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Conventional wisdom today holds that young people’s participation in
political activities is in serious crisis. Through media and policy-makers’
statements, the youth are frequently depicted as alienated from politics.
Moreover, many scholars also problematize the comportment and atti-
tudes of young people towards politics. Furlong and Cartmel (2007), for
example, argue that there is ample evidence of, compared to older citizens,
young people having little interest or involvement in traditional politi-
cal processes, such as party politics. They offer numerous research show-
ing how politics is perceived by young people as “boring and as something
which has little relevance to their lives” (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007, p.
124). However this is by no means a novel revelation. So in the 1990s, some
studies (Putnam, 199s) pointed out how young people are politically ap-
athetic and lack any political awareness. Looking even further back, over
30 years ago, Stradling (in Farthing, 2010, p. 182) argued already in 1977
that

there is something essentia“y paradoxieai abour a democracy in which
some eighty to ninety per cent of the future citizens (and present citizen-
ry) arc insuH‘iciently well-informed about local, national and internation-
al poiities to know not oniy what s happcning but also how thcy are af-

fected by itand what they can do aboutit.

Obviously, this is a recurring problem that has not gone away. How-
ever, over the last decade, scholars have consistently and repeatedly shown
that arguments about young people’s abstinence from political endeav-
ours and their overall political passiveness are rather short-sighted. Nov-
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el contemporary attitudes of young people towards political processes are
complex because there exists a plethora of other forms of political engage-
ment besides traditional party politics and conventional modes of politi-
cal participation.

But whatever form of political participation young people are in-
clined to, the idea of increasing youth participation is again (or still) part
of the political agendas in many Western societies. As Bessant (2004, p.
387) points out,

most Western governments now advocate enhanced youth participa-
tion as part of a discourse about modern citizenship, so much so that
it has become a poiicy cliche’ to say ‘increased youth participation’ will

‘empower young people.

In this context, education has been now and again put to the fore
as a tool for the formulation and production of decisive socio-political
outcomes, such as stronger political involvement in matters affecting the
lives of the youth. Political scientists (Putnam, 2007) and policy-makers
alike, commonly presume that education can decisively make young peo-
ple more politically conscious, more engaged and supportive of formal po-
litical processes at the various levels, including local, national and interna-
tional. Education is, therefore, they believe, suited to deliver knowledge
and positive attitudes towards the immersion in the same political are-
na they feel detached from. Although education is predominantly seen
as a necessary response to pertinent ills of democracy, several pieces of re-
search have recently shed more critical and sceptical light on the unprob-
lematic and straightforward relationship between education and political
participation (Milligan et al., 2004; Dee, 2004).

It is precisely, but not exclusively, through such critical observa-
tions that already in the 1990s citizenship education as a concrete frame-
work gained prominence within education as a paradigm and concrete
tool through which young people can become knowledgeable citizens,
citizens, in Bernard Crick’s words, who are “interactive and publicly ac-
tive”(Crick, 2004, p. 104).

In Slovenia, citizenship education also plays an important role with-
in the formal education system, but is also addressed and implemented
within other educational contexts (Banjac and Pusnik, 2015). Although
citizenship education is a cross-curricular theme within the formal sys-
tem, nonetheless, its most important implementation form is the subject
in Year 7 and 8 of clementary school, that is, Patriotic and Citizenship
Culture and Ethics subject.
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The course addresses a number of topics, among others the politi-
cal system of the Republic of Slovenia, social principles and rules of pub-
lic and political, human rights, European Union and globalisation. In
terms of political participation as a topic, the syllabus clearly states that
the aim of the course is to raise the political literacy via equipping pu-
pils with knowledge about basic principles of democratic decision-mak-
ing and democratic institutions at local and national level and also in the
European Union as well as at the global level (Ministrstvo za Solstvo in
$port, 2011, p. 6).

Not just in the curricula of the above mentioned subject but also
at the level of education policies there is a strong emphasis, among other
things, on promoting active participation and learning for the democrat-
ic participation of individuals in political life within their local commu-
nities and in other wider socio-political contexts. That is why it is neces-
sary to address, continually reflect and analyse, and by this, make sense
of pupils’ knowledge about these themes and skills connected with them
(Kerr et al., 2010).

This article contributes to the above mentioned need by analysing
and interpreting the knowledge of Slovenian pupils at the end of the low-
er secondary level of education (Year 9) about political participation via
different means and at different levels.

