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TEACHING DEMOCRACY GLOBALLY
How does one grow up to be an active citizen? This is a crucial question given that across Europe declining engagement in traditional democratic processes at multiple levels is causing serious concerns regarding the future of democracy. The distance between citizens and their political representatives seems to be constantly increasing. Individuals appear to be less and less willing to become involved in decision-making processes at different levels. The trend might be due to multiple causes such as a lack of interest, awareness and motivation. The fundamental principle of democracy is the participation of citizens in processes aimed at reaching decisions that reflect a consensus by the majority whilst preserving minority rights. It is relevant to ask whether a democracy still works when such participation is only exercised by a few.

Politicians have also agreed on the need to bring the European Union closer to the citizens and on the fact that democracy should be consolidated by fostering their active participation in the life of society. It is for this reason that a working group on an Open Learning Environment, Active Citizenship and Social Inclusion was set up within the European Commission Directorate-General for Education and Culture at the beginning of 2003. One of its aims is to ensure that the learning of democratic values and democratic participation by all school partners is effectively promoted in order to prepare people for active citizenship.

Although active citizenship a frequently mentioned goal of citizenship at the national, regional and international levels, the understanding of what it is, and the experience of how it can be developed effectively, are still evolving. That’s why one of the practical challenges for promoting active citizenship and embedding it in civic education is arriving at an accepted definition of what it is. Since the term citizenship has different meanings and connotations across European countries, defining citizenship itself is by no means straightforward. Its meaning and the way it is perceived differ from one country to the next, reflecting their varying historical experiences and traditions, and not all national languages have directly equivalent terms. Since the term has different connotations in different contexts, it is not easy to reach a definition applicable to all countries for the purpose of addressing the concept of citizenship education in Europe as a whole. 

According to a literature review compiled by the Study on Active Citizenship Education (2007) it is impossible to present all of the definitions given to active citizenship since over 300 definitions of citizenship have been registered.

In countries with a democratic government that was established or re-established relatively recently, the role of citizenship in achieving social transformation seems to be emphasized. Active citizenship in these contexts often refers to becoming involved in democratic social changes, and to establishing democratic structures which are based on general values such as human rights and solidarity. In countries with longer democratic traditions, there is a different emphasis [1].
It is necessary to mention that civic education programs contain four key elements:
a) Programs seek to develop civic knowledge, which itself requires understanding of the principles and practice of democracy. As such, representative democracy, the rule of law, human rights, citizenship, civil society, and the market economy are important subject areas.
b) Programs focus on building cognitive civic skills to enable participants to synthesize information on political and civic life and public issues.
c) Civic education attempts to engender participatory civic skills such as working with others, collaborative deliberation and decision making, and how to peacefully influence debate.
d) These programs work to instill civic dispositions such as support for human rights, equal rights, the importance of active political participation, and working to promote the common good [2].

The main goals of civic education are: 
1. Civic knowledge appears to help citizens understand their interests as individuals and as members of groups.

2. Program participants have more consistent views across issues and across time.

3. Knowledge, particularly related to political institutions and processes, allow individuals to better understand political events and integrate new information into their preexisting framework.

4. General civic knowledge can alter views on specific public issues.
5. Citizens with greater civic knowledge are less likely to be mistrustful of, or alienated from, public life.

6. Greater civic knowledge generates greater support for democratic values.

7. Those with greater civic knowledge are more active participants in the political process [3].
Civic education is a critical and effective empowerment tool for promoting citizens’ participation in democratic and development processes. It helps citizens be active participants, by informing them about their rights, roles and responsibilities. 
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