 questions why “we are so fearful of participating” (l. 

138-139).    

 Beyond student fear to participate as an individual student-related variable, two teachers refer 

to context-related variables of a historical and cultural nature which relate to the dimension of 

participation (and overlap with the dimension of critical thinking). T4 refers to “the history we bring”, 

relating it to the Spanish colonization, which has shaped the type of ‘subject’ one is. I quote her to 

capture the essence of her ideas and make explicit how these relate to ‘voice’:    

T4: ¿Cómo soy yo como sujeto? En mi casa, en mi hogar, en mi trabajo, ese rol de sujeto pasivo que 

éramos antes con los gobiernos que hemos tenido ¿no? En las dictaduras donde nunca nos 

permitieron que la voz sea escuchada porque nos aplastaron porque limitaron con sus botas 

grandotas que te pisotean… en religión lo primero que les enseñaba es que cuando los españoles 

llegaron aquí ellos traían la biblia debajo del brazo, nosotros éramos dueños de las tierras, dijeron 

cierren los ojos que les voy a mostrar una cosa, y cuando abrimos los ojos nosotros teníamos las dos 

biblias y las tierras eran de ellos; me parece que traemos una carga emocional de historia donde 

desde nuestra fundación mi voz ha sido aplastada  (l. 475-492, words in bold mine).  

 

T4 references to dictatorships not allowing “us to have our voice heard” and “an emotional weight of 

history where from our foundation my voice has been crushed”. Similarly, T2’s discourse also makes 

historical references when pointing to “many forms of domesticating persons” (l. 127-128). She 

complements this with references to a ‘taming-for compliance’ mentality “based on what… leaders 

indicate, in all cultures and societies… and which “we have seen… historically” (l. 129-130).     

 While understanding how the historical context of colonization and manipulation relates to 

student voice at the classroom level is clearly beyond the scope of this study, T2 and T4’s discourses 

points to the fact that ‘voice’, beyond being shaped by historical influences, can take different forms: 

it can be genuine and authentic; pretended and inauthentic; manipulated and coerced; free and 

volitional; ample and all-encompassing; limited and tokenistic. Secondly, their discourses 

complement a growing body of empirical research supporting “the notion that context matters” 

(Thapa el al., 2013, p. 370).  
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In practical terms, relating to teacher practice directly (and education systems more broadly), 

the above underscores three elements: (1) bearing in consideration what students bring from their 

home environments, and more broadly from their cultural and historical environments (Levinson et 

al., 2007); (2) the importance of teachers creating a ‘safe’ classroom climate, that is, one where 

students feel “socially, emotionally and physically safe” (Cohen et al., 2009, p. 181), and are safe, 

and not fearful; (3) the idea not only of teachers knowing how to create safe climates but also 

democratic climates that promote student voice (Nanwani, 2019) - and whether they are equipped 

with the necessary skills and dispositions to create these classroom climates.   

In this line, teachers must not only ask themselves, “What is the prevailing political and social 

climate in which certain kinds of programs and policies are being promoted and developed?” 

(Levinson et al., 2007, p. 5), but also, who are my students? What different mediums of self-

expression, beyond voice and vocal statements, might they be comfortable with and which may be 

integrated as part of pedagogical practice? By asking this, teachers’ conceptions of ‘voice’ will not 

be limited to vocal utterances but will identify students’ individual ‘comfort zones’ for self-expression 

(as T4 suggests), thereby advancing a serious DCE agenda.  

      In regard to creating safe and democratic classroom climates that support student voice, T3 

describes students working in groups as a ‘peculiar’ participation that is “more open because no one 

is there to coerce them or telling them “this is right, or this is wrong”. This suggests that teacher 

practices ought to refrain from making judgments to establish ‘what is right or wrong’. Beyond what 

is right or wrong, teachers must deploy skill in framing teaching and learning sequences to avoid 

tokenistic and manipulated forms of student participation, including IRE interactional dynamics 

(Mehan, 1979) and strive towards promoting genuine and meaningful forms of participation (Hart, 

1992) that do not only have pedagogical value but that are also justified in their own right in 

cultivating DCE.  

 

The classroom from a spatial dimension perspective 

As regards the spatial dimension of the classroom, both T2 and T3 refer to their classrooms 

as inadequate physical spaces to promote student participation. Both describe their classrooms as 

small or very small. Observations confirm this, particularly in T3’s case, where class size led to 

cramped conditions. In all five classrooms observed, tables were organized in rows, where students 

had the teacher’s desk and the board in front of them.  
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How space is conceptualized, considered and organized as part of teacher practice is another 

element that is worthy of note insofar as it can (1) support or hinder student participation; (2) open 

spaces for student voice to be projected and heard more clearly; and (3) make students’ presence, and 

hence power, more visible. 

Table 36 

 

Horizontal coding: student voice 

 

MARKER 

TEACHER 

T1  T2 T3 T4 T5 

Elicitation of students’ ideas, 

opinions, perspectives, 

questions, doubts, and other. 

Limited Yes Yes Yes Very limited  

Students giving feedback to 

their classmates’ opinions and 

to the opinions of the teacher  

Not observed Yes    Yes Yes    No  

Student led work groups (and 

other techniques like student 

panels, expert groups, etc.) 

Not observed Yes No Yes (i.e. pair 

and group 

work) 

No 

Students’ active participation 

in class and out of class 

activities 

Not observed Yes in class. 

(Out of class 

not observed) 

In class yes. 

(Out of class 

not observed) 

In class yes. 

(Out of class 

not observed)  

No 

Students seeking support, 

guidance and clarification 

Not observed Not observed Yes Not observed 

(teacher did 

provide this, 

however).   

No 

Students making mistakes, and 

taking risks, in their oral and 

written production, as part of 

their learning processes 

Not observed Not observed  Yes Yes No 

Student comfort and feeling of 

security 

Potentially no Yes Yes Yes  No  

Quieter students to express 

themselves 

Not observed Yes Not observed Yes No 

An open classroom climate. No Yes Yes Yes No 
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Alignment between teacher conceptions and practices: student voice  

 

 Table 36 below shows what behavioural markers in the student voice dimension were 

observed for each teacher.  As regards participation through student voice, conceptions, reported 

practices, and observed practices of T2, T3 and T4 are aligned respectively; T1’s conceptions and 

reported practices are misaligned with his practices; T5’s conceptions, reported practices and 

observed practices are misaligned.  

 In relation to student voice, T1 and T5’s practices contrast markedly from T2, T3, and T4’s. 

The latter three teachers’ practices are supportive of promoting genuine student voice. T2’s practices, 

for example, integrate active listening, both on the part of the teacher towards students, and also 

cultivating the ability to listen actively among students. She teaches participation by modelling 

effective dialogue: she does this by not limiting effective participation to the speaking function but 

by exhibiting broader conversational competences, which are not only based on speaking but also 

listening. T2 refers to the importance of listening to students, and how students with conflicts (perhaps 

implicitly referring to the communities they live in) like to be heard. She explains how this is 

important to them “because they believe that this is a way of doing justice in some way”. T2’s 

connection between ‘listening’ and ‘doing justice’ resonates with Alderson’s (2008) idea of how 

talking and listening to children (and adults) helps them to identify what plans, problems and values 

they share and which they differ on, to be able to reach agreements, and how this connects to justice:   

“Through doing so, individuals can see the justice of respecting one another’s rights, and sometimes 

setting other people’s wishes before their own”  (p. 136).          

 Similarly, T3 refers to giving participation to students, and trying to get students to express 

their opinions and thoughts, where the teacher acts as a guide to promote dialogical interactions. In 

similar fashion, T4 refers to the teacher’s role, where the teacher tries to get all students to participate 

– not only those with more knowledge, but also those who are quieter and do not participate because 

they may not have the right answers. T4 also refers to strategies to regulate and enable the 

participation of all students: she has individual ice cream sticks with names of her students, which 

she selects randomly when she expects students to participate, to ensure that all students get a chance 

to do so. Her students are also asked what they would like to learn at the beginning of the year, and 

based on their interests, she tries to adapt the curriculum. She also refers to how she avoids saying, 

you’re wrong”, which she describes as an inhibitor to student participation. These references of all 

three teachers (i.e. T2, T3 and T4) point to teacher practices which support participative classroom 

environments. Classroom observations confirm this.  
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In contrast, T1’s conception of a freedom-based participation, and T5’s inclusion-based 

participation, are not aligned to observed practice. In T1’s case, his recurrent evangelical and 

heteronormative discourses impede an open classroom climate. Similarly, his authoritarian practices 

(e.g. coercing a student to repeat evangelical references, telling a student to learn to keep quiet) inhibit 

genuine student voice. His discourses are deliberate and part of a personal agenda, as he openly states, 

positioning him as a pastor to his students. In this line, his practices establish a way of being, coercing 

students to ‘be’ and to ‘act’ in a certain way which conforms to his agenda and his expectations. 

While having an agenda and having expectations is inevitable and positive, in this case it does not 

cultivate democratic citizenship skills and dispositions, and even less the freedom of expression and 

freedom of opinion he refers to as regards his conceptions. Thus, T1’s practices are guided by a 

‘personal’ agenda based on a self-positioning where he is “a pastor of these children”.       

T5’s case is different but similarly problematic: she refers to the idea that a democratic 

environment is one where ‘participation of all is allowed’; where everyone can contribute with ideas; 

and points to reaching common consensus. T5 also refers to norms of communication and students 

raising their hands to ask for their turn. But T5’s classroom is characterized by a chaotic climate with 

constant disruptions, where T5 calls the attention of students who are seen to be ‘misbehaving’. Their 

misbehaviour, however, is more deeply rooted than mere misbehaviour: my interpretation of what 

was observed is that students are disengaged and not interested in what, and how, they are being 

taught. Moreover, practices do not support healthy teacher-student relations where student voice is 

actively promoted: in fact, T5 calls students’ attention when students are seen talking as she ‘explains’ 

- a verb she uses recurrently throughout the interview, suggesting on one hand that her practice is 

based on ‘explaining’, and on the other that students are “merely the passive recipients of a top-down 

conduit of knowledge and values” (Haste, 2010, p. 163).   

  Based on the above, T5’s practice differs from T2, T3, and T4’s practice in that dialogical 

interaction in a participatory classroom climate is not only not promoted, but actively repressed:  

T5: a la, a que no dejan escuchar. Uno está explicando y se distraen, se distraen hablando entre ellos 

mismos, o haciendo otra cosa, porque cuando uno los ve, que ellos de pronto están escribiendo o 

algo, uno a veces no les llama la atención. Uno llama la atención es cuando dos están hablando, o 

tres, o que alguien empieza a explicar. Entonces allí es cuando uno les tiene que subir el tono de voz 

(l. 518-525).  

T5 represses student voice by ‘elevating’ her tone of voice, and based on observations, by shouting. 

These elements converge in an almost vicious circle: the more T5 reprimands students, the more they 

seem to ‘misbehave’, resulting in a classroom environment that is not supportive of student 

participation.   
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  Beyond alignment and misalignment between conceptions, reported and observed practices, 

what is also worthy of note is how teachers understand student participation and specifically the 

notion of ‘voice’. Is voice limited to vocal or spoken utterances, or is the listening function also 

modelled by teachers themselves and cultivated among students? Are students regarded as “passive 

recipients of a top-down conduit of knowledge and values’’ (Haste, 2010, p. 163), where the teacher 

plays the role of ‘explainor’? Must students forcefully listen when the teacher speaks, irrespective of 

whether they are (or are not) interested in the input the teacher provides? How do teachers promote 

the voice of those students who are quieter? How do they promote the voice of those students who 

fear speaking, or who are shy by nature? How do they promote the voice of students when they come 

from home environments with ‘less cultural capital’, ‘greater cultural poverty’ and ‘poverty of 

language’? (T2 refers to “menor capital cultural”, “mayor pobreza cultural”, and “pobreza de 

lenguaje”). Might students not participate and assert their voice because they do not have the 

necessary language to do so?  

Moreover, are teachers instinctively programmed to give voice to those students who tend to 

have the right answers (as T4 refers to), as a way of validating their own teaching practice, or is 

participation and student voice accordingly distributed? How do teachers support students whose 

vocal utterances may be incoherent? Do they ‘work with’ and tackle these incoherencies, supporting 

and nurturing student voice to acquire greater coherence while they validate students’ own voices? 

What do teachers do, what can they do, and what ought to be done, with students who may not 

participate vocally, but may be engaged with what is being taught, and may be ‘participating with 

themselves’ through an internal dialogue?   

The questions above – particularly those referring to students who may fear speaking or who    

come from home environments with ‘less cultural capital’, ‘greater cultural poverty’ and ‘poverty of 

language’ – are not minor questions in a DCE framework: referring to curricula, syllabi and modes 

of assessment, “most formal educational systems are heavily biased towards students with (written) 

linguistic and logical-mathematical capabilities, with the priority being given to one or the other 

varying cross-culturally” (Gardner 1983, 1993, 1999 in Lynch & Baker, 2005, p. 10). Lynch & Baker 

add that “Linguistic capabilities in particular are differently developed across classes because of 

differences in culture, lifestyle, work and opportunity” (p. 10). This points to three issues: (1) teacher 

awareness on how context-related variables in marginal contexts with fragile social fabrics may play 

out and intersect across students’ learning of skills and dispositions; (2) how these variables may 

influence students’ own sense of self-efficacy to voice their thoughts, ideas and other, and (3) the 

importance of contextually situated teacher practice regarding promoting student voice, and ensuring 
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that students’ possible ‘poverty of language’ does not interfere in the process. These three issues are 

of crucial importance to advance DCE in general, and specifically in contexts of marginality.     

In this line, T4 refers to individual “students' comfort zone”, where voice is conceptualized 

beyond vocal expressions: she refers to writing, drawing, theatre, literature, and film as forms of 

expression. T2 also refers to asking students to think of a conflict they had and how it was resolved. 

In this process, she asks them to describe it, “or if they wish to make a drawing, and to then say what 

emotions were involved in the conflict” (l. 557-559). In both T2’s and T4’s cases voice is 

conceptualized beyond vocal expression, which is intentional or unintentionally inclusive: it 

acknowledges students’ comfort zones and preferences in expressing their thoughts, not limiting it to 

vocal expression.    

Based on the above, T2, T3 and T4’s practices differ from T1 and T5’s as regards constructing 

participatory classroom environments where student voice is effectively promoted. In contrast to T5 

and to a lesser degree to T1, T2, T3 and T4’s conceptions and practices indicate communication that 

promotes genuine dialogical interactions. In this regard, the communication they model is not limited 

to the speaking function, but to a broader notion of communicative and conversational competence: 

one where speaking is not necessarily the ‘active’ aspect of communication while listening is the 

more passive aspect, but where communication largely rests on the act of listening; where it is the 

listening act (and not the speaking act) which confers meaning to what is said (Echeverría, 1996).  

  The fact that T2, T3 and T4 attempt to integrate dialogical interactions where student voice 

is promoted is not a minor point, particularly when in educational contexts the speaking function is 

usually expected to be performed by the teacher. This limits classroom possibilities as regards student 

voice and their capacity of action, which depend on listening and speaking (Echerverría, 1996) as 

constitutive of a broader notion of the communicative act. In this line, all three teachers promote a 

classroom climate where shared meaning (i.e. meanings and senses) is constructed and where the 

possibility of joint courses of action exists. 

Whatever student voice may be, it is complex in itself. Beyond its complexity, it is worth 

noting that student voice has emerged as the single term in educational research which encompasses 

a spectrum of initiatives advocating for the redefinition of the role of students in research and 

educational change (Bahou, 2011). A redefinition of the role of students, irrespective of how it is 

conceived, inevitably calls on a redefinition on the role of teachers. A number of questions emerge in 

thinking how the role of teachers can be, and ought to be, redefined: for example, how much teacher 

talk time versus student talk time is adequate? Should teachers prioritize spaces for student voice, or 
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should they prioritize spaces to cultivate listening? Is there a ‘right’ balance between speaking and 

listening, and if so, what is it within a broader notion of communicative and conversational 

competence? If student voice “is located within a complex web of school structures and cultures that 

are shaped by policymakers, school leaders, teachers, researchers and students themselves” (Bahou, 

2011, p. 2-3), how can, and should, teachers go about cultivating student voice in their classrooms? 

How might teachers reconcile, for example, the assessment-driven nature of the education system 

where they are pressured to cover specific content, and content which may be more engaging for 

students and on which they may have more to say on? How might teachers redefine their role through 

a democratic approach that prioritizes student voice versus a result-oriented, attainment approach in 

learning? 

While the above questions do not have clear cut answers, and will be dependent on each 

classroom microcosm, research points to the importance of students having a say on issues relating 

to what happens in the classroom (e.g. how they learn, when they learn, where they learn) (MacBeath, 

1999). What emerges from data, however, is teacher practice that (despite conceptually valuing 

student voice) is mostly tokenistic: while young people appear to be given a voice, they have little or 

no choice about what they learn, when they learn, where they learn and how they learn. This 

essentially reflects adultism. 