The article offers the interpretation of pupils’ achievements (n =
3849) in selected questions from the National Assessment of Knowl-
edge (NAK; Nacionalno preverjanje znanja — NPZ) in Patriotic and Cit-
izenship Culture and Ethics subject. The NAK is a special assessment of
knowledge procedure within the formal education system, in which all
pupils (Year 6 and 9) in the country, on the same day, complete the same
tests under the same conditions. The basic purpose of the NAK is to pro-
vide pupils, their parents, teachers and principals an insight into achiev-
ing objectives and standards as determined by curricula, uncover strong
and weak areas in pupils’ knowledge and thus reflect the quality and effi-
ciency of the primary education system (RIC, 2015b).

The Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and Ethics subject was select-
ed for the NAK in 2019 as the so-called third subject and covered twenty
tasks with a total of 43 questions. In this article’s analysis, eight questions
from five different tasks that tested pupils’ knowledge and understanding
of political participation were selected and included. The selection crite-
ria for the inclusion of specific questions from the NAK 2019 test in the

analysis is based on the understanding of conventional and unconvention-
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al political participation as articulated by Barnes and Kaase (1979)." Con-
ventional political participation pertains to different possible modes of
participation embedded in legal institutional frameworks, or directly re-
ferring to the electoral process and representational system, such as voting
and contacting politicians (Barnes and Kaase, 1979). On the other hand,
unconventional political participation refers to all modes of political par-
ticipation not formally linked to the electoral process such as petitioning,
demonstrating or similar (Barnes and Kaase, 1979).”

The article firstly offers a broader reflection of the role of citizenship
education (especially within formal education) in contributing in various
ways to political literacy and knowledge of pupils about political partic-
ipation. To this end, we critically interrogate some of the key prevailing
available strategies and practices within citizenship education, especially
with regard to fostering a more participation-inclined youth. Next, the ar-
ticle briefly presents how citizenship education is systematized within the
Slovenian formal education system and reflects how political participa-
tion is addressed and presented in relevant documents, such as the White
paper on education in the Republic of Slovenia and, more concretely, in
the Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and Ethics subject curricula. In the
third part of the article, the NAK is presented as a framework for pupil as-
sessment, with an emphasis on its structure and methodology. The latter
is also important because it represents the methodological framework of
this article for analysing the knowledge of pupils, which is also explained
in more detail. The fourth, central part of the paper presents and inter-
prets the results of the pupils on selected questions that were part of the
NAK in the Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and Echics subject. In the
conclusion, the article critically interrogates with and interprets the main

findings.

Citizenship education and political participation

As indicated in the introduction, practically all democracies, old and
new, are continuously searching for appropriate responses to challeng-
es to youth disenchantment and disengagement in democratic participa-
tion and, more broadly, political engagement in its various forms. Hard-
ly surprising, citizenship education is identified and targeted as a concrete
framework that makes possible ‘education through citizenship’, which in-
volves formal and informal learning opportunities that enable pupils to
1 Mcthodology of the analysis is cxplaincd in 4.2 section of this paper.

2 For additional discussion of Barnes and Kaase’s conventional /unconventional participa-
tion distinction and further updates of their definition see Picti (2019).
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acquire civic skills and knowledge through hands-on experiences (Keat-
ing and Janmaat, 2015).

Although various citizenship programmes (within and between dif-
ferent countries) have different theoretical and contextual backgrounds,
they predominantly converge around one idea. They mostly concur that
just the transfer of knowledge is not enough but rather the range of skills
and competences and personal qualities should be fostered within citizen-
ship education if citizens are to be willing and able to participate and ex-
ert influence in political life. As such, citizenship education is repeatedly
regarded as an education instrument leading pupils to understand dem-
ocratic principles and processes, identity politics, citizens rights and re-
sponsibilities. As Print (2007) suggests, education for (democratic) citi-
zenship in schools entails learning about being citizens in a democracy
and having the opportunity to gain skills and values associated with po-
litical issues. Direct intention is therefore to prepare young people for ac-
tive citizenship, which implies democratic participation. It is frequent-
ly stressed (sce, for example, Crick, 2004, p. 61) that knowledge, skills
and attitudes are mutually conditioned, while it is at the same time ar-
gued that citizenship education as an educational tool for political litera-
cy should be conceived and practiced so that it meets the needs of the vast
majority of young people. With this in mind, citizenship education as a
framework to motivate pupils to participate politically is often based on
the idea that not only abstract concepts are presented to them, but rath-
er the opposite, to secure their understanding of concepts drawn from the
everyday life and environment they are most familiar with. On the oth-
er hand, it is very crucial to highlight that participation skills are on their
own not enough. Young people should also acquire all the necessary (ba-
sic) knowledge about forms of political participation, available participa-
tive tools within democratic arrangements to ensure their political en-
gagement in wider democratic processes is informed, meaningful not just
for them but for society as a whole.

Notwithstanding the importance of citizenship education in dem-
ocratic societies, the current available frameworks for citizenship educa-
tion in different countries have been criticized from many different as-
pects (Garratt, 2000). In order to grasp and understand how citizenship
education can and does contribute in this or that way to political literacy
and knowledge of pupils about political participation, it seems reasonable
to identify and make sense of these critiques.