Moreover, in its most conservative form, Bahou (2011) notes that voice denotes having a say 

when asked, but with no guarantee of a necessary response; in its most radical form it calls for “a 

cultural shift that opens up spaces and minds not only to the sound but also to the presence and power 

of students” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p 363, in Bahou, 2011, p. 3). In this line, the classrooms observed 

generally denoted conservative forms of student participation: the sound of student voice was present, 

denoting more or less effective effective teacher practices. For example, in T1’s classroom, student 

voice was less genuine and more coerced; in T2, T3 and T4’s classrooms it was more effectively 

present, directed to learning, and manifesting thought processes of a critical nature; in T5’s classroom 

the ‘sound’ of student voice was present, but it was hardly directed to learning. This was the case in 

a classroom where a minority of students behaved in ways that led to constant disruptions, indicating 

disengagement from the learning process and weak relations with the teacher. This had a negative 

influence on the rest of the class, who sat silently, and hence whose voices were not heard and whose 

learning process was aborted as a result.  

The five classrooms observed reflect the practices of five 5th grade teachers, and hence five 

distinct social microcosms. In some of these microcosms student voice was more effectively 

promoted, irrespectively of whether the teacher’s practice was consciously intended to advance a 
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DCE agenda or not. In this line, all five teachers, each in their own ways, could benefit from 

purposefully and intentionally advancing practices that recognize student voice as having “a 

legitimate perspective, presence and active role” (Cook-Sather, 2006 in Bahou, 2011, p. 2). 

 
Student decision-making  

 
 This section accounts for the similarities and differences in the five teachers’ conceptions, 

reported practices and observed practices regarding student decision-making. I first focus on teacher 

conceptions and practices relating to student decision-making. Second, I focus on elements which 

have implications on promoting a broader conception of participation. This includes challenges 

teachers confront to adopt and implement more democratic practices in their respective classrooms. 

Third, I focus on observed practices, which denote very limited student decision-making. Finally, I 

discuss alignment and misalignment between teacher conceptions and practices relating to student 

decision-making. 

 

Teacher conceptions and practices: student decision-making  

 

At the level of conceptions, four of the five teachers (i.e. T1, T2, T4, T5) do not refer to 

student decision-making in any way when asked what they understand by a democratic environment. 

T1 associates a democratic environment with the notion of freedom, while T2, T3, T4 and T5 

associate it with the idea of participation. Within this association with ‘participation’, T3, T4 and T5 

refer explicitly to student voice in different ways: T3 refers to ‘taking one’s turn and contributing 

with ideas’; T4 refers to ‘having the opportunity to give opinions’; T5 refers to ‘giving ideas.’ But 

what distinctively emerges from the data is that the idea of student decision-making at the conceptual 

level as regards a ‘democratic environment’ in the discourse of all teachers, except T3’s, is absent. In 

the case of T3, he suggests the idea of shared teacher-student leadership by referring to ‘sharing the 

reins or the baton’, but even in this case it is not clear if this shared leadership integrates spaces for 

student decision-making or is limited to student voice.  

 If, as Bahou (2011) states, a cultural shift is required “that opens up spaces and minds not 

only to the sound but also to the presence and power of students” (p. 3), then student decision-making 

would need to be an integral (and not auxiliary) component of a more comprehensive conception of 

participation. While this for Bahou (2011) would equate to voice in its most radical form, for Hart 

(1992) participation is the very “process of sharing decisions which affect one’s life and the life of 

the community in which one lives” (p. 5). Moreover, “It is the means by which a democracy is built 

and it is a standard against which democracies should be measured. Participation is the fundamental 



209 
 

right of citizenship” (Ibid). What does Hart’s conception of participation have to do with DCE and 

teacher practice at the classroom level? Hart (1992) explains this as follows:  

“It is unrealistic to expect them suddenly to become responsible, participating adult citizens at the 

age of 16, 18, or 21 without prior exposure to the skills and responsibilities involved. An 

understanding of democratic participation and the confidence and competence to participate can 

only be acquired gradually through practice; it cannot be taught as an abstraction” (p. 5). 

 

The above clearly points to the centrality of a democratic classroom climate in a DCE framework.   

  

 

Promoting a broader conception of participation through more democratic teacher practices 

 

Based on the above, teacher practice must provide participatory spaces not limited to student 

voice but also integrating student decision-making. As Allen and Light (2015) note, having ‘voice’ 

does not necessarily mean having ‘influence’. That a broader conception of participation integrates 

both student voice and decision-making is straightforward and easily understandable. However, how 

this process comes about and can be cultivated in educational settings in daily classroom life is not 

as straightforward, easily understandable, operationalized, or even desired in certain contexts. Two 

initial concerns emerge from the onset: first, are teachers equipped with negotiating skills and 

dispositions to open, and share, spaces for decision-making with students? Second, assuming that 

they are equipped with these negotiating skills and dispositions, on what areas might spaces be opened 

for student decision-making?  

The space for students to take decisions in regard to curricula, for example, is presumably not 

possible for T1 because of a pre-established institutional study plan. Similarly, for T5 students do not 

take decisions regarding curricula given a pre-set ministry curriculum. For T2, who feels pressured 

to cover the themes outlined in the study plan, there is no space for student decision-making. These 

accounts by T1, T2 and T5 imply restricted negotiation and shared decision-making with students, 

resembling the situation of teachers in Britain described by Wrigley (2003): “…teachers in Britain 

have become so accustomed to every detail of the curriculum being decided from above that the idea 

of negotiation sounds almost revolutionary” (p. 134). 

Despite curricular decisions already taken at the ministry level, the question remains: can 

teachers adapt curricula to account for students’ interests by opening spaces for negotiation and shared 

decision-making? The short answer is yes: in contrast to T1, T2, and T5, T4 says that she asks students 

what they wish to learn at the beginning of the year, subsequently integrating these interests in the 

established study plan. In this sense, students take decisions indirectly insofar as their say leads to an 

adapted study plan which integrates their interests.  
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Similarly, when asked what challenges exist to promote student decision-making, T1 suggests 

that teachers could indeed promote spaces for student decision-making by exercising teacher 

autonomy by adapting study programmes to account for students’ interest – this despite pre-set 

curricula. As T1 states, allowing for student decision-making would provide a ‘bridge’ (what T1 

refers to as ‘vínculo’) to address what students want to learn. Moreover, serious consideration on 

opening spaces for student decision-making could address student disengagement – something that is 

starkly manifested, for example, in T5’s classroom.  

 In T2’s case – who says that “perhaps I am not so democratic in this regard” – does accede 

to a few students who want to decorate the classroom for Halloween. This is promotive of student 

agency while developing a sense of spatial belonging of the classroom. T3 and T5, on the other hand, 

refer to the school government as a space where students can choose their representatives, which is a 

potential form of decision-making. In this line, referring to students’ political agency, T3 says that 

students should be clear that they are political subjects from a very young age insofar as they can 

elect school government organs. T5 also refers to voting, which is another form of decision-making. 

While the school government pertains to a school-wide aspect, it overlaps with the classroom level 

insofar as teachers can support students in taking decisions (e.g. the proposals they wish to advance 

in the school).  

  While student decision-making may happen at very specific moments in the year (e.g. co-

construction of norms at the beginning of the year, which is a specific feature of Classrooms in Peace 

that happens then), table 37 shows that none of the teachers encouraged it as pertains to the markers 

in the decision-making dimension. This said, giving students opportunities to make decisions 

regarding classroom activities, or encouraging them to make decisions regarding how they learn (e.g. 

making a presentation, doing a group project), could happen at any time as part of teaching and 

learning sequences. This suggests that classrooms are hardly democratic spaces: while student 

participation does ‘allow’ for student voice, student decision-making is either (a) not in teachers’ 

radar, or (b) restricted due to a pre-established study plan which teachers are pressured to cover, or 

(c) restricted because teachers are not democratic enough.    

In line with student decision-making being restricted due to teachers not being democratic 

(or democratic enough), for T3 student decision making is hardly present because on one hand, both 

schools and teachers are ‘traditional’, and on the other hand students in primary level are unprepared 

for participation involving decision-making. In fact, for T3 “in primary that position of being a little 
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more democratic should be a little bit limited” (l. 142-143). He argues this by saying that, if given 

options, students will always choose (i.e. decide) the options involving play, and not study 12.   

 Even in the scenario of student governments where students make decisions by choosing and 

voting for their student representatives, it is not clear if democracy is conceived as formalistic, or 

participatory, within the broader school structure. While this is beyond the scope of the study, it is 

worth noting that if democracy plays out as formalistic within the student government arrangement 

(albeit with teachers at the classroom level who presumably guide students in the electoral process, 

as T5 reports doing), then student elections would be a simulation of what happens in representative 

democracies; and not “something larger, namely a possibility for building school order collectively 

and for creating both a participatory school government and an educational community cemented by 

common ends and perspectives” (Rueda, 1999, p. 149). Irrespective of how student governments play 

out at the school level, teachers at the classroom level could support student decision-making in this 

wider arrangement, while promoting closer teacher-student relations based on “democratic relations” 

- which for T4 is a constitutive element of a democratic classroom environment.   

While teachers could integrate student decision-making, as T1 suggests, observations indicate 

that it is hardly promoted at the classroom level – this despite the fact that many social studies and 

civic educators point to “the importance of a classroom process that emphasizes opportunities for 

active participation in an open and respectful climate” (Torney-Purta &Amadeo, 2004) within a 

broader democratic school climate which affords students opportunities to make decisions within the 

school structure (Torney-Purta, Hahn, & Amadeo, 2001; Hahn, 1998). Oser, Althof and Higgins-

D’Alessandro (2008, in Haste, 2017) report how school government affords opportunities for civic 

voice. While may be true, it is hardly sufficient: participation is limited to student representatives 

representing the wider student body, while the latter’s role is limited to voting. In this line, student 

decision making can, and should, also be cultivated in the classroom, pertaining to different areas: 

decisions on what they wish to learn, and how they wish to learn; decisions on the physical space of  

the classroom, including spatial organization; decisions relating to construction, application, and 

violation of norms; decisions on how they are evaluated, among other aspects.    

While the above is clear enough, a number of questions remain: are teachers willing to open 

spaces for student decision-making to construct more democratic classrooms, and if so, to what 

degree? Are more democratic classrooms possible within a school structure that, “despite trying to 

modernize itself, remains ‘traditional’, and with teachers who, despite wanting to ‘update’ 

 
12 This raises the question whether study and play can be combined, which is not explored in the study.    
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themselves, “remain traditional, especially in primary”, as T3 points to? Are they willing to promote 

genuine student decision-making, or do they consider this an assault of some sort on the power they 

hold? How can teacher conceptions and practice be developed so as to alter the idea that “from an 

early age, children learn that they have no right to choose”? (Wrigley, 2003, p. 134) 

Supporting a broader notion of participation which is not limited to student voice but 

integrative of student decision-making is not only possible but necessary, if a serious democratic 

citizenship education agenda is to be advanced. Giving students voice but not allowing them to 

participate in decision-making processes could lead to a problem of perceived hypocrisy (Covell and 

Howe, 2001, Deuchar, 2005, in Maitles & Deuchar, 2006). While being heard is important, being 

responsive to what students say and acting upon their views when appropriate is necessary in a serious 

DCE agenda. This suggests “that pupils need to have a genuine say in matters relating to learning and 

teaching within each and every classroom, as a means of involving them in the full democratic 

process” (Maitles & Deuchar, 2006, p. 251).  

 In this line, the classrooms and teacher practices studied, each representing a unique social 

microcosm, could all be further refined. This would entail a cultural shift that opens up spaces, not 

only to students’ voices in purposeful ways, but also to their presence and power through spaces 

promotive of decision-making in a substantive manner. This in turn requires teacher practices 

implemented creatively and democratically, despite education systems with pre-established study 

programmes and traditional school structures.       

 

Alignment between teacher conceptions and practices: student decision-making  

 
Table 37 

 

Horizontal coding student decision-making 

 

MARKER 

TEACHER 

T1 T2 T3 T4 T5 

Gives students opportunities to make decisions regarding 

classroom activities and classroom related issues in general 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed  

Not 

observed 

 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions 

regarding what topics are learnt in class 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed  

Not 

observed 

 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions 

regarding how they learn (e.g. making a presentation, 

writing on a topic, doing a group project, etc.).  

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

The teacher encourages students to make decisions 

regarding how they are graded 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 

 

Not 

observed 
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  T1, T2 and T5’s conceptions, reported practices and observed practices are aligned: 

conceptually, decision-making is absent from their description of a democratic environment, and they 

state that students do not take decisions as regards curricular issues. This largely coheres with 

classroom observations not manifesting spaces for any substantive student decision-making. (The 

exception would be T2 letting a few students decorate the classroom for Halloween, which hardly 

reflects substantive student decision-making being promoted).  

 In T3’s case, where there is no data on reported practices, conceptions and observed practices 

would seem to be misaligned: despite conceptually understanding a democratic environment as one 

where teacher and students share the reins or the baton, observations did not manifest this.  

In the case of T4, where there is no data on conceptions, alignment between reported and 

observed practices cannot be confirmed: T4 refers to giving students the opportunity to have a say as 

regards what they want to study at the beginning of the year, and then integrating their preferences. 

This would be a way of promoting student decision-making, albeit indirectly, insofar as students’ 

thematic interests would shape the study plan. Given that no observations were carried out at the 

beginning of year, this process cannot be confirmed for any teacher.  

 

 

Equality of respect and recognition 

 
 This section accounts for similarities and differences relating to the five teachers’ 

conceptions, reported practices and observed practices regarding equality of power 13. My discussion 

centres on how equality of respect and recognition, while intersecting through all other dimensions 

in this study, is a dimension itself. Based on the behavioural markers, I focus on how teachers display 

respect or disrespect, and how they recognize (or fail to recognize) students as unique, and active 

subjects. Finally, I discuss alignment and misalignment between teacher conceptions and practices 

relating to equality of power.  

Equality of respect and recognition points to teacher practices that respect and recognize 

diversity based on the principle of inclusion (Lynch & Baker, 2005). It also implicitly suggests 

practices that are empowering based on a capacity-based (versus a deficit-based) perspective of 

children: while children are at different stages of development and have less knowledge and 

 
13 No data is available on T1’s conceptions and reported practices; on T2’s conceptions; and on T4’s reported 

practices. In T1’s case, the interview was much shorter due to his time restrictions. As for T2’s conceptions 

and T4’s reported practices, these did not emerge in the interviews because they did not explicitly talk about 

them in relation to equality of respect and recognition. 
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experience than adults, their development is encouraged not by accentuating these ‘limitations’ but 

by building on their capacities. These practices support citizenship models which are inclusive of 

children, emphasizing connectedness, interdependence and community (Roche, 1999; Cockburn, 

1998 in Devine, 2002), and more importantly, challenge assumptions regarding children’s inability 

to be actors in their own right. 

 This said, the notion of respect and recognition intersects through all the other dimensions: 

student voice; student decision-making; equality of power; and critical thinking. To the degree that 

teachers provide opportunities for students’ voices to be heard, and opportunities for students to make 

decisions relating to their own learning in the classroom, they are potentially respecting and 

recognizing them as active subjects with these capacities. Similarly, to the degree that teachers 

manage power relations effectively with students, and do not deploy power in authoritarian ways, 

they respect and recognize students as subjects with whom power can be shared, and subjects who 

have power themselves which can be employed in their interactions with teacher and peers alike.  

In similar fashion, to the degree that teachers provide opportunities for students to think 

critically, they are respecting and recognizing them as subjects whose critical thinking skills and 

dispositions can be cultivated. If teachers think of them as “very limited” in terms of being able to 

think critically, as is the case of T5 for example, they are not respecting and recognizing them as 

subjects who already have (and can further cultivate and refine) critical thinking skills and 

dispositions. Beyond teachers cultivating equality of respect and recognition through the promotion 

of the other four dimensions, they would also be treating and interacting with their students not as 

future citizens ‘in the making’ but as citizens in their own right 14. 

While it intersects through all four dimensions, equality of respect and recognition is a 

dimension in itself, and hence has specific behavioural markers (table 38). This includes not 

displaying teasing of a harmful nature; bullying; humiliation and sarcasm; exclusionary behaviour; 

inflammatory, discriminatory, or derogatory language or behaviour; irritability; anger; harsh voice; 

 
14 This contrasts from animal rights’ campaigns that describe animals as “citizens with four legs” (Instituto 

Distrital de Protección y Bienestar Animal, Alcaldía de Bogotá) which intend to sensitize societies to treat 

animals with dignity. It is not far-fetched and only reasonable to treat children as citizens in their own right. 

Countries like Colombia which have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child are legally bound to 

guarantee their rights. Respecting and recognizing children as citizens in their own right is not only necessary 

but a foundational step towards more democratic (and safer) schools and communities. This is particularly 

important in contexts where children have not only been subject to different forms of violence but also have 

not been treated with dignity and respect. This calls for DCE that advances equality of respect and recognition 

in the classroom. 
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physical aggression; not displaying discriminatory behaviour towards students based on gender, race, 

income group, appearance, ethnicity, religion, or political orientation.  

Similarly, respect and recognition are manifested (1) through behaviours which acknowledge 

and value students and their ideas, irrespective of whether they are children in primary classrooms, 

and who are at different developmental stages, influenced by their home environments and genetic 

qualities; (2) by addressing students by their names, or addressing them through terms of endearment 

(e.g. “mis amores”, “papi”, “mami”, as is the case of T4) denoting respect. 