As Lawy and Biesta (2006) forcefully argue, one of the recurring
problems of citizenship education is its focus on individual young peo-
ple. In a variety of educational settings, citizenship education starts from
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the premise that individuals lack the proper and sufficient knowledge to
participate in public life. Because every individual pupil seems to be inad-
equately educated, they do not only lack knowledge, but also the corre-
sponding skills and democratic values. This “individualizes the problem
of young people’s citizenship” (Biesta, 2008) which has, as a consequence,
the underlying idea of citizenship education that individuals are them-
selves responsible for their indifference for political matters and social
malfunctioning in general. As a response to this, citizenship education is
commonly organized and practiced from the perspective of an individu-
al acquiringa necessary set of knowledge, skills and values that will trans-
form their political literacy and political behaviour, comportment and
conduct. This does not mean that community and groups are totally ne-
glected or dismissed in entirety within citizenship education. However,
they are predominantly understood and thought of in relation to an indi-
vidual where it is the latter that precedes them (see Quicke, 1992).

Another detectable problem related to citizenship education con-
cerns the role of citizenship education as a tool for the production of citi-
zenship and (good) citizens. As Olson et al. (2015) succinctly capture, citi-
zenship practice is still predominantly viewed and treated as the outcome
of particular educational trajectories.

The idea ofcitizcnship»as-outcomc reveals a strong instrumental orien-
tation in the idea of citizenship education. The focus is mainly on the ef
fective means to bring about ‘good citizcnship’ rather on the question

what (good citizcnship’ actually isor might be (Biesta, 2011, p- ).

The discourse of instrumentalism presented in citizenship education pro-
grammes in schools treats education processes, the relevant curriculum
and knowledge as a means to a particular end while the framework of cit-
izenship education as an end in itself is quite often neglected. With regard
to political participation as a topic within citizenship education, this in-
strumental discourse leads to contemporary education experts and poli-
cy-maker discussions on how a more participation-inclined youth is to be
achieved instead of critically reflecting on what participation in current
democratic societies mean.

In relation to the above, another contested facet of citizenship edu-
cation is worth mentioning. Namely, citizenship education predominant-
ly takes citizenship as a status that is comprised of specific legal rights and
duties (see Osler and Starkey, 2006). Of course, there are a number of dif-
ferent approaches and understandings within citizenship education what
these two mean and how they should be addressed and taught properly.
Some would argue, for example, that rights come first and responsibilities
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are only second to them. Others would preach the opposite (McCowan,
2009). But regardless of what the finesses and little (or substantial) nuanc-
es in the approaches might be, citizenship is still regarded, by and large,
as a status that is to be learned and obtained. This view misses something
very important that also Lawy and Biesta acknowledge, namely citizen-
ship as practice:

Citizenship«as—practice not only encompasses problcms and issues of
culture and idcntity but draws these different dynamic aspects togcthcr
ina continuously shiﬁing and changing world of difference. Such a view
ofcitizcnship, aswe |[..] argue, providcs amore robust entry point forun-
dcrstanding and supporting young pcoplc’s citizcnship lcaming in this

arca (Lawy and Biesta, 2006, p. 37).

This view or approach can be crucial especially in relation to politi-
cal participation as one of the key topics within citizenship education. Po-
litical participation itself entails the activity of communities and individ-
uals within them. Only through active engagement are people integrated
into society and, by and through this, they are involved in a myriad of po-
litical, as well as economic and cultural practices. Only active subjectivi-
ties are engaged with the very contexts of their lives. And, as Isin (2009)
contends, only if citizenship is understood as political subjectivity, our at-
tention can be shifted away from passivising fixed categories to the ac-
tions through which these categories are critically interrogated and dis-
composed. As such, it “shifts our attention from already defined actors to
the acts that constitute them” (Isin, 2009, p. 383).

For our purposes, it remains in this part of the paper to clucidate
further the status of political participation within the citizenship educa-
tion and why pupils’ knowledge and skills connected with it are deemed
as profoundly relevant in today’s democratic societies, including Slovenia.

Although public participation and engagement are often addressed
and delivered as content to pupils within the citizenship education frame-
work, terms and concepts such as these two are prevailingly depoliticised.
Pérez Exposito (2014, p. 230) argues that

the demotion of the political occurs by replacing political participation
with less controversial catcgorics, such as civic engagement, which are
also thcorctica“y less clear and well groundcd. The dcpoliticisation of
the forms of participation in which students are cncouragcd to be in-

volved entails a view of adolescents as dcpoliticiscd subjccts.