 

Teacher conceptions and practices:  equality of respect and recognition 

 

 Table 38 indicates what behavioural markers were observed for each teacher in the equality 

of respect and recognition dimension. In T1’s case, his interactions were both respectful at times, and 

disrespectful at other times: he would listen to, and value, students’ ideas and contributions, as 

observed in session 5, but could also refer to a student as “I am a poor sinner… whom not even my 

teacher likes”. Beyond this, while T1’s behaviour was not explicitly disrespectful in most sessions 

observed, it was disrespectful insofar as sexual diversity was not respected; or religious diversity was 

not addressed, focusing on the “Christian truth”. As regards sexual diversity, T1’s discourse explicitly 

conformed to heteronormative standards.    

  In relation to T1 not valuing diversity, Lynch & Baker (2005) indicate that “If students and 

teachers are to learn to respect and recognize diversity, they need to experience it; they need to live 

with differences, rather than merely learning about them in the abstract” (p. 23). Internalizing respect 

does not only require effective pedagogical practice that develops a critical and empathetic 

perspective (Adams et al., 1997, in Lynch & Baker, 2005), but also deals with diversity daily (Lynch 

& Baker, 2005).      

While one could argue that T1’s values and belief systems are respectful in their own right 

(insofar as they are his values and belief systems), it is also clear that his pedagogical practices do not 

cultivate the kind of critical thinking and inclusive ethical perspective that underpins respect for 

differences (Adams et al., 1997, in Lynch & Baker, 2005). T1’s heteronormative and evangelical 

discourses reflect a closed-mindedness that does not celebrate diversity. Research on effective 

pedagogical practices indicates that education can play an important role in precisely cultivating these 

elements: Lynch & Baker (2005) claim that in many societies, schools “are the only places where 

such learning can safely take place, although this is sometimes impossible due to severe hostility, 

conflict or separation between groups” (p. 23).   
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T1’s conceptions and practices support empirical evidence pointing to a presumption of 

heterosexuality underpinning practices in many countries (Lynch & Baker, 2005). Gays, lesbians, 

bisexuals or transexuals experience deep forms of non-recognition in schools (Cole 2000; Epstein 

and Johnson 1994, Lynch and Lodge, 2002, O’Carroll and Szalacha 2000, in Lynch & Baker, 2005), 

having to ‘pass’ as heterosexual. This exacerbates personal and social trauma that goes with living a 

lie (Goffman 1968). This is worthy of note insofar as 5th graders, as pre-adolescents, will develop 

their sexuality in their subsequent adolescence; and may have siblings or friends who may not be 

heterosexual; or may have parents who either share, or do not share, T1’s values and belief systems. 

These circumstances may not only create confusion, but more importantly, may lead students to not 

cultivating equality of respect and recognition towards those who may not conform to 

heteronormative standards – perpetuating a schooling system which serves dominant social 

institutions that Arnstine (1995 in Maitles & Deuchar, 2006) describes as hierarchical, authoritarian, 

unequal, competitive, racist, sexist and homophobic.   

In marked contrast to T1, the conceptions and practices of T2, T3 and T4 largely promote 

equality of respect and recognition.  In T2’s case, a number of elements suggest that she cultivates 

equality of respect and recognition: (1) she tells her students not to attack persons but to attack ideas, 

while detaching themselves from ideas (l. 83-87); (2) she says that dialogue and negotiation are 

democratic skills she instils in her students (l. 103); (3) in mediating a conflict, she refers to a girl as 

‘a lady’ and to a boy as ‘trying to be a gentleman’, both of which despite being different, are forms 

of positive recognition; (4) she tells students to consider the interests of the other, and suggests not 

stepping on these; (5) she sensitizes students to others’ feelings, and on not inflicting pain on others, 

by asking, “would you like someone to do that to you?” (l. 473-474); (6) she says that she instils in 

students respect towards norms, towards adults, and towards each other; (7) through her reflection-

based discipline management approach; and (8) she says that she wants to show students that 

aggression breeds more aggression and violence, and that these are ordinary and uncivilized ways of 

working things out. All these denote practices that promote equality of respect and recognition.  

Similarly, in the case of T3, various elements suggest conceptions and practices that promote 

equality of respect and recognition: (1) he claims that "inequality is not in my head"; (2) he is 

understanding of his students and their adverse contexts, as is the case when he refers to a student 

with many problems and for whom the world is a sewer; (3) he admits that he is deeply affected by 

situations such as students not having food to eat; (4) through his restorative discipline management 

approach; (5) in regard to a student with many problems, he says that he is in the dichotomy of neither 

being too  flexible or too strict with her; (6) he reports how he separately talks to the mother of this 
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student, so that there are “minimal conditions of respect between them” (l. 337); and (7) he says that 

he converses and dialogues with students so they understand that there is no need to reach sanctions. 

Moreover, observed practices indicate that T3 treated, talked and listened to students in a respectful 

manner. As regards recognition towards students, perhaps this was best illustrated through T3’s 

awareness of the marginal context his students live in, and his capacity to put himself in their shoes 

(e.g. seeing the world as a sewer, from his student’s perspective).   

Similarly to T2 and T3, T4’s conceptions and practices also promote equality of respect and 

recognition: (1) she believes that the ideas of others may also be valid and ought to be respected;  

valid; (2) she refers to achieving some sort of common ground between one’s ideas and the ideas of 

others to avoid polarization; (3) she recognizes that education ought to form active and autonomous 

subjects by sensitizing students to the idea that they are an “active part of all those environments 

where they interact” (line 495); (4) she cultivates active and autonomous subjects as illustrated  by 

her “I don’t control your bladder” response to students asking for her permission to go to the 

bathroom; (5) she speaks to, and listens to, students in a respectful manner; (6) she addresses students 

either by name, surname or through terms of endearment and affection, contributing to a respectful  

classroom climate; (7) she shows respect when she formulates questions and gives students time to 

think and respond (something that I personally, sometimes fail to do with my own students);  (8) by 

not displaying gender preference; (9) through her reflection-based discipline management approach. 

Moreover, T4 says that she tries to be more horizontal and develop more humanized relations. While 

this overlaps with the equality of power dimension, it suggests relations based on respect and 

recognition.  

In this line, T2, T3 and T4’s conceptions and practices alike, promoted equality of respect 

and recognition in important ways. In respecting and recognizing students, all three teachers acted as 

positive socialization agents setting positive examples through their interactions with students. This 

is not minor insofar as respect is perhaps most effectively taught and cultivated implicitly by setting 

a positive example and by one being respectful: “children who feel respected are likely to respect 

others and to follow positive examples set by adults and other children” (Alderson, 2008, p. 137). 

Moreover, all three teachers’ practices, insofar as they were inclusive, were contrary to practices of 

denial and depreciation which indicate disrespect.  

In marked contrast, a number of elements suggest that T5’s conceptions and practices do not 

promote equality of respect and recognition: (1) describing students as having a short attention span, 

being hyperactive, undisciplined, and saying that they “are not logical, they do not think” (l. 85-86), 

is part of her blaming discourse; (2) confusing students’ names; (3) shouting at students; (4) 
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reprimanding them repeatedly and annotating their ‘bad behaviour’, as part of her punitive discipline 

management approach, and part of how discipline management is “seen here” (l. 241); (5) saying that 

“respect one promotes it because one is constantly talking to them [students] about respect” (l. 574-

575), but not actually displaying respect towards students. While T5’s discourse suggests awareness 

of students’ marginality and adverse home environments – which is a form of recognition in itself - 

her practices point to ineffective classroom management failing to cultivate equality of respect and 

recognition.   

Alignment between teacher conceptions and practices: equality of respect and recognition 

 
Table 38 

 

Horizontal coding: equality of respect and recognition 

 

MARKER 

TEACHER 

T1  T2 T3 T4 T5 

The teacher is 

respectful to students 

 

Yes and no Yes  Yes  Yes  Usually no  

The teacher talks to 

students in a 

respectful manner 

 

Yes and no Yes  Yes  Yes  Usually no 

The teacher listens to 

students and their 

ideas in a respectful 

way 

 

Yes and no Yes  Yes  Yes  There is an 

attempt, but 

dialogue hardly 

present 

The teacher does not 

display disrespectful 

and/or discriminatory 

behaviour towards 

students in any way 

(e.g. gender, race, 

income group, 

appearance, ethnicity, 

religion, political 

orientation, etc.)  

Not explicit 

disrespect but 

diversity (e.g. 

sexual, 

religious) not 

respected. 

No disrespectful 

or 

discriminatory   

Behaviour 

No disrespectful 

or 

discriminatory   

behaviour 

No 

disrespect

ful or 

discrimina

tory   

behaviour 

No 

discriminatory 

behaviour. 

Disrespectful 

behaviour yes. 

The teacher treats 

boys and girls 

equally, not 

displaying gender 

preference 

 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

The teacher addresses 

students by their name 

 

No for the most 

part 

Yes Yes Yes On occasion  

Teacher practices do 

NOT 

encourage/display the 

following: teasing; 

bullying; humiliation 

and sarcasm; 

exclusionary 

behaviour; 

Irritability yes Not encouraged Not encouraged No High level of 

irritability, 

anger and harsh 

voice. Possible 

attempt at 

physical 

aggression on 

one occasion.   
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inflammatory, 

discriminatory, or 

derogatory language 

or behaviour; 

irritability; anger; 

harsh voice; physical 

aggression 

 

   

 Based on the above, given no data on conceptions and reported practices for T1, no alignment 

can be established. As regards T2 (for whom there is no data on conceptions specific to the notion of 

respect and recognition), reported practices are aligned to observed practices: T2’s notion of control 

with affection came through recurrently in classroom observations, resulting in respectful interactions 

with students. T3’s case is similar to T2’s, with alignment between conceptions, reported and 

observed practices. His sensitivity and understanding towards students also resulted in respectful 

interactions with them. Similarly, there is alignment between conceptions and observed practices of 

T4 (for whom there is no data on reported practices specific to the notion of respect and recognition). 

Her references on respecting the ideas of others, finding common ground between one’s ideas and 

the ideas of others, and recognizing that others’ ideas may also be valid, all suggest a firm 

appropriation of respect and recognition, both in theory and in practice. Her idea of the function of 

education as a process or medium to “take people out of that passivity” (l. 467-468) is aligned with 

practices that respect and recognize students as active subjects with a voice and with thoughts. In this 

regard, T4’s conceptions and practices most pointedly promote equality of respect and recognition.  

  T5’s case contrasts from those of the other four teachers: her conceptions are misaligned with 

her reported and observed practices. She reports that she cultivates respect by talking to students 

about respect. However, observations indicated disrespect towards students. As regards the notion of 

recognition, the way T5 described students’ home (and street) environments, pointing to family 

dysfunctionality and marginality, suggests awareness of their condition. However, this awareness 

does not translate in practices which cultivate equality of respect and recognition. On the contrary, 

her punitive discipline management approach, based on ‘applying a corrective’, suggests a 

pathologisation of students: the notion that if the ‘problem’ is in children, then the solution is to ‘fix’ 

these children through the application of ‘correctives’. This not only suggests disrespect but also fails 

to recognize that the problem may actually be in how one interacts with them, or with the school 

structure itself. In this line, T5’s practices do not recognize students’ inherent capacities (e.g. she 

refers to them as “very limited’ in terms of developing critical thinking capacity), and fails to address 

students’ weaknesses, which may be inherent, context-related, or in all likelihood both.   



220 
 

 Finally, T1 and T5’s cases would confirm that “One of the main inequalities that many groups 

experience in education is lack of respect and recognition” (Lynch & Baker, 2005, p. 17). These 

status-related inequalities relate to age, sexuality, religious beliefs, disability, language, gender, class, 

race or ethnicity (Lynch & Baker, 2005). In T1 case, these status-related inequalities relate 

particularly to sexuality and religious beliefs while in T5’s case they relate to inherent characteristics 

students are associated with (i.e. hyperactivity, lack of discipline, short attention span, illogical), 

which seems in turn to be associated to age and their home and street contexts. This points to the 

urgency of cultivating DCE and “teaching democracy democratically” (Worsfeld, 1997, p. 395) 

through equality of respect and recognition. T2, T3 and T4’s cases confirm that it is possible.    

 
Equality of power  

 

 This section accounts for similarities and differences relating to the five teachers’ 

conceptions, reported practices and observed practices regarding equality of power. My discussion 

centres on two themes which are prevalent in my interviews with teachers, and which manifest 

themselves throughout the classroom sessions observed: (1) power and authority, and (2) discipline 

management. While power and authority specifically are rooted in the symbolic realm, they are made 

evident through what teachers say, and what they do, particularly as regards discipline management 

at the classroom level. For Epp and Watkinson (1996), “power is increasingly regarded as a series of 

relations that may not be readily observable, but are of profound egalitarian importance nonetheless” 

(in Lynch & Baker, 2005, p.25). Moreover, the importance of both themes derives from the idea that 

how teachers conceive of power and authority, and discipline management generally - and how these 

conceptions inform their practice when they do - is at the core of the need to democratize educational 

relations broadly, and teacher-student relations specifically. Finally, I discuss alignment and 

misalignment between teacher conceptions and practices relating to equality of power.  

  

Power and Authority  

 

 A central element within the notion of equality of power is authority: inequalities of power 

occur in the exercise of educational authority (Lynch & Baker, 2005; Esteban, 2015). This includes 

how teachers conceive authority generally; how they conceive their own authority in the classroom 

specifically; how they deploy or make use of the power they hold through their authority; how they 

reconcile the tensions between ensuring orderly classrooms conducive to learning on one hand, and 

caring classrooms based on respecting students and recognizing their identities and agency. Within 

these sub-elements, conceptions and practices converge and in some cases are aligned in different 
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degrees, while in others they are misaligned and contradict each other. In both circumstances, 

teachers’ practices reflect whether they succeed or fail in managing their authority effectively and 

assertively, and ultimately constructing, or failing to construct, democratic classroom climates.  

In this line, a number of issues are raised through the dimension of equality of power: is 

power conceived as something one has, or is it something that comes about and is a product of the 

way one treats others? If power is something one has, does one have power over others, or with 

others? Is it conceived as something that is used to empower others (i.e. give power to, or help develop 

power in, others)? If it is the latter, how do teachers empower students? What do they actually do to 

empower students? How do they interact with students in the process of empowering them? How do 

they conceive of disempowered students such as street children (referred to by T2 and T5), children 

who live in marginalized and violent ‘communes’ (referred to by T5 when describing ‘commune 16’), 

and children who live in a difficult environment in the marginal peripheries of the city and whose 

families have been displaced as a result of violence (as described by T3)? How do they cultivate 

‘democratic citizenship’ in classrooms where some children come from families whose experience 

with democracy has not exactly been ‘democratic’? How do teachers manage the fact that they are in 

a position of power from the moment they step into the classroom, or before doing so? Is power 

shared at all with students? How do teachers promote equality of power in classrooms where student 

age ranges from ten to fifteen years old? The latter question takes account of observations where older 

and bigger children in size, intimidated younger and smaller children in size, despite the presence of 

two adults in the classroom (i.e. the teacher and me). All these questions have implications on how 

teachers advance equality of power through more horizontal teacher-student relations and 

interactions.  

For Waller (1932), “Children are certainly defenseless against the machinery with which the 

adult world is able to enforce its decisions: the result of the battle [between teachers and students] is 

foreordained” (in Manke, 2008, p. 1). In this line, T1’s discourses are integral to this ‘machinery’, 

through which students are coerced to be, and to behave, in a certain way. The expectation of 

heterosexuality underpinning T1’s practices supports empirical evidence pointing to a presumption 

of heterosexuality underpinning practices in many countries (Lynch & Baker, 2005).  

Similarly, T5’s conception of power is also integral to this ‘machinery’: for T5 ‘one’ (i.e. the 

teacher) is the authority in the classroom, where the classroom is ‘her’ classroom. This conception of 

power which is manifested through the perception that the teacher is the authority in ‘her’ classroom, 

impedes sharing power with students through more or less horizontal teacher-student relations. While 

T2 also regards herself as the authority, there is a fundamental difference between T2 and T5: T2 
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combines control with affection; T5 yells, reprimands and makes sure to annotate the names of those 

who ‘misbehave’. This leads to a vicious power play cycle: the more she reprimands students, the 

more they seem to misbehave. In this climate, T5 deploys power over students ineffectively and non-

assertively through authoritarian practices, which ultimately results in her loss of power and authority.   

 Moreover, T2 and T3 conceive authority in similar ways, both pointing to an equilibrium or 

balance: T2 refers to a balance between ‘control’ and ‘affection’, reporting that she tries to be 

affectionate to students and treat them well; T3 suggests striking the right balance in his interaction 

with students, warning that “when one allows so much democracy, we end up in an anarchy”. T3 also 

refers to striking the right balance between flexibility and normativity in reference to a particular 

student. He adds that despite the school many times being described as a prison for children under 

the tyranny of the teacher, “one tries that it is not a tyranny, but it is an oriented democracy”.  To the 

degree that an equilibrium is sought in their interactions with students, both T2 and T3 work towards 

attaining some sort of equality of power while asserting their authority when needed. Their practice 

“involves substituting dialogue for dominance, cooperation and collegiality for hierarchy, and active 

learning and problem solving for passivity” (Freire, 1972, in Lynch & Baker, 2005, p. 27) as part of 

their relationships with learners.  

T4’s case is similar to that of T2 and T3’s, except that it is more radical and more explicitly 

defined in terms of advancing an equality of power agenda: she conceives a democratic environment 

as a space where ‘democratic relations’ are advanced; when asked who has power in her classroom, 

and whether power is shared, she says that she tries to have ‘more horizontal and more humanized 

relations’ with students. She also refers a number of times to not wanting to impose her authority in 

the classroom (e.g. not imposing norms).  

Moreover, her “My love, I don’t control your bladder” response to a student who requested 

permission to go to the loo, is both critical and radical: the act of a student having to ask an adult who 

represents authority for permission to go to the toilet to perform one’s physiological bodily functions 

is emphatically ‘humiliating’. In fact, T4’s discourse is constructed in very graphical terms, 

employing the verbs ‘urinate’, ‘defecate’ and ‘expel that which is inside my organism, which at that 

moment is asphyxiating me’ (l. 326, 327). She describes this repeatedly as ‘humiliating’ (line 329, 

332, 343 and 345), including its use in exclamatory sentences: ‘For me it’s humiliating!’ (l. 332); ‘So 

I found that so humiliating!’ (l. 343). The word humiliating comes up again when T4 uses it in an 

interrogative statement as a reflexive verb: ‘…but I have to humiliate myself before an adult whom I 

have to ask for permission to go the bathroom?’ (l. 331).  
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In this regard, for T4 having power over a student and his physiological needs equates to 

annulling his free thinking. T4’s description of teachers subjugating their students takes shape through 

four discourses relating to power and authority: (1) power and authority used to nullify one’s sense 

of self-respect and one’s dignity as a human being; (2) power and authority used in the absence of 

democracy insofar as one’s own decision-making is overridden by others deciding for them; (3) power 

and authority as absence of critical thinking (l. 280-282); (4) power and authority  as absence of free 

thinking and freedom of thought. Power and authority in all four discourses indicates power over 

students, and act as the antithesis of an equality of power. In arguing against power and authority of 

this sort, T4’s response draws out these various discourses, adopting a more radical stance than T2 

and T3.    

T4’s radical conceptions on equality of power also translate to unique practices: she 

deliberately violates norms such as eating or chewing gum in the classroom to challenge students to 

assert their power and point out to her that she is violating a norm; and that a norm applies to all, as 

she says.   

T4: Esos son retos que yo les pongo a ellos, porque de aquí para allá se está diciendo que es 

incorrecto, pero a veces de allá para acá no se puede dar porque es el adulto… entonces uno de los 

retos es que desde pequeños ellos aprendan a… no si la norma es para todos, la democracia es para 

todos, funciona para todos con el debido respeto (l. 209-233). 

   

T4 explains how the intentional strategies she resorts to through her practice actually work: 

students tell her she is wrong and that she is violating a norm, for example, when she eats in class – 

thereby denoting that equality of power is cultivated.   

In essence, T2, T3 and T4’s practices contrast from T1 and T5’s: the former denote teacher-

student relations that emphasize ‘working with’ while the latter’s interactions with students 

emphasize ‘doing to’ or ‘doing for’ (Dewey 1926, Kohn, 1999 in Brion Meisels, Brion Meisels & 

Hoffman, 2007).  As regards “doing to’ students, T1 reported ‘inserting’ or ‘putting’ ideas in their 

minds (i.e. “meter esa idea y meter los principios que dios dejó en los diez mandamientos”). Similarly, 

T5’s ‘doing to’ students points to punishing, reprimanding, name annotating, shouting, threatening, 

and physically controlling them. In this line, while T2, T3 and T4 ‘talked to’ and ‘talked with’ 

students, T1 and T5 ‘talked down’ to them. Thus, while in T2, T3 and T4’s classrooms equality of 

power was advanced more (even though it was insufficient within a DCE framework), in T1 and T5’s 

classrooms it was hardly advanced if at all.  
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Discipline management   

A second important element within the dimension of equality of power is discipline 

management 15. This element addresses how teachers conceive discipline itself and conceive of 

discipline management; how they conceive of norms; how they construct norms and resort to them in 

their discipline management approach; how they resolve conflicts (from arguments to open physical 

fights) inside the classroom; and how they develop conflict resolution skills and dispositions in 

students.  

Discipline management is challenging and complex, particularly when this is ineffectively 

addressed in students’ home environments. For example, how do teachers reconcile values children 

are taught and exposed to in their home environments, and values that teachers promote in the 

classroom? What do teachers say and do when children are told to fight back, violently and ‘like a 

man’, in their home environments and community environments? Are their practices pertaining to 

discipline management restorative, punitive, or reflection-based through dialogue? Do they combine 

these approaches for different (mis)behaviours? Do they manage discipline with calm assertiveness 

in the midst of daily pressure? Are they aware of, and able to identify, potentially serious underlying 

motives which may explain (but not justify) why children do not comply with norms, or openly defy 

adult authority? How do they manage discipline issues with ‘street children’ who share spaces with 

children who may come from more stable home environments? Equality of power, and how it is 

advanced or not, cuts across these issues (which teachers in the study faced) in complex ways.  

Based on the context above, T2 says that a democratic environment is not characterized by 

“an authoritarianism without fundament”. It is a space where order must be maintained and where 

students are not allowed to do as they please, suggesting practices that are not permissive; it is a fear-

free environment, where making mistakes is okay. Reported practices point to assertive discipline 

management and conflict resolution based on dialogue, despite challenges with a specific student 

whom she refers to as a negative leader. Similarly, T4 resorts to dialogue and co-constructed norms 

with students, which she resorts to in her discipline management approach. She reports that norms 

are mechanisms that regulate classroom life and avoid the teacher from reprimanding and shouting.  

Similarly to T2 and T4, T3’s discipline management practices, also based on dialogue, are restorative 

in nature.  

    T5’s discipline management approach on the other hand is punitive: students are punished 

and reprimanded when violating norms or when not paying attention in class and speaking among 

 
15 Conceptions on discipline management did not emerge in my interview with T1.   
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themselves; their ‘misbehaviour’ is annotated on the board or in a notebook; they are threatened, 

telling them that their parents will be called and notified of their misbehaviour. Her pathologization 

of children - assuming that the ‘problem’ is within the child and needs to be ‘fixed’ – accentuates her 

ineffectiveness in managing discipline. This contrasts sharply from T3’s restorative dialogue-based, 

and T2 and T4’s reflexive-based, discipline management.    

  Finally, discipline management poses an additional challenge with ‘anti-norm children’, 

which both T2 and T3 refer to. Despite T2’ “supremely undisciplined child” who is “totally anti-

norm”, and T3’s “special case” child who openly defies authority and norms, both teachers resort to 

dialogue and consider different alternatives and solutions, but do not resort to a punitive approach. 

T2 refers to how she has tried to relate with the student “in all forms” while T3 refers to many attempts 

made with the child.  

   

Alignment between teacher conceptions and practices: equality of power   

Table 39 

Horizontal coding equality of power 

 

MARKER 

TEACHER 

T1 T2 T3 T4 T5 

Shows flexibility in interaction with students No Yes No Yes   No 

Incorporates students’ ideas and opinions 

 

Mostly no (only 

observed in 

session 5)    

No Yes Yes No 

Follows students’ lead 

 

No  No No Yes  No 

Allows student choice in classroom activities  

 

No No No  No No  

Opportunities for student leadership 

 

No   No No No No 

Gives students responsibility over classroom 

activities 

 

No Yes  No  No No  

Relaxed climate for student movement 

 

No Yes No  No No  

Physical proximity, displaying willingness to 

interact with students in a non-authoritarian  

manner  

 

Yes   Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Teacher practices do NOT promote/display the 

following: yelling, threats, physical control, 

harsh punishment 

No. Power and 

control 

deployed 

through 

psychological 

means (i.e. 

discourses).  

No No  No  Yelling, 

threats, 

physical 

control yes 
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  T1’s reported practices and observed practices are misaligned: based on his reports he 

suggests that his practices are non-authoritarian and that a democratic environment is characterized 

by student freedom. However, his discourses are discriminatory both in substance and form and his 

practices based on observation are predominantly authoritarian. His practices do not show flexibility 

in his interaction with students and there is not a relaxed climate for student movement: students are 

expected to remain in their seats; told where to sit; asked to leave the classroom when misbehaving; 

coerced to mechanically repeat prayers after T1 even when not wanting to do so; and reprimanded if 

seen eating or drinking. While his practices do not usually display yelling, threats, physical control, 

or harsh punishment (except when he threatens to call parents to notify them of misbehaviour), T1’s 

control is fundamentally psychological in nature.   

T2’s conceptions, reported practices and observed practices relating to power and authority, 

and discipline management, are aligned: her practice shows flexibility in interactions with students, 

particularly through an effective balance between control and affection towards them, and through 

assertive management of power and authority.     

T3’s conceptions, reported practices and observed practices relating to discipline 

management are aligned: his practices cohere with his restorative-based, and dialogue-based, 

discipline management. His conceptions, reported practices and observed practices relating to power 

and authority are partly aligned: while T3’s classroom is not a ‘tyranny’, it is neither an ‘oriented 

democracy’, to employ his words.   

 T4’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are aligned as regards equality of power. 

She does not only acknowledge students’ ideas and opinions in interactions but also reports 

integrating their thematic preferences in the study plan at the beginning of the year. T4 says that 

students have the “capacity and the power” (l. 393) to decide what they want to learn, and her job is 

to design sequences to introduce knowledge on that which they wish to learn (l. 394-395). This, and 

deliberately violating norms so students learn “to contradict me with validity” (l. 214), are clear forms 

of cultivating equality of power.   

 T5’s conceptions and observed practices are aligned: she sees herself as the authority, and 

observed practices show that she acts as the authority. However, her power and authority are not 

effectively put to use. In this line, her reported and observed practices are misaligned: while she refers 

to non-imposition based practices (suggestive of non-authoritarian practices), guiding students, and 

reaching consensus with them instead of being imposing, observations show the contrary. Her 

practices are authoritarian, punitive and non-assertive.   
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Critical thinking  

 

This section accounts for similarities and differences relating to the five teachers’ 

conceptions, reported practices and observed practices regarding critical thinking. First, I focus on 

teachers’ critical thinking conceptions; second, I discuss reported and observed practices relating to 

critical thinking. Finally, I discuss alignment and misalignment between teacher conceptions and 

practices relating to critical thinking.    

 

Critical thinking conceptions   

 

T2 and T4, and to a lesser extent T3, conceive critical thinking not only as important but 

integral to education and democracy: T2 describes it as “the fundamental function of an education” 

(T2, l. 137), and “a basic element in a democracy” (T2, l. 117-118). T4 associates it to the function 

of the school itself, which is to take people out of their ‘passivity’ - understanding ‘passivity’ as non-

action and as submitting to others to the point where the actions and thinking one is supposed to 

perform are performed by this ‘other’. The opposite for T4 is exercising one’s self-agency and taking 

control of the spaces one inhabits. T4 refers to Morín 16 for whom education tended towards critical 

thinking, understood as the capacity to be sceptical to knowledge input. In this line, for T2, T3 and 

T4 critical thinking avoids a taming-for-compliance thinking, and enables one to be reflexive in daily 

life (e.g. T3, “siempre pensante frente a su cotidianidad, l. 14). This is in line with Facione’s (1990) 

claim that critical thinking capacity is displayed through scepticism and not accepting ‘knowledge’ 

at face value, and with McPeck’s (1981) claim that it is the propensity and skill to engage in an 

activity with reflective scepticism.  

T4 adds that critical thinking is about ‘confronting’ what one is told and searching for many 

sources of information. This contrasts from T1: while he conceives critical thinking and its 

development as ‘taking class content further’, ‘making a reflection’, and ‘giving more profound 

opinions’, he talks of guiding students towards a ‘union with God’ which he refers to as ‘one truth’ 

(l. 104). This one truth is the Christian truth and part of his personal agenda. Similarly, T1’s 

heteronormative discourse is contrary to ‘open mindedness’ and contrary to “an inclination to suspend 

judgement while considering multiple perspectives” (Facione, 1990).  

  The open-mindedness that is not displayed and promoted by T1 is also considered a critical 

thinking disposition enabling critical thinking capacity (Bailin et al., 1999; Ennis, 1985; Facione 

1990, 2000; Halpern, 1998). Willingham (2007) goes further and notes that critical thinking requires 

 
16 French philosopher and sociologist recognized for his work on complexity and complex thought. 
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being open-minded enough to new ideas which may actually disconfirm one’s own ideas, and that 

this particular aspect of open-mindedness is noteworthy to counter-act human egotistical tendencies 

and inclinations, and extreme polarization. In T1’s case, his evangelical discourse, based on   

principles and values he staunchly adheres to, and which shape who he is and his view of the world, 

impede the kind of multiperspectivism and open-mindedness T4 refers to. When asked if teaching on 

different religions would be worth it, T1 says that there is no time for this given that religion class is 

only one hour a week.  

T5’s conception of critical thinking entails ‘reasoning well’ and ‘logical thoughts’, which 

resonate with the reflexive and rational elements the other four teachers refer to. Moreover, her 

reference to ‘reasonable’ thoughts ‘beneficial to all’ connotes with the notion of fair-mindedness, 

which is a quality of critical thinking capacity (Facione, 1990). 

 

Reported and observed practices relating to critical thinking 

 

This section focuses on teachers’ reported practices and how they say they develop critical 

thinking. Their reported practices also include teachers’ normative beliefs on how critical thinking 

ought to be developed.  

From a pedagogical perspective, for T2, T3 and T4 developing critical thinking requires 

developing rational and reflexive persons. For T2 critical thinking is about thinking and analyzing; 

for T3 it is about reflecting; for T4 it is about not copying the ideas of others and supporting one’s 

own ideas with arguments, reasons, and one’s perspectives. For T2 and T4 one’s ideas cannot only 

be based on one’s emotions. T2 says that being overly emotional affects the capacity to reason and 

argue.    

 While T2 claims that at a ‘mental level’ she understands development of critical thinking 

well, she says that she does not have the ‘strategies’ or the ‘theoretical tools” to develop critical 

thinking capacity in students. T2 says that developing critical thinking in practice has been “a 

struggle” (l. 39). This is in line with research that shows that, while teachers appreciate the general 

notion of critical thinking, they have difficulty translating general definitions of critical thinking into 

concrete pedagogical practices (Bermudez, 2015). Despite this, T2’s reported and observed practices 

include an array of pedagogical strategies: (1) open-ended questions aimed at students making 

meaningful connections among concepts (e.g. numerators, denominators); (2) cultivating an inquiry-

based stance by teaching students how to formulate questions and developing scepticism; (3) 

cognitively challenging tasks involving evaluating different beliefs and value systems -  those brought 

from home versus those acquired at school, and deciding which they subscribe to; (4) exposing 
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students to nuanced perspectives (e.g. distinguishing between ceding one’s rights versus defending 

one’s rights; (5) reflecting, evaluating and/or making judgments on effective and ineffective ways of 

managing and resolving conflicts; (6) through verbal reasoning. Items 3, 4 and 5 also opened spaces 

for multiperspectivism and approaching issues from different angles.   

  Similarly, T4 reported practices refer to pedagogical strategies to develop critical thinking: 

(1) accounting for prior “constructed  knowledges” (l. 162) which come from readings and life 

experiences; (2) unpacking knowledge (l. 158), suggestive of thorough analysis; (3) through 

uncertainty and scepticism; (4) providing students texts with actual scientific information to do their 

own research; (5) by debating realistic, complex and significant situations that are part of students’ 

life; and (6) through the “potency of the question”, pointing to teachers being “very good at 

constructing questions which are totally open” (l. 607-608).      

 T3 also reports on pedagogical strategies to advance critical thinking capacity (some of which 

were observed): (1) asking students to provide arguments and reasons to support their viewpoints on 

controversial themes; (2) learning based on inductive processes, based on students conducting 

research to find their own answers; (3) emphasising meaningful relationships among concepts (e.g. 

what one says one wants versus what one really wants, observed in session 1); (4) spaces for dialogue 

to promote verbal reasoning and reflection; (5) through mathematical reasoning (observed in session 

4); (6) through writing as a medium to express thoughts; (7) through particular subjects like ethics, 

religion, and Spanish; (8) through particular themes: sexual education and political events.   

 The above suggests that T2, T3 and T4’s reported practices are promotive of critical thinking 

development. It also indicates employing an ample repertoire of strategies to achieve this. By focusing 

on argumentation, reasoning, reflection, and multiperspectivism, T2, T3 and T4’s practices connote 

the philosophical tradition of critical thinking, which defines critical thinking as ‘reflective and 

reasonable thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do’ (Ennis, 1985, p. 45). Each in 

their own way cultivate in students the propensity to seek reason (Bailin et al., 1999; Ennis, 1985; 

Paul, 1992); and respect for, and willingness to consider the viewpoints of others (Bailin et al., 1999; 

Facione, 1990) – qualities integral to critical thinking (Facione, 1990).  

This contrasts from T1’s and T5’s practices: T1’s practice is based on his ‘very personal way’ 

of focusing on what “unites the majority of religions, never addressing what might divide us, only on 

what unites us”. This impedes diversity of opinions and multiperspectivism as central features of 

critical thinking. T5’s practice impedes critical thinking development by her view that children in 

primary are “limited” (l. 606, 607): when asked how she promotes critical thinking T5 describes her 

students’ limited capacities as critical thinkers, and then says that she always integrates in evaluations 
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and workshops, and everything else she does, “a question of that thinking” (l. 613-614) – presumably 

referring to critical thinking. This suggests that critical thinking development is a complement, or an 

accessory, to learning and the learning process.  

Moreover, observations cohere with T5’s reported practices, showing teaching sequences 

focusing on ‘explaining’ content, suggestive of teacher-centred and transmission-based pedagogy. 

This contrasts from T2, T3 and T4’s student-centred pedagogy where students were induced to find 

answers for themselves through active learning methods and processes. T5’s teaching sequences 

emphasizing explanation contrast from T4’s observed practices where the latter told a student that 

she did not understand how he was solving a math problem. This equated to a reversal of roles where 

the student became the teacher and T4 the student. By doing this T4 was giving students opportunities 

to refine his thinking and identify for himself any mistakes he was incurring in the process of solving 

the math problem.     

 Observations of T5’s classroom also showed dictations in most sessions. T5 seemed to take 

refuge in dictations: she explained that this was a way of calming down students and trying to get 

them to focus, where noise levels decreased, and disruptions were reduced. Dictations then became a 

mechanical way of supposedly imparting knowledge: students seemed to be writing what they were 

told and what they heard without questioning or ‘confronting’ (to employ T4’s words) this input in 

any critical manner, or even understanding what they were hearing.   

 

Alignment between teacher conceptions and practices: critical thinking   

 

  Table 40 below is a graphic summary of what markers relating to the critical thinking 

dimension were observed for each teacher. In broad strokes, this summary reflects two types of 

teaching practice: on one hand, those of T2, T3 and T4, whose conceptions and practices are aligned, 

and who cultivate critical thinking capacity; on the other hand, those of T1 and T5, whose conceptions 

and practices are misaligned, and who fail to cultivate critical thinking capacity.    

Table 40 

 

Horizontal coding critical thinking     
 

MARKER 

TEACHER 

T1 T2 T3 T4 T5 

Argumentation and reasoning: students 

analyse and develop arguments to explain 

viewpoints 

Only observed 

when students 

explained steps 

in math 

problems.  

Yes Yes Yes not 

observed 
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Judge the credibility and/or veracity of a 

source 

not observed not 

observed 

not 

observed 

not 

observed 

not 

observed 

Evaluating alternatives  not observed Yes not 

observed  

not 

observed  

not 

observed 

Judge inductions and/or deductions not observed not 

observed 

not 

observed 

not 

observed 

not 

observed 

Identify assumptions not observed 

 

not 

observed 

not 

observed  

not 

observed  

not 

observed 

Engaging in controversial topics to reflect 

on multiple perspectives 

not observed not 

observed 

not 

observed  

not 

observed  

not 

observed 

Emphasis on meaningful relationships 

among concepts 

not observed Yes Yes Yes not 

observed 

Open-ended, cognitively challenging 

tasks 

Yes Yes  Yes  Yes  not 

observed 

Focusing on a question   not observed Yes Yes Yes  not 

observed 

Going “beyond the surface” not observed Yes Yes Yes not 

observed 

Willing to take the whole situation (i.e. 

seeing the big picture) into account 

not observed Yes Yes Yes not 

observed 

Questioning information  not observed Yes Yes Yes not 

observed 

Dialogue and discussion in class through 

plenaries and in groups focused on 

promotion of reflection   

not observed Yes Yes Yes not 

observed 

Teacher practices promote feedback loops 

to cognitively challenge students  

 

➢ Back-and-forth exchanges to 

promote depth of thought  

➢ Follow-up questions to promote 

depth of thought 

➢ Building on students’ responses 

aimed at expanding and 

clarifying concepts / issues / 

topics  

not observed Yes Yes Yes 

 

  

not 

observed 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions, Contributions, Limitations, and Future Research  

This chapter responds to the research questions formulated:  

1. How do teachers conceptualize elements associated with democratic citizenship education?  In 

particular, how do teachers understand (1) student voice? (2) Student decision-making? (3) critical 

thinking; (4) Equality of respect and recognition; and (5) equality of power. 

2. How do teachers’ practices promote and/or inhibit, democratic citizenship education? In particular, 

how do teachers, through their practices, promote and/or inhibit (1) student voice? (2) Student 

decision-making? (3) critical thinking; (4) Equality of respect and recognition; (5) equality of power.   

3. Are teachers’ conceptions, reported practices and observed practices aligned? (i.e. Are their 

conceptions consonant with their practices?)    

I begin by addressing the first two questions in relation to student voice and student decision-

making; equality of respect and recognition and equality of power; and critical thinking. I then briefly 

address the third research question, followed by contributions of the study, limitations of the study, 

and recommended future research. I end with final remarks. 

 

Student voice and student decision-making 

 

As regards the first question, teachers conceptualize elements associated with DCE in a range 

of ways. All five teachers associate a democratic environment to the notion of participation, which 

they associate with student voice, but not student decision-making. Specifically, T1 associates a 

democratic environment with freedom, referring to freedom of expression and freedom of opinion; 

T2, T3 and T5 talk of an inclusion-based participation, where all participate and contribute with their 

opinions; and T4 breaks a democratic environment into “two concepts”: environment and democracy, 

where the classroom becomes “a space where a type of relation is generated, which in this case would 

be democratic relations”. T4’s emphasis on the relational (which is notable and not emphasized from 

the onset in the other teachers’ discourses), suggests that the classroom becomes a democratic space 

as a result of the ‘type’ of relations that are generated.  

The above conceptual range leads to a multiplicity of practices which both, promote and 

inhibit the five dimensions of concern in the study. In this line, T2, T3 and T4’s classrooms are 

characterized by an open, participatory classroom climate where teacher-student relations are based 

on dialogical interactions. These type of interactions in T1 and T5’s classrooms are either 

significantly reduced through varied mechanisms of control, or hardly existent.  
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While the above relates directly to student voice, it also points to how teachers’ evangelical, 

heteronormative, punitive-based, and other, discourses on one hand, and their personal agendas on 

the other hand, are deployed in undemocratic ways. In T1’s case, his self-positioning as a pastor of 

the children confers him a moral authority which enables him to tell a student to “keep his mouth 

shut”. In contrast, in T5’s case dialogical interactions that promote DCE are hardly existent. Student 

voice is repressed through toxic and unhealthy teacher-student interactions, and through the way she 

conceives her teaching role, students and the classroom itself:  She conceives (1) her teaching role as 

one where she transmits and explains content to students; (2) students are passive recipients who are 

expected to sit and listen quietly while they intake this information; and (3) the classroom as a space 

that is hers (referring to ‘the classroom of one’). In both cases, the respective mechanisms of control 

T1 and T5 deploy manifest themselves by exercising authority in an oppressive, and undemocratic, 

manner: they use power over students, where their own voices have greater legitimacy over the voices 

of students. In particular, while T1 is more skilful in controlling and inhibiting student voice through 

use of humour, and his intonation and modulation of voice, T5 exhibits an almost constant frustration 

in the attempt and process of controlling and inhibiting student voice. She seems to fail to realize that 

what she perceives, and at times is student misbehaviour, is also a source of energy which is 

inadequately managed, regulated and channelled. In fact, student misbehaviour – perceived and actual 

– could represent important opportunities to channel and empower student voice as a way of 

cultivating DCE. She also seems to fail to acknowledge that students may be bored and not interested 

in what she is teaching them, and that forcing input of any sort in the ‘learning’ process is counter-

productive.   

T2, T3 and T5 refer to participation as something that is “permitted” (where all three teachers 

use the same verb) while T1 refers to letting students speak and speak freely, without inhibiting them. 

All four teachers explicit or implicitly position the teacher as the ‘entity’ that permits student 

participation. Moreover, teachers’ discourses refer to norms as mediators of participation. T2, T3, T4 

and T5’s associate norms with students raising their hand to ask for their turn to speak, and listen 

while others speak. Norms become a way of managing the classroom and avoiding a disorderly 

classroom where everybody speaks. T2 for example says that certain attitudes like boys speaking 

rowdily lead to environments which are not conducive to learning, and where students and teacher 

are not able to focus on learning. Norms then become mediators enabling an orderly participation, 

particularly in a plenary classroom organization.   

While the above suggests that norms lead to an orderly participation, it does not necessarily, 

suggest that participation itself is prioritized. Also, teachers’ references to norms are associated to 
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order and orderly classrooms. But could norms be devised to increase student participation, and not 

limited to orderly classrooms? Could norms be established leading to some sort of a ‘controlled 

disorder’ where students’ voices (not necessarily in open, plenary classroom sessions) were 

promoted, and where their voices led to meaningful participation in the form of learning knowledge, 

skills and dispositions? My perspective is that this is not only possible but that perhaps spaces which 

prioritize genuine student voice will inevitably lead to some disorder. In this line, spaces which 

genuinely promote student voice would require the teacher operating from ‘behind the scenes’ while 

framing situations where students, with their respective voices, were put in the forefront. Put 

differently, it requires less explicit teaching and more student learning.       

Equally important, teachers’ conceptions in the study point to participation that does not 

acknowledge opportunities for student decision-making. T1 for example, when specifically asked on 

existing challenges to promote student decision-making, conceives that it is not possible to promote 

student decision-making since study plans are already organized and established by higher authorities.  

Similarly, when asked what decisions students take relating to their learning, T5 says that they take 

no decisions given a curriculum that comes from the ‘National Ministry of Education’. T2 also says 

that students do not take decisions except for a few of them who decide to decorate the classroom on 

occasions like Halloween after they have consulted with her and she has granted them permission to 

do so. T2 says that she feels pressured to cover the study programme, which further restricts student 

opportunity to decide what topics are taught. When asked on the possibility of students deciding not 

on ‘what’, but on ‘how’, they learn, T2 says that perhaps she is “not so democratic” in this regard. 

For T3 student decision making is hardly present because first, both schools and teachers are 

‘traditional’; second, students in primary level are unprepared for participation involving decision-

making. For T3 “in primary that position of being a little more democratic should be a little bit 

limited” (l. 142-143). T4 is the only teacher who reports that students make decisions directly relating 

to their learning, choosing what topics they want to learn about at the beginning of the year. T4 then 

integrates these into the study programme, thereby responding to their expressed interests, and giving 

students not merely a voice, but a voice with influence.    

The above – albeit less so in the case of T4 - points to a conception of student participation 

that is limited, not contributing to democratic classroom climates. From an educational and 

pedagogical standpoint, it reveals a contradiction in terms: while most teachers may think that the 

classroom is “the most important location for students to learn about and practise participation” 

(Evans, 2006, p. 423), they fail to promote it in its ample sense. Moreover, teachers that are not so 

‘democratic’ (to employ T2’s adjective), and ‘traditional’ teachers and ‘traditional’ school structures 



235 
 

(to employ T3’s adjective), where teachers are pressured to cover pre-designed curricula, further 

negate student decision making opportunities.  

While student voice “is located within a complex web of school structures and cultures that 

are shaped by policymakers, school leaders, teachers, researchers and students themselves” (Bahou, 

2011, p. 2-3), findings point to the possibility of integrating, at the least, students’ thematic interests, 

opening spaces that promote student decision-making. In this line, T1 states that teachers could 

promote spaces for student decision-making by exercising teacher autonomy and adapting study 

programmes to account for students’ interest – this despite pre-set curricula. For T1 this would 

provide a ‘bridge’ to address what students want to learn. From my perspective, this does not only 

indicate the power that teachers hold in implementing curricula in the classroom space despite pre-

designed curricula: it can also potentially address student disengagement (something that comes 

through in T5’s classroom) while responding to the fact “that pupils need to have a genuine say in 

matters relating to learning and teaching within each and every classroom, as a means of involving 

them in the full democratic process” (Maitles & Deuchar, 2006, p. 251). Only then would a broader 

notion of participation - not limited to student voice but integrative of student decision-making - be 

actualized. On the contrary, by giving students voice but not allowing them to participate in decision-

making processes, could lead to a problem of perceived hypocrisy (Covell and Howe, 2001, Deuchar, 

2005, in Maitles & Deuchar, 2006). This is particularly so in four of the five classrooms, where T1, 

T2, T3 and T5’s reported and observed practices do not integrate student decision-making 

opportunities in any substantive way. T3, for example, does report that norms are co-constructed at 

the beginning of the year with the aid of a staff member from Classrooms in Peace – a specific 

component of the programme itself – but which does not extend to other areas concerning learning. 

If student decision-making is not extended beyond co-construction of norms, particularly in contexts 

of structural inequality and marginality, student participation in its ample sense will remain 

marginalized and will continue not being promoted in substantive ways. 

Moreover, the study points to the need for teachers to internalize the idea that everyone has a 

voice, actually and potentially. It is therefore not something that can be “given” (Wolk, 1998, p. 186). 

If teachers conceive voice as something that is “permitted” and “allowed” (as T1, T2, T3 and T5 do 

when describing and making sense of their practice), it can also be not permitted, or not allowed. It 

is therefore important to create democratic settings where student voice is not only an inherent right 

in itself, but also has educational value insofar as it cultivates self-esteem and agency. In this sense, 

teachers’ practices need to frame learning situations where students’ voices are projected and nurtured 

purposively and creatively, making them aware that they have a voice – ideally a voice with influence.  
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Having a voice with influence is particularly important in contexts where student fear to 

participate (which T2, T3 and T4 refer to) may point to variables relating to marginal contexts and 

individual-related variables, both potentially associated to students’ perception of limited self-

efficacy. Much like peoples of countries who bring their own history of colonization and dictatorial 

regimes whose voices have been silenced, as T4 denotes, students also bring their own community 

contexts, home contexts and individual personality traits which either empower, or disempower, their 

voices. This is further accentuated in cases of students with “poverty of language” and “poor cultural 

capital”, to employ T2’s words. To the degree that teachers are not only cognizant of these elements 

but actively responsive to them, their practices will contribute to democratic classroom climates 

which cultivate the making of democratic citizens.    

In this line, findings point to the importance of teacher practice which promotes genuinely 

participatory classrooms where students are active learning agents with whom knowledge is co-

constructed, and where skill and disposition development become a collective, or joint, enterprise. 

This co-construction of knowledge, and joint enterprise of skill and disposition development, ought 

to ideally be based on, and nurtured through, students’ own interests and curiosity. This entails 

receptive teachers who deploy skills and dispositions democratically and creatively to take the 

prescribed content (i.e. official curriculum) that is supposed to be taught and adapt it (as T4 suggests) 

with students’ own learning agenda (i.e. operational curriculum). This would be one important way 

of not ‘domesticating’ students (to employ the same verb that T2 employs) or further promoting a 

taming-for-compliance thinking (which T2, T3 and T4 refer to). Only then can a serious DCE agenda 

be advanced through “a cultural shift that opens up spaces and minds not only to the sound but also 

to the presence and power of students” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p 363, in Bahou, 2011, p. 3, indentation 

mine for emphasis). This requires redefining short-sighted conceptions and practices pertaining to 

student voice and student decision-making, and substituting a deficit-based lens on students for a 

capacity-based approach in relation to children as citizens not so much ‘in the making’ but as citizens 

in their own right. This would strengthen their democratic citizenship identity from the onset - not 

expecting them to suddenly become citizens upon turning eighteen. This is particularly important 

given that “The habits a society wants adults to hold are established most readily when a child is 

discovering and establishing ‘self’ in the world beyond family life, particularly between five and 

twelve” (Comer, 1997, p. 222, in Pohan, 2003).       
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Equality of respect and recognition 17 

 

In response to the first research question, teachers’ conceptualize respect in a range of ways: 

T3, for example, states that “inequality is not in my head”, referring specifically to gender equality. 

T4, on the other hand, refers to cultivating respect by respecting the ideas of others, by finding 

common ground, by being aware that the ideas of others may also be valid, and by avoiding the type 

of polarizations that adults often have. In contrast, T5’s idea of (dis)respect emerges through her 

blaming discourse towards students. This negates, or reduces, the possibility of conceptualizing (and 

practicing) respect: her discourse focuses on describing students as undisciplined, and not adhering 

to norms; as illogical; unmotivated; with little interest in the classroom; as lacking the capacity to 

concentrate; and some as ‘less responsible’.    

In T3’s case, the idea of recognition comes through in his description of the marginal context 

in which his students live in, referring to a range of characteristics which he associates with their 

home environment: families displaced as a result of violence; dysfunctional families; early pregnancy 

of parents; parents separating at a young age; parents working long hours, among other factors. These 

factors lead to children being alone in their homes, without adult role models to guide them. T5’s case 

is similar in that she describes, and hence is aware of, the marginal context her students live in: she 

refers to family dysfunctionality on one hand, and street kids on the other. Her description of ‘street 

kids’ involves recognizing them, or ‘seeing’ them, as ‘others’: 

T5: … y es que ellos vienen de la calle… sobre todo comportamientos, ‘tonces’ muchos de esos 

comportamientos que ellos tienen en la calle ellos quieren venir a reflejarlo aquí en el salón, en el 

aula de clases, y muchos de esos como no se les deja ese comportamiento, tonces chocan con el 

profesor, chocan entonces porque ellos quieren hacer más… tonces chocan allí y por eso hace que 

otros niños que de pronto son más dóciles son más tranquilos porque tienen su padre tienen a alguien 

allí que los oriente en su hogar, entonces aquellos vienen con otro ambiente diferente, y con el otro 

que viene les enseña o, o, el otro le empieza a pegar (l. 202-219). 

 

In T4’s case, the idea of recognition comes through in the way that she recognizes students 

as active and autonomous subjects. This supports her very idea of the purpose of education which is 

to take students out of their passivity to become active agents in the way that they live, making 

decisions, and not letting others take decisions that directly pertain to students’ own lives.  

At the level of observed practice, while T2, T3 and T4’s practices cultivate equality of respect 

and recognition in important ways, T1 and T5’s practices do not. In T1’s case his discourse does not 

only fail to recognize and celebrate diversity in its ample spectrum but is also based on evangelical 

and heteronormative standards which he openly admits to, and which become his personal 

 
17 No codes were identified relating to T1 and T2’s conceptions on equality of respect and recognition.      
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educational agenda. In T5’s case, her predominantly blaming, and deficit-based discourse in 

describing students, is not only arguably disrespectful in itself but also impedes cultivating genuine 

respect and recognition towards her students in the classroom. T5 ‘sees’ students from a deficit-based, 

and not from a capacity-based, perspective. 

T1 views difference from his established moral and normative standards not as ‘the norm’ 

but rather as ‘the aberration’ (Devine, 2002), hence discarding the idea of plurality, and therefore a 

robust democracy. In T5’s case, respect is limited to the level of rhetoric but not actually and 

effectively implemented in practice. In both cases equality of respect and recognition as an integral 

element of a DCE agenda is not advanced, confirming that “one of the main inequalities that many 

groups experience in education is lack of respect and recognition” (Lynch & Baker, 2005, p. 17).  

Furthermore, it promotes a schooling system which is hierarchical, unequal, sexist and homophobic 

(Arnstine, 1995, in Maitles & Deuchar, 2006).  

In contrast, T2, T3 and T4 cultivate equality of respect and recognition in multiple ways: T2 

tells students not to attack persons but ideas, while detaching themselves from ideas; she sensitizes 

them to the idea of ‘the other’, whose interests ought to not be stepped on; she cultivates student 

awareness towards the feelings of others, not inflicting pain on them. T3, who claims that "inequality 

is not in my head", cultivates equality of respect and recognition by being understanding of his 

students and their adverse contexts; by reporting that he tries to establish a balance between neither 

being too flexible nor too strict, denoting an intentional effort to be respectful towards his students; 

by mediating conflicts between student and parent, separately talking to the mother to ensure 

“minimal conditions of respect between them” (l. 337).  

Similarly, T4 believes that the ideas of others ought to be respected, given that these may also 

be valid; she refers to achieving some sort of common ground between one’s ideas and the ideas of 

others in order to avoid polarization; she recognizes that education ought to form active and 

autonomous subjects, through students’ awareness that they are an “active part of all those 

environments where they interact” (l. 495); she cultivates active and autonomous subjects who, for 

example, self-regulate their physiological needs, autonomously deciding if and when they go to the 

loo while in class; she gives students time to think when formulating a question.  

Furthermore, all three teachers (i.e. T2, T3 and T4) as socialization agents, model respectful 

behaviour and express warmth in their own ways: T2 through control with affection; T4 through the 

use of terms of endearment; and all three through a dialogue and negotiation-based stance, which 

characterizes their restorative and reflection-based discipline management approach. This denotes a 

clear attempt at constructing democratic classroom climates.     
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Equality of Power18 

Regarding teachers’ conceptions pertaining to equality of power, T2 and T5 refer to the notion 

of authority: T2 refers to not deploying “an authoritarianism without fundament”, and stresses that it 

is important to maintain order. In contrast, T5 associates authority with herself, suggesting that she is 

the authority in ‘her’ classroom. While T2 talks of authority in the context of how she exercises 

authority towards students, T5 talks of authority as something that rests with her in a space that 

belongs to her. While the former conception is tied to students, the latter conception is tied to the 

teacher.  

Similarly, T3 also refers to the notion of authority when referring to the idea of schools as 

prisons where students are under the tyranny of teachers. He adds that too much democracy results in 

anarchy, which suggests that the teacher must exercise his authority to ensure order in the classroom. 

This is similar to T2’s view. In contrast, T4 also refers to the notion of authority but her discourse is 

framed within the idea of exercising it so that students take control, and hence are empowered. In this 

line, she does not control students’ physiological needs; she refers to the idea of autonomous decision-

making, free thinking, and self-regulating actions, all of which are supposed to be exercised by 

students themselves. T4’s exercise of authority intends to empower students and student agency.    

At the level of teacher practice, while T2, T3 and T4’s practices denote teacher-student 

relations and interactions which emphasize ‘working with’ students, T1 and T5’s practices are more 

based on ‘doing to’ students or ‘doing for’ students (Dewey 1926, Kohn, 1999 in Brion Meisels, 

Brion Meisels & Hoffman, 2007). In this line, T2, T3 and T4 advance equality of power in their own 

ways: T3’s conceptions and practices regarding discipline management, for example, are largely 

restorative and dialogue-based; T2 and T4’s conceptions and practices regarding discipline 

management are reflexive-based, also emphasizing dialogue with students. In contrast, T5’s practices 

in terms of discipline management are punitive-based, where the student’s misbehaviour is 

pathologized, and needs a ‘corrective’. T1’s practices relating to discipline management also suggest 

authoritarian practices, where students are told where to sit, and are asked to leave the classroom 

when they are misbehaving or not paying attention in class.   

Beyond discipline management, data also shows two patterns regarding how teachers 

exercise power and authority in the classroom: while T4, and to a lesser degree T2 and T3, assert their 

power and authority in ways which suggest advancing equality of power, T1 and T5’s practices hardly 

do so. For example, T2’s practices seek to cultivates a degree of equality of power by combining 

 
18 No codes were identified relating to T1’s conceptions on equality of power 
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control with affection in her interactions with students. However, she is clear about asserting her 

authority: “I am the authority. They must not forget this” (l. 462-463, translation mine). Similarly, 

T3’s practices seek to stay away from a ‘tyranny’ and an ‘anarchy’, the latter of which results from 

allowing ‘so much democracy’, as he explains. Rather, he seeks to attain an “oriented democracy”. 

In practice, however, while observations denote a respectful, dialogue-based and caring climate, T2 

and T3’s classrooms resemble a well-intentioned regime, respectful of students, but where power 

rests with the teacher and is not shared in any substantive manner with students.  

Of all teachers, T4’s practices advance the most robust equality of power perspective. She 

employs intentional strategies to establish more horizontal and more democratic relations with 

students. In this process, she avoids using her power and authority to nullify her students’ sense of 

self-respect and dignity as human beings; she encourages students to self-regulate themselves and 

make decisions regarding their physiological needs, and hence, seeks to cultivate free-thinking and 

autonomous persons. 

In essence, while T2, T3 and T4 ‘talked to’, and ‘talked with’ students, T1 and T5 ‘talked 

down’ to them. T1 ‘talked down’ to them by elevating himself as an evangelical, moralist pastor while 

T5 acted as an authoritarian disciplinarian who recurrently ‘annotated’ the names of students whom 

she considered were misbehaving or not paying attention, either on a notebook or publicly on the 

board. In this regard, while T1 and T5 exercised power over students (Starhawk, 1988) - which 

suggests hierarchical relations of domination and control - T2, T3, and particularly T4, exercised 

power with students (Starhawk, 1988) - which suggests influence in a group of equals. In this line, 

T2, T3 and T4’s practice involved “substituting dialogue for dominance, cooperation and collegiality 

for hierarchy, and active learning and problem solving for passivity” (Freire, 1972, in Lynch & Baker, 

2005, p. 27) in interactions with learners. In contrast, T1 and T5’s practices do not resonate with a 

conception and exercise of power where power is eminently “relational, situated, circulated, endlessly 

negotiated and constructed” (Foucault, 1980, in Bahou, 2011); rather, power is exercised in a top-

down manner, deployed vertically from teacher to students.  

Finally, beyond how teachers exercised their power in interactions with students (i.e. power 

over or power with), T2 and T4’s practices also sought to empower students by sensitizing them to 

their ‘power-from-within’ (Starhawk, 1988) - referring to one’s sense of personal ability and deep 

connectedness with other human beings and the environment. T4 associates this power-from-within 

with practices which provide students with the necessary tools “for him to see the reasons for living, 

the reasons for acting” (l. 458-459, translation mine), and ultimately that he has “the power of 

transforming that which he has there” (l. 461, translation mine). Similarly, T2 provides students with 
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opportunities to focus on oneself: “so who am I… I did not choose to be born in this family nor in 

this social class nor in this country nor in this… with this language nor with this religion… they put 

me there” (l. 799, 805-807, translation mine). What T2 explains is that students can conjugate their 

present with their past, and can devise strategies to attain their dreams. In this sense, both T2 and T4 

cultivate equality of power in the making of citizens who have the power to choose how they live. 

Their practices resonate with the idea that students and teachers build “rooms or spaces in which they 

can interact independently or influence the actions of others” (Manke, 2008, p. 6), hence promoting 

student agency and student power.  

 

Critical thinking  

 

 At the conceptual level teachers refer to a range of elements to explain what critical thinking 

is and what capacities it involves.  This sheds light into the ‘stuff’ of which critical thinking is made 

of; what is achieved through it; how teachers ought to frame, and actually frame, learning situations 

to promote it. In this line, T2, T3 and T4’s conceptions in particular point to an association of critical 

thinking with a political subject19 who is in the capacity to exercise his autonomy; be reflexive in 

daily living; think rationally; engage in argumentation; justify his thoughts. T2 also refers to the idea 

that a critical thinker takes decisions assertively based on clear criteria, while T4 points to the idea 

that a critical thinker does not only think, but also acts, reflexively. Moreover, T2 refers to three 

concrete adjectives, stating that critical thinking points towards being more ‘argumentative’, more 

‘rational’, and more ‘reflexive’. T3 associates critical thinking with a ‘thinking person’20. All three 

teachers (i.e. T2, T3 and T4) conceive critical thinking as avoiding manipulation from others, and 

avoiding a taming-for compliance thinking21.    

 These conceptual perspectives resonate with Ennis’ idea that critical thinking involves 

‘reflective and reasonable thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do’ (p. 45). T2, T3 

and T4’s conceptual stand seems to be aligned to the cognitive-psychological perspective and entails 

skills that are either rooted in, or related to, theories of argumentation. In this line, for Lewis & Smith 

(1993) critical thinking in the psychological tradition includes a list of skills, or procedures, that the 

critical thinker displays or performs, some of which are referred to by the teachers in the study: 

analysing arguments (Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990; Halpern, 1998; Paul, 1992); and making decisions 

(Ennis, 1985; Halpern, 1998; Willingham, 2007). In this sense, what is important is perhaps not so 

much the qualities of the critical thinker, but rather the actions and behaviours the critical thinker can 

 
19 T3 explicitly refers to ‘political subject’ when he refers to students participating in the school government. 
20 T3 refers to the word ‘pensante’: “siempre pensante frente a su cotidianidad”  
21 T2 and T3 refer to “pensamiento de borrego” – an expression of common usage in Colombia.  



242 
 

perform. In this line, teachers who promote critical thinking avail students in the classroom of 

opportunities to practice and cultivate specific skills and dispositions which will transcend in their 

broader social, political, and ultimately human, life. 

 Moreover, T2 and T4’s conceptions of critical thinking also refer to emotion. For T2, while 

emotions are connected to critical thinking, and while as human beings she contends that it is 

impossible to ‘disconnect’ from emotions, she claims that “without leaving emotions aside, they are 

not what prevail” (l. 67-68, translation mine). T4, on the other hand, emphasizes that critical thinking 

entails the capacity to support one’s viewpoint with one’s arguments, reasons and readings, 

suggesting that emotions are not enough:  

T4: El pensamiento crítico es el poder… que yo pueda ante una idea, ante una opinión… que yo 

pueda expresar mi acuerdo, mi desacuerdo, que yo pueda desmenuzarlo, o sea, que yo no te copie tu 

idea; sí, es mi idea, es que yo pienso de eso, con base en mis argumentos, en mis razones, en mis 

lecturas, porque también no solo puedo de emociones (l. 156-162). 

T4’s specific reference to reason resonates with the propensity to seek reason as a critical thinking 

disposition (Bailin et al., 1999; Ennis, 1985; Paul, 1992).   

Also, in connection to the above, the fact that for T2 (and perhaps to a lesser degree for T4) 

emotion is part of critical thinking, suggests that she does not conceive critical thinking merely as a 

set of discrete procedures which are mainly cognitive in nature, but conceives critical thinking more 

holistically. This is particularly important given that one could, as Bailin (2002) suggests, go through 

the motions of critical thinking – that is, observable manifestations of thought processes manifested 

through skills involving analysing, interpreting or inferring - without actually engaging in critical 

thinking holistically. While the domain of emotions in critical thinking is unexplored in this study, it 

would seem that engaging in critical thinking holistically is not only, or fundamentally, cognitive in 

nature, but also emotional, as T2’s discourse suggests. Furthermore, it would also seem that T2 and 

T4’s conceptions in particular pertaining to critical thinking capacity do not only rely on ‘skills’ - 

which connote with knowing how to do something in practice and performing an action or a mental 

process – but also on dispositions. Dispositions connote with a willingness or inclination to think 

and/or act in a particular way, which I suspect may be more emotionally rooted.   

    Furthermore, at a conceptual level, T2 and T4 associate critical thinking with democracy 

on one hand, and autonomy on the other. For T2 critical thinking is a basic element of democracy 

which avoids domesticity, manipulation, and a taming-for-compliance thinking. She associates it with 

cultivating Kantian intellectual and moral autonomy, which she says is her intentionality in her 

teaching practice. Similarly, T4’s conception of critical thinking also highlights the notion of 

autonomy and self-determination: when I enquire on her “I do not have control of your bladder” 
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response to a student who asked for permission to go to the loo, and I ask T4 where control resides in 

her classroom, she says the following: “this makes part of democracy and I would think of critical 

thinking” (l. 256-257, translation mine). For T4 critical thinking is conceived as a means and process 

that takes students out of ‘passivity’ (understood as non-action) to become active agents who take 

decisions pertaining to their needs and desires. She conceives an active subject as someone who does 

not allow others to take decisions for them, and is thus in the capacity to exercise his autonomy and 

self-determination. In this line, having critical thinking capacity avoids individuals from being tamed 

to comply and from being manipulated.   

 In contrast, T1 and T5’s conceptions of critical thinking are less elaborated: T5 associates 

critical thinking with “the reasoning of logical thoughts”, adding an additional feature which is that 

it is “beneficial to all”. Despite her practice which largely fails to create democratic classroom 

climates and promote critical thinking capacity, it is interesting that she refers to this collective 

dimension explicitly. T1, on the other hand, says that development of critical thinking entails taking 

class content further, and making a reflection and giving more profound opinions. What ‘profound 

opinions’ actually means, and particularly if these have a religious nature of some sort (given his 

personal agenda and religious beliefs) remains uncertain.  

 It is also interesting that T2, T3 and T4, whose conceptions are more elaborated, denote 

practices that are promotive of critical thinking capacity compared to T1 and T5’s practices. In T1’s 

case, what he says, and what he largely does and does not do, is not aligned: his teaching practice 

substantively inhibits critical thinking capacity. Similarly, in T5’s case, her transmission-based 

teaching practice, and her idea that children are “very limited” in relation to thinking critically, also 

inhibit critical thinking capacity. In fact, T5 tries to give structure to her classroom by taking refuge 

in dictations, which as she explained, was a way of calming down students; trying to get them to 

focus; reducing noise levels and disruptions. Dictations then became a mechanical way of supposedly 

imparting knowledge but not of developing critical thinking capacity. Both T1’s evangelical and 

heteronormative value systems, and T5’s transmission-based practice, focus on preaching, 

explanation, and ‘doing to’ versus ‘doing with’ students. This connotes with Ramos et al.’s (2007) 

claim that citizenship education in Colombia thus far has been taught with an emphasis on 

transmitting knowledge (i.e. T5) and values (i.e. T1), which restricts critical thinking capacity.   

In contrast to T1 - who transmits his personal beliefs and evangelical value system through 

his practice - T2’s practice actually confronts students to the value systems they bring from their 

home environments and those they are exposed to in school, subsequently asking them to evaluate 

them and decide which they actually validate. This resonates with the critical thinking skill of judging 
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or evaluating (Case, 2005; Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990; Lipman, 1988; Tindal & Nolet, 1995). In this 

manner T2 cultivates sophisticated critical thinking development, involving 5th graders identifying 

different value systems, judging and evaluating them, and deciding which they actually subscribe to 

– and not imposing a particular value system, or a set of beliefs. T2’s practices are aligned to the way 

she understands critical thinking: “the fundamental function of an education” (l. 137, translation 

mine) and “a basic element in a democracy” (l. 117-118, translation mine). Her practice then points 

to avoiding students from being part of a ‘democracy’ made up of a domesticated mass. 

Similarly, for T4, for whom critical thinking is closely associated to the function of the school 

- which as she puts it is to take people out of their passivity – leads to practices which promote self-

agency. Self-agency, integral to critical thinking, is what results in T4 replying to students that she 

does not control their bladder when they ask for permission to go the loo. In replying this, her practice 

seeks to avoid the passivity she refers to. For T4 having critical thinking capacity alters this situation, 

transforming passivity into activity, which as she explains, allows one to take control of the spaces 

one is in. This suggests cultivating critical thinking dispositions, which have also been conceived as 

habits of mind: “consistent internal motivations to act toward or respond to persons, events, or 

circumstances in habitual, yet potentially malleable ways” (Facione, 2000, p. 64) or to respond to 

situations in certain ways (Carr and Claxton, 2002). T4 then, seeks to instil self-agency in students, 

which could constitute a disposition understood as “a pattern of behavior exhibited frequently . . . in 

the absence of coercion . . . constituting a habit of mind under some conscious and voluntary control 

. . . intentional and oriented to broad goals” (Katz, 1993, p. 16); or an inclination to a particular way 

of behaving (Huber-Warring & Warring, 2006).  

In this line and based on the above, T2, T3 and T4’s practices advance critical thinking 

capacity in different ways: by mediating in conflict resolution (e.g. T2 asking questions to her 

‘supremely undisciplined child’ so he realizes his misbehaviour and proposes solutions himself); by 

emphasising meaningful relationships among concepts (e.g. T3 asking students to distinguish 

between what one says one wants versus what one really wants, as part of developing assertive and 

critical communication); by promoting self-agency (e.g. T4 saying to students, “I don’t control your 

bladder”). All three teachers’ practices integrate question formulation, verbal reasoning, 

multiperspectivism, debating complex themes, exposing students to nuanced perspectives, supporting 

arguments, evaluating different ways of managing conflict, among others. In this regard, T2, T3 and 

T4’s practices connote with the idea that critical thinking involves ‘purposeful, self-regulatory 

judgment’ (Facione, 1990) to advance critical thinking capacity.  
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In terms of the notion of self-regulation in particular, T5’s practices contrast starkly from 

those of T2, T3 and T4. When I ask her if self-regulation is promoted among her students (in my 

attempt to understand how a chaotic and violent classroom climate may be managed), T5 response 

suggests that the notion of self-regulation is out of her radar: “eh, self-regulation, in what way?” (p. 

311, translation mine). Given her classroom climate, the answer could be self-regulation in all ways 

possible: self-regulatory judgment (as in T2 and T4’s cases); opportunities for self-regulation through 

student decision-making (e.g. deciding when to re-enter the classroom, as observed in T1’s case); 

opportunities for self-regulation regarding taking turns to participate when wanting to voice one’s 

ideas (e.g. as seen when T2, T3 and T4 asked students to raise their hand); self-regulation in conflict 

resolution (e.g. as observed in T2’s case).  

Beyond the above, data also sheds light into how developing critical thinking capacity is 

restricted by factors such as preparation for standardized examinations (i.e. Pruebas Saber). 

Observations, for example, showed teaching focused on preparing students for the math standardized 

exam, where teachers focused on ensuring that they covered the relevant themes students may be 

tested on, and potentially neglecting critical thinking development.  In this line T2 for example, who 

says that she does not have the tools to cultivate critical thinking, refers to feeling pressured to cover 

the study programme; T3 refers to an immense list of themes which many times teachers do not 

manage to get to; T5 refers to many themes given by the Ministry of Education, all of which are not 

taught. How teachers reconcile the pressure of covering required themes for exam preparation (or to 

simply cover the study programme), and affording spaces for critical thinking capacity, may act 

against the latter.   

 Moreover, data sheds light into two additional important factors: (1) whether elementary 

school teachers are critical thinkers themselves, and (2) if teachers know how to frame effective 

pedagogical practices to advance critical thinking capacity in students, and if they actually do so. The 

first factor is associated with who teachers are, shaped for example by their own value systems, 

personal agendas, academic agendas, or other. To the degree that teachers themselves may be critical 

thinkers, they will be able to develop critical thinking capacity in students. In this sense, I subscribe 

to the idea that a teacher “imparts some of what he/she is”, as T2 states. She adds that she imparts 

part of who she has been, based on her own education. The second factor - if teachers know how to 

frame effective pedagogical practices to advance critical thinking capacity in students, and if they 

actually do so - points to whether teachers have the pedagogical know-how to promote critical 

thinking capacity.    



246 
 

Beyond who teachers are, their own critical thinking capacity, and their pedagogical know-

how to promote it, findings reinforce the idea that it is important for teachers to recognize that critical 

thinking enables the development of essential skills and dispositions in a citizenship capable of 

sustaining a democratic culture (Barber 1989; Glaser 1985; Gutmann & Thompson 2004; Levine 

2007; Nussbaum 2006; Parker 1996 in Bermudez, 2015). To the degree that this recognition is made, 

I trust that teachers will frame their learning practices purposefully to create democratic classroom 

climates where promote the cultivation of critical thinking skills and dispositions for democratic 

citizenship. 

I now present findings regarding the third research question - are teachers’ conceptions, 

reported practices and observed practices aligned? As regards student voice, T1’s conceptions and 

reported practices are not aligned with observed practices: While he conceives a democratic 

environment as one where students are free and have freedom of expression, his recurrent evangelical 

and heteronormative discourse acts as a mechanism of control.  In terms of student decision-making, 

there is alignment   between T1’conceptions, reported and observed practices: T1 says that student 

decision-making is not possible, and in effect his practices do not afford spaces for it. The exception 

is when students whom he expulses from class are told that they can re-enter when they are ready, 

thereby cultivating student self-regulation. While conceptions on equality of power were not 

discussed, T1 did report on practices relating to it. His reported and observed practices are misaligned: 

while T1 refers to non-authoritarian practices based on students behaving out of conviction and not 

fear, observations point to practices which were mostly authoritarian. Finally, as regards critical 

thinking, T1’s conceptions and reported practices are misaligned with observed practices: T1 

conception of critical thinking entails depth of opinion and reflection while his reported practices are 

based on a singular perspective (e.g. one religion, one sexuality). This inhibits multiperspectivism 

and exposure to the ‘bigger picture’ – both central elements in critical thinking capacity.   

 In relation to student voice and student decision-making, T2’s conceptions, reported and 

observed practices are aligned. Conceptions on equality of respect and recognition did not emerge in 

the interview. However, T2’s reported practices and observed practices are aligned: her practices 

integrate cultivating respect and recognition. In regard to equality of power, T2’s conceptions, 

reported and observed practices are aligned: T2’s conceptions in regard to equality of power are based 

on not being permissive and maintaining order in the classroom, and this is translated in practice. In 

terms of critical thinking. T2’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are partly aligned, 

denoting that critical thinking capacity could be further developed.   
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T3’s conceptions, reported and observed practices are aligned as regards student voice. T3’s 

conception of a democratic classroom environment based on an inclusive participation model is 

aligned with reported practices: he affirms that he tries to ‘give’ participation to his students in 

different ways, including pair and group work.   Observed practices are also aligned with conceptions 

and reported practices: T3’s practice does ‘give’ voice to students in multiple ways: through 

elicitation of ideas, opinions, perspectives, etc.; through role plays; through effective feedback loops 

based on dialogical interactions. T3’s practices are also supportive of students who make mistakes, 

thereby encouraging them to take future risks, and creating an open classroom climate. While T3 did 

not report on practices relating to student decision-making, his conceptions and observed practices 

are misaligned: while he refers to a democratic classroom environment as one where teacher and 

students “share the reins or the baton”, this is not translated in any meaningful way in observed 

practices. As regards equality of respect and recognition, T3’s conceptions, reported and observed 

practices are aligned. Though T3 associated equality with gender equality specifically, he claimed 

that "inequality is not in my head." This is in line with observations not pointing to any gender 

preference. Moreover, his reported practices also pointed to showing respect to, and being recognizant 

of, students, both in the way he interacted with them and through his awareness of their home and 

community contexts.  As regards equality of power, T3 reports that he avoids tyrannical practices 

while seeking to attain an ‘oriented democracy’, which is not exactly aligned to observed practice: 

while T3’s practices are not based on extreme authoritarian practices and while his classroom is not 

a tyranny, it is arguable whether it is actually an ‘oriented democracy’. It resembles more of an 

authoritarian regime where equality of power is not advanced in any substantive manner, and where 

power is ultimately in the hands of the teacher who holds the baton and orchestrates the symphony to 

his will, decides largely what is done; how it is done; and when it is done. As regard critical thinking 

development, T3’s observed practice is partly aligned to conceptions and reported practice: on one 

hand, there is critical thinking development through argumentation, reasoning, or through emphasis 

on meaningful relationships among concepts. On the other hand, however, T3’s practice points to 

‘training’ students to acquire specific knowledge for standardized test preparation (i.e. Pruebas 

Saber). How this ‘training’ happens would determine how much criticality is actually promoted. 

While critical thinking is developed, it would seem that there is space to develop it further in various 

ways: creating spaces to judge the credibility and/or veracity of a source; evaluating alternatives; 

judging inductions and/or deductions; identifying assumptions; engaging in controversial topics to 

reflect on multiple perspectives (this last item was reported by T3 but not actually observed). 

T4’s conceptions, reported and observed practices as regards students voice are aligned. She 

conceives a democratic environment as a space where a type of relations are generated, which she 
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describes as ‘democratic relations’, and observations point to cultivating these. As regards student 

decision-making, T4 reports that she asks students at the beginning of the year what they want to 

learn about. While asking students what they wish to learn relates to student voice, actually taking 

students’ interest into account in the study plan would represent a form of student decision-making 

where they would be contributing to curriculum design. If this actually happens cannot be determined 

since observations were not conducted at the beginning of the year. Hence, alignment between 

reported and observed practice cannot be confirmed. As regards alignment between conceptions, and 

reported or observed practice, cannot be confirmed either since T4’s conceptions on student decision-

making do not surface. T4’s conceptions, reported and observed practices regarding equality of 

respect and recognition are aligned: T4’s conceptions are based on the idea of cultivating respect and 

recognition, referring to (a) the idea of respecting the ideas of others; (2) finding common ground 

between one’s ideas and the ideas of others; and (3) recognizing that others’ ideas may also be valid. 

Practices denote students being treated as active agents, and in effect as citizens in their own right – 

and not ‘in the making’. This is closely related to T4’s alignment regarding conceptions, reported and 

observed practices on equality of power. She sees and conceives of students as equals (explicitly 

saying that democracy applies to all, and to both teacher and students). Practices denote strategies 

that cultivate this dimension. As regards T4’s conceptions, reported and observed practices relating 

to critical thinking, these are aligned. T4’s conception of critical thinking is based on specific 

elements which include avoiding manipulation and a taming-for compliance thinking; supporting a 

transition from passive to active identities; where critical thinking is understood as reflective thinking 

leading to reflective acting or behaving, among other features. This is coherent with T4’s reported 

practices: debating complex situations; providing students with texts to access what she refers to as 

‘true scientific information’, among other features. Also, T4 cultivates critical thinking through 

constant questioning and counter-questioning strategies as well as through peaceful playgrounds 

where students have access to chess boards and other table games (this was observed), which support 

critical thinking development.    

In terms of student voice, T5’s conceptions and reported practices are misaligned with her 

observed practices. T5’s conception of a democratic environment is based on the notion of a 

classroom where the participation of all is allowed, and where all “give their ideas, their 

contributions”.  However, T5’s observed practices do not promote the participation of all: 

Observations indicate teacher talk time predominating over student talk time, where T5’s teaching 

typically focused on attempting to explain content and ideas to students. The fact that four of the six 

sessions observed included dictations, further reduced possibilities for student voice. T5’s 

conceptions, reported and observed practices as regards student decision-making are aligned: student 
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decision-making is not a feature that is mentioned in T5’s conception of a democratic environment. 

Her conception of student ‘participation’ focuses on voice, where decision-making is not mentioned. 

As regards reported practice, when I asked what decisions students took relating to aspects of their 

learning, T5 said that they took no decisions. In effect, no student decision-making was observed. In 

terms of equality pf respect and recognition, T5 refers to the marginal context of her students, 

suggesting awareness and recognition of their adverse situation. Her blaming discourse towards 

students is another factor which, in practice, impedes respecting students, and recognizing their 

inherent strengths and capacities. As regards reported practice, T5 says that she talks about respect 

constantly to students, and that respect is cultivated by setting an example. This is largely misaligned 

with observed practice, which showed disrespectful behaviour towards students (e.g. shouting, name 

confusing). In terms of equality of power, T5 conceives that ‘one’ (i.e. the teacher) is the ‘authority’ 

in the classroom. T5 also refers to her practices as not imposition-based, suggesting that they are not 

authoritarian. Thus, while her conceptions emphasize that she is the authority in her classroom (and 

as such must be respected), her reported practice emphasizes a non-authoritarian teaching style. 

Moreover, reported and observed practice are misaligned: T5 refers to her practice as non-

authoritarian, but observed practice showed an authoritarian teaching style focused on unsuccessfully 

trying to maintain order in the classroom through shouting, reprimanding and threatening. In essence, 

teacher-student relations are asymmetrical and not promotive of equality of power. Finally, as regards 

critical thinking development, T5 associated this with reasoning, logical thoughts, and as “beneficial 

to all.” Critical thinking was not further conceptualised. In terms of reported practice on critical 

thinking development, two points surface: first, critical thinking is referred to as complementary and 

as something that is ‘added on’ in teaching sequences, evaluations, workshops, or other; secondly, 

T5’s discourse repeatedly described her practice as consisting of ‘explaining’ something to students, 

suggesting teacher-centred and transmission-based practices. This suggests limited critical thinking 

development, supported by observations which suggested too much ‘teaching’ and too little learning. 

Where teaching happens (or is intended to happen) at the expense of learning and critical thinking 

development.  

 

Contributions 

This section accounts for the contributions of the study. The first main contribution relates to 

teacher interactions with students, and what particular teacher capacities ought to be developed, and 

are required, to advance a serious democratic citizenship education agenda; a second important 

contribution relates to a particular theoretical conception of democracy upon which this study is 
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premised; and a third central contribution relates to specific recommendations for the Classrooms in 

Peace programme.  

 

 Teacher practices based on democratic interactions 

Perhaps the most important contribution of this study is that, through the results that emerge, 

it makes a call for a paradigmatic shift ‘From teaching citizenship to learning democracy’ (Biesta & 

Lawy 2006, p. 63, title of article), focused not on citizens perceived as ‘users and choosers’ but as 

‘shapers and makers’ (Cornwall & Gaventa, 2001) who are afforded permanent opportunities to be 

democratic citizens both in the classroom and outside. In this order, it places importance on 

‘classroom climate’, and the role and responsibility of the teacher to create particular classroom (and 

school) environments. The study makes a call for teachers to create democratic classroom climates in 

Colombia, particularly given the current socio-political juncture marked by a complex peace building 

process that the country is undergoing.  

 In this order, the study sheds light on the need to develop teacher capacity to engage students 

in dialogical interactions by actively listening to students (what they say and do not say) so as to 

empower them; help them to reaffirm themselves and their self-efficacy as democratic citizens; 

support students in respecting and recognizing themselves, and each other, as central players in the 

classroom space, and beyond it – all this pointing to not only the voice but the presence of the student. 

This requires teachers who deliberately and consciously strive towards going beyond ‘right’ or 

‘wrong’ answers, and framing teaching and learning sequences to avoid tokenistic and manipulated 

forms of student participation, and IRE interactional dynamics (Mehan, 1979). This will support the 

promotion of genuine and meaningful forms of participation (Hart, 1992) that do not only have 

pedagogical value but that are also justified in their own right in cultivating DCE; and where students 

are treated as citizens not only ‘in the making’ but as citizens in their own right. Particular teacher 

sensitivity ought to be deployed towards students with “poverty of language” and “poor cultural 

capital” who may come from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

        To complement the above, the study shows that teacher practices need to ensure that students 

feel “socially, emotionally and physically safe” (Cohen et al., 2009, p. 181). This stems from teacher 

references on the notion of fear, and specifically references on students who are fearful of 

participating. These teacher references pertain to fear not only as an individual student-related 

variable but also as a context-related variable of a historical and cultural nature, where communities 

(comprised of adults and children) have been silenced, manipulated and/or coerced.      
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‘New Civics’ and ‘Demo-criticality’  

The second important contribution relates to a particular theoretical conception of democracy 

that the study advances. On one hand, this conception relates to a new way of addressing civics and 

citizenship education: ‘New Civics’ (advanced by the New Civics Early Career Scholars Program at 

the Harvard Graduate School of Education, of which I was a fellow). On the other hand, this 

conception supports ‘demo-criticality’, which I essentially understand as the combination of 

‘democracy’ and ‘critical thinking’ development. ‘New Civics’ and ‘demo-criticality’ point to the 

range of skills and dispositions needed for learners to raise their voices and take part in collective 

decision-making while simultaneously be in the capacity to think critically. In essence, the particular 

theoretical conception of democracy upon which this study is premised seeks to cultivate (1) 

argumentative, rational, reflexive, but also emotional, democratic citizens able to be empathic and 

solidary towards others in their immediate and distant communities; and (2) citizens who are not 

domesticated by power structures and are able to avoid being manipulated into thinking and acting in 

particular ways. This will potentially contribute to a robustly democratic way of life where it is not 

only reasonable but also possible to ‘agree to disagree’, while maintaining healthy relationships and 

avoid extreme polarizations.  

 

Specific recommendations for Classrooms in Peace 

A third central contribution of the study relates to specific recommendations for the 

Classrooms in Peace programme. In general terms, the study opens the space to consider whether the 

programme ought to integrate a more promotive based democratic approach for teachers to advance, 

and go beyond what in practical terms is, and has been, essentially a preventive based violence 

reduction approach. In terms of specific recommendations, first the study suggests that the 

programme’s collective norm construction component between teacher and students does not only 

focus on norms for an ‘orderly’ participation, but actually a genuinely democratic participation. This 

recommendation emerges from data from teachers’ references to norms associated to order and 

orderly classrooms as well as observed teacher practices. In particular, these teacher references and 

observed practices are associated with a conception of participation on teachers’ part that often limits 

student participation to plenary sessions based on teacher to student interactions (versus student to 

student interactions). Norm construction also ought to integrate other areas relating to student learning 

(e.g. what they wish to learn; how they wish to learn; what obligations do teachers have in the 

classroom).  
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 Second, the study suggests that while some teachers in the Classrooms in Peace programme 

succeed in promoting a greater degree of equality of power, others clearly fail to do so. This is 

particularly the case of teacher practices that fail to support the development of autonomous persons 

capable of taking assertive decisions pertaining to their lives, to their learning, and to their 

communities that, furthermore, are intrinsically motivated. This calls for (a) teacher capacity to ‘see’ 

learners (and treat them) from a capacity-based (and less so from a deficit-based) perspective, 

capitalizing on learners’ natural and evolving development; and (b) teachers to re-evaluate their own 

conceptions and practices, to identify and address how their own personal agendas and discourses 

may be curtailing not only student decision-making but also students’ ‘power-from-within’. This 

opens the scenario for teachers to broaden their conceptions of ‘power’, conceiving power as 

fundamentally “relational, situated, circulated, endlessly negotiated and constructed” (Foucault, 

1980, in Bahou, 2011); and integrate practices that frame learning situations for learners to realize 

their own power, and their own control, over how they live (in its broadest sense).          

Thirdly, the study suggests that while some teachers’ practices in the Classrooms in Peace 

programme advance restorative and reflection-based discipline management approaches, others 

implement punitive-based discipline management approaches. Similarly, the study suggests that 

teacher capacity ought to be developed for teachers to not only recognize, but also celebrate, diversity 

- this to ensure genuinely democratic, and inclusive, classroom climates based on teacher practices  

that view difference as ‘the norm’, and not as ‘the aberration’ (Devine, 2002), thereby valuing 

plurality in its ample sense. In this line, teacher capacity needs to be developed to support a 

democratic way of life by creating democratic classroom climates where learners are able to ‘live’ 

and ‘breathe’ democracy in practical terms – versus being limited to ‘know’ about democracy in 

theory.   

Fourth, the study suggests that teachers in the Classrooms in Peace programme are often 

pressured to cover pre-designed curricula to prepare students for standardized exams (e.g. Pruebas 

Saber in Colombia) and thereby negate or reduce student opportunities to decide what thematic 

content they wish to learn about. In this line, teacher capacity ought to be developed to creatively 

integrate what, and how, learners want to learn. This calls for making connections between what 

students are supposed to learn and what they actually wish to learn; and teachers exercising their 

autonomy to adapt study programmes to account for students’ interests and curiosity.    

Fifth, the study points to supporting teachers in the programme to better capitalize on the 

spatial dimension of their classrooms by using the classroom space (1) to support rather than hinder 

student participation; (2) to open spaces for student voice to be projected and heard more clearly; and 
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(3) to make students’ presence, and hence power, more visible. Particularly in cases where classroom 

spaces are small, teachers may consider conceiving the classroom beyond its physical walls, thereby 

advancing learning outside of the physical space of the classroom. This ought to be complemented 

by teachers providing learners with opportunities to have a say in how they wish their classrooms to 

be, and how they wish to decorate them and spatially configure them, to promote a sense of student 

comfort and spatial ownership of the spaces they inhabit.    

Finally, the study suggests that the programme could benefit significantly by focusing efforts 

on teacher capacity to develop learners’ critical thinking skills and dispositions. In this line, teachers 

need to be trained to ask ‘good’ questions: that is, questions that may not necessarily have ‘right’ or 

‘wrong’ answers but rather possible answers, or a range of possible answers depending on different 

perspectives; and questions that advance student motivation, student emotion, and critical thinking 

development. Teachers also need to be in the capacity to respond to student questions with counter-

questions where relevant so as to further critical thinking development. This needs to be 

complemented by teachers giving students ‘thinking time’ to respond to questions formulated by the 

teacher and by other learners.     

While the five recommendations above apply to the Classrooms in Peace programme, they 

may also apply to, and inform, other citizenship development programmes in Colombia and abroad. 

 

Limitations 

 

 Perhaps the most important limitation of this study is that it does not integrate students’ 

conceptions and views on both, DCE, and how teachers construct democratic classroom climates 

through their practices. A second limitation is that classroom observations were not video recorded, 

which could have provided material for greater analysis. This was a deliberate choice insofar as I was 

concerned that video-recording the sessions could alter the natural life of the classroom and thus the 

authenticity of the classroom environment. A third possible limitation is the actual hours of classroom 

observation: more observation time, over a greater time period, could have potentially rendered a 

more complete picture of teacher practices. Observations at the beginning of the year would have also 

provided opportunities to observe if, and how, norms are co-constructed between teacher and 

students, which is a component of Classrooms in Peace. A fourth limitation stems from how 

democracy and citizenship are conceptualized in the study: while participation, specific dimensions 

of equality, and critical thinking are the focus of my study, other concepts which are integral to 

democratic citizenship - particularly freedom - are not considered. A fifth possible limitation is that 

my study – inevitably – stems from my own personal biases, and thereby focuses on specific elements 
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associated to democratic citizenship education. In this regard, my study could be conceived as 

advancing a top-down approach. At the implementation level, however, in no way would my intent 

be on imposing my own agenda since this would be a contradiction in terms: it would not make sense 

to advance a democratic citizenship education agenda by imposing it. Rather I intend to advance a 

DCE agenda first, with actors interested in advancing it themselves, and second, through healthy 

negotiation and an open mind.      

 

Future Research 

 

 DCE requires exploration on multiple fronts. Further research on how teachers’ personal 

agendas (including religious, and other, beliefs) hinder DCE so as to identify ways of addressing these 

conflicts, needs to be further explored. This is particularly important, not only in contexts of post-

conflict and peace-building, but also contexts of extreme ideological polarization.  

 How teachers address student-related variables (e.g. poverty of language) and context-related 

variables (e.g. home environments which emphasize punitive practices, or deficit-based child 

perspectives) associated to marginal contexts requires further research. This is important given that 

inequality today is perhaps manifested in more subtle ways, denoting structural, deeply-rooted 

inequalities. To complement this, further research needs to be undertaken to identify and make sense 

of both, successful and unsuccessful school-wide practices to promote democratic practices in 

marginal contexts; and successful classroom practices which strategically advance a paradigmatic 

shift ‘from teaching citizenship to learning democracy’ (Biesta & Lawy, 2006) – this with the intent 

of scaling good practice. The latter is connected to the need for further research on how teacher 

practices confront differences between the implemented curriculum and students’ lived experiences 

of marginality – aimed at identifying good practices where teachers capitalize on pedagogic support 

to implement curricula that accounts for students’ experiences in contexts with weak social fabrics.    

Further research is critical on teacher practices that cultivate both, genuine student participation 

and critical thinking capacity to foster demo-critical 22 classroom climates. This research can, and 

ought to, take multiple directions: for example, what connection is there between critical thinking 

(often associated with cognition) and emotion? How can play be integrated in learning, acquiring and 

practicing democratic skills and dispositions within a DCE framework? What role does technology 

 
22 I am told that the term ‘demo-critical’ came up in a conversation between my advisor, Ana María Velásquez, 

and my internal evaluator in my doctoral committee, Andrés Mejía. I have since used the term in conference 

proposals that I have submitted to different academic events.  
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play in this enterprise? What role does, and should, critical thinking development play in the 

enterprise of developing a DCE agenda to support democratic citizenship? 

Research also needs to address how students acknowledge their respective privilege, both in 

contexts of deeply-rooted, structural inequality, and in post-conflict junctures.  

 Further research is also required to identify how the school, the family, and the community 

at large complement democratic classroom climates: while the classroom is a privileged and strategic 

space, DCE ultimately requires multi-tiered and multi-layered support systems. Research ought to be 

focused on understanding how these systems relate and converge towards a common goal. 

  

Final remarks 

 

 Based on the conclusions above, DCE requires teachers whose conceptions and practices are 

democratic in themselves. As T4 says, cultivating and developing persons is a process, and the teacher 

plays a central role in this process: 

T4: “…si se trata de formar es también pensar que los procesos no se van de un día a otro y que 

usted como maestro definitivamente tiene una responsabilidad social muy grande, es creerse el 

cuento de que la escuela es una sociedad pequeñita, es creerse ese cuento” (l. 541-545). 

 

The excerpt applies to DCE in three ways: (a) it is a philosophy of education which is aligned to a 

particular conception of the world and a particular way of understanding how human beings can live 

together; (b) teachers have a very big social responsibility in this respect; (c) it requires teachers to 

believe that schools are small societies, and can and ought to, operate as democratic societies – 

particularly so in post-conflict junctures like the Colombian.   

 To the degree that teachers’ conceptions and practices point to schools that are small, 

democratic societies, their classrooms will be characterized by democratic classroom climates where 

democracy is lived and actually practiced. This points to a paradigmatic shift ‘From teaching 

citizenship to learning democracy’ (Biesta & Lawy 2006, p. 63, title of article), focused not on citizens 

perceived as ‘users and choosers’ but as ‘shapers and makers’ (Cornwall & Gaventa, 2001) who are 

afforded permanent opportunities to be democratic citizens both in the classroom and outside.  
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Annex 1: Nanwani Classroom Climate Questionnaire (i.e. Spanish version given to students) 
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Annex 2: Nanwani Classroom Climate Questionnaire (English version) 

Scale  Description  Item 

Active 

participation: 

voice 

Teachers promote 

students’ voice: sharing ideas; 

expressing opinions, 

viewpoints, feelings, hunches, 

and other. Communication is 

open and dialogical. 

1. The teacher encourages us to give  

our opinions of the topics discussed in class freely. 

2. The teacher encourages us to give feedback to our classmates’ opinions. 

3. The teacher encourages us to give feedback to his/her opinions. 

4. The teacher encourages student led work groups (and other techniques like 
student panels, expert groups, etc). 

5. The teacher encourages quieter students to participate in class. 

6. The teacher encourages students to communicate through different mediums: 
written; oral; artistic, and other.  

 

Active 

participation: 

decision-making 

 

   

Teachers promote genuine 

student participation in 

decision making regarding 

teaching and learning in the 

classroom, and decision 

making regarding school-

related issues.  

1. The teacher encourages us to make decisions about classroom activities. 

2. The teacher encourages us to construct classroom norms together. 

3. The teacher encourages us to make decisions about school activities (e.g. 

student council), including extracurricular activities. 

4. The teacher encourages us to make decisions regarding what topics we learn 

in class. 

5. The teacher encourages us to make decisions regarding how we learn (e.g. we 

make a presentation, we write on a topic, etc. )  

6. The teacher encourages us to make decisions regarding how we are graded. 

 

Equality of respect 

and recognition 

Teachers treat students with 

respect, and recognize them 

as human beings and as 

subjects of rights.   

1. The teacher talks to me respectfully.  

2. The teachers talks to all students respectfully, irrespective of our age, 

religious beliefs, disability, language, gender, class, race or ethnicity.  

3. The teacher treats all students respectfully, irrespective of our age, religious 

beliefs, disability, language, gender, class, race or ethnicity. 

4. The teacher treats all students equally. 

5. The teacher treats boys and girls equally.   

6. The teacher listens to students, and their ideas and opinions, in a respectful 

way. 

7. The teacher pays equal attention to the questions of all students.  

8. The teacher is equally helpful with all students. 

9. The teacher is equally fair with all students. 

  

Equality of power 

 

  

Teachers promote horizontal 

relations with students to the 

degree possible. Teachers’ 

behaviour is consistent with 

the idea of power as shared, 

and as as a co-construction of 

relations; not as exclusively 

owned by the teacher / the 

teacher’s “property”.       

1. The teacher values our ideas as much as his/her own ideas.  

2. The professor is authoritarian towards students. 

3. The teacher often resorts to punitive measures. 

4. The teacher humiliates and/or shouts at students. 

5. The teacher is too controlling. 

Critical thinking   

 

   

Teachers focus on cultivating 

critical thinking skills and 

dispositions: argumentation; 

reasoning; refelction; seeing 

the big picture; “going 

beyond the surface”,  among 

others.  

 

 

   

1. The teacher’s focus is not limited to an emphasis on learning and memorising 

facts, definitions, and/or dates, without understanding their significance.  

2. The teacher encourages us to support our views and opinions with arguments.  

3. The teacher encourages us to evaluate alternatives when discussing different 

themes.  

4. We discuss and reflect on controversial topics, and think of pros and cons and 

different perspectives of these.   

5. The teacher encourages discussion and reflection of topics as a whole class 

and in groups.    

6. The teacher encourages us to question information.  

7. The teacher encourages us to understand the relationship between important 

concepts of a topic.  

8. The teacher asks us questions that are challenging and that make us think.   

.  
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Annex 3: Classroom observation format 

Class:  

Date:                                              Start time:                             End time: 

 

Dimensions Time Facts Interpretations / Reflections 

Student voice    

Student decision-

making 

   

Equality of respect 

and recognition 

   

Equality of Power    

Critical thinking    

General comments related to research questions: 
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Annex 4: Observation guidelines 

Dimension Indicators 
Active 

participation: 

student voice 

Teacher practices encourage/ display the following: 

➢ Elicitation of students’ ideas, opinions, perspectives, questions, doubts, and other.  

➢ Students giving feedback to their classmates’ opinions and to the opinions of the 

teacher.  

➢ Student led work groups (and other techniques like student panels, expert groups, 

etc.). 

➢ Students’ active participation in class and out of class activities. 

➢ Students seeking support, guidance and clarification. 

➢ Students making mistakes, and taking risks, in their oral and written production, as 

part of their learning processes. 

➢ Student comfort and feeling of security. 

➢ Quieter students to express themselves. 

➢ An open classroom climate.  

 

Active 

participation: 

student decision-

making 

Teacher practices encourage/display the following: 

➢ Gives students opportunities to make decisions regarding classroom activities and 

classroom related issues in general.  

➢ The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding what topics   are learnt 

in class. 

➢ The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they learn (e.g. 

making a presentation, writing on a topic, doing a group project, etc.).  

➢ The teacher encourages students to make decisions regarding how they are graded. 

 

Equality of respect 

and recognition 

Teacher practices encourage/display the following: 

➢ The teacher is respectful to students.  

➢ The teachers talks to students in a respectful manner. 

➢ The teacher listens to students and their ideas in a respectful way. 

➢ The teacher does not display disrespectful and/or discriminatory behaviour towards 

students in any way (e.g. gender, race, income group, appearance, ethnicity, 

religion, political orientation, etc.)  

➢ The teacher treats boys and girls equally, not displaying gender preference.   

➢ The teacher addresses students by their name.  

 

Teacher practices do NOT encourage/display the following: 

➢ Teasing 

➢ Bullying 

➢ Humiliation and sarcasm 

➢ Exclusionary behaviour 

➢ Inflammatory, discriminatory, or Derogatory language or behaviour 

➢ Irritability 

➢ Anger 

➢ Harsh voice 

➢ Physical aggression 

 

Equality of Power Teacher practices encourage/display the following: 

➢ Shows flexibility in interaction with students 

➢ Incorporates students’ ideas and opinions 

➢ Follows students’ lead 

➢ Allows student choice in classroom activities  

➢ Opportunities for student leadership 

➢ Gives students responsibility over classroom activities 

➢ Relaxed climate for student movement 

➢ Physical proximity, displaying willingness to interact with students in a non-

authoritarian, distant manner  

 

Teacher practices do NOT promote/display the following: 

➢ Yelling 

➢ Threats 
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➢ Physical control 

➢ Harsh punishment 

 

Critical thinking 

skills and 

dispositions 

Teacher practices encourage/display the following: 

➢ Argumentation and reasoning: students analyse and develop arguments to explain 

viewpoints 

➢ Judge the credibility and/or veracity of a source 

➢ Evaluating alternatives 

➢ Judge inductions and/or deductions 

➢ Identify assumptions 

➢ Engaging in controversial topics to reflect on multiple perspectives 

➢ Emphasis on meaningful relationships among concepts 

➢ Open-ended, cognitively challenging tasks 

➢ Focusing on a question   

➢ Going “beyond the surface” 

➢ Willing to take the whole situation (i.e. seeing the big picture) into account 

➢ Questioning information  

➢ Dialogue and discussion in class through plenaries and in groups focused on 

promotion of reflection   

 

Teacher practices promote feedback loops to cognitively challenge students  

 

➢ Back-and-forth exchanges to promote depth of thought  

➢ Follow-up questions to promote depth of thought 

➢ Building on students’ responses aimed at expanding and clarifying concepts / issues 

/ topics  
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