The depoliticisation operates in various ways, of which one is so-called so-
cietal depoliticisation (Wood and Flinders, 2014). It
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involves the transition of issues from the public sphcrc to the privatc
sphcrc and focuses on the existence of choice, capacity deliberation and
the shift towards individualised responses to collective social challenges

(Wood and Flinders, 2014, p.16s).

Such a type of depoliticisation, it can be argued, is also often present with-
in citizenship education where student’s participation is understood in in-
dividualizing (following one’s own desires, interests, etc. through partic-
ipation) or in moral and altruistic ground. Because it is understood from
this viewpoint, participation within citizenship education is frequently
not rationalised and presented as a consequence of heterogeneous com-
plexities of political processes, relationships and phenomena in which also
young people are embedded in.

Keeping in mind some of the above mentioned dilemmas about po-
litical participation within citizenship education, it is important to main-
tain focus on the political dimension of participation in democratic soci-
eties. The relevance of a pupil’s knowledge along with appropriate skills,
values and behaviour oriented towards the political participation is of
great importance because, as Crick (2004, p. 62) writes, a politically lit-
erate person is not only well informed about the politics but also capable
of active participation and communication. They are able to critically re-
flect on positions of others and present their own arguments. Moreover,
a persons’ critical reflection enables analysis and awareness of the power
relations that shape their subjectivity (Pérez Expésito, 2014). Under the
heading of political participation within citizenship education, pupils are
gaining key capacities to not only autonomously and efficiently practice
formal democratic participation possibilities, such as voting, but also seek
informal political means to counter-power, such as resistance, reciprocity
and persuasion. As Pérez Expdsito argues, political participation is a ter-
rain of creativity on different levels and in different arenas, rather than
a dogmatic adscription to fixed practices and must be therefore as such
also treated, demonstrated and thought within citizenship education in
schools and in formal educational school settings in general.

Political participation in citizenship education in Slovenia

When considering how concrete formal educational system, in our case
Slovenian, grasps and employs certain relevant concepts, in our case po-
litical participation, we need firstly to entangle how it is addressed gener-
ally at the level of wider prevalent principles upon which national educa-
tion/schooling system is built and enacted. Key orientation in this respect
is the White paper on education in the Republic of Slovenia. From Slo-
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venia’s independence until now, two White Papers have been published.
The first White paper, published in 1995 defined the fundamental corner-

stones, principles and objectives of education in Slovenia and

served as the basis for the comprehensive reform which took place
through the adoption of aseries oﬂegislative acts covering the organisa—
tion and ﬁnancing of education and spcciﬁc aspects of different levels of

education (EURYDICE, 2019).

The currently valid White paper was published in 2011 to additionally de-
fine the guidelines based on “systematic review of the structure and func-
tioning of the education system” (EURYDICE, 2019).

Therefore, how is political participation as a tangible knowledge (and
skills) objective addressed in the last and currently valid White paper? Its
first concrete mention appears under the section Strategic challenges and
orientations of the education system. The White Paper states that

In public kindergartens and schools [...] the process of upbringing and
education ofyoung generations must be based on [...] shared values and

train them to live indcpcndcntly, to work togcthcr and participatc in po-

litical life (Krek and Metljak, 2011, p. 18).

The White paper seems to echo the argument of Lawy and Biesta
(2006) who underline the importance of understanding citizenship as a
practice (see above). The White paper insists that education must be ori-

ented towards empowering young people for their active engagement:

Education, which will train young, gcncrations to live indcpcndcntly and
face the challcngcs of the modern world, must therefore include the will-
ingness to make the necessary changes and the ability to find new na-
tional and global solutions in ethics, in economics and politics [..] (Krek

and Mctljak, 2011, p. 18).

Another instance of how the White paper recognizes and addresses
political participation can be identified under the heading “Principles and
objectives for the further development of the primary school” (Krek and
Metljak, 2011, p. 114). Here, the political participation appears under the
broad principle of creating awareness of self-identity and active involve-

ment in the formation of heritage communities:

In line wich idcntity awareness, students need to dcvclop the abiiity to
actively participate in their local environment, take responsibility, inter-

generational learning and cooperation (Krek and Metljak, 2011, p. 117).
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As we can see, participation is clearly and generally acknowledged. How-
ever, the White paper additionally elaborates on the theme of political
participation at the point where the explanation of the importance of cit-
izenship education, ethics and religion within education is presented. The
White paper explicitly deals with the problem of negative perception of
politics and everything that is concerned with the political:

[.] negative perceptions of the political field emerge in the public and
the negative labcling of “poh’tics” and political engagement in gcncral,
stemming from the low level of culture of political dialogue (Krek and

Mcdjak, 2011, p. 42).

One of the objectives of citizenship education within formal education
must, according to the White paper, address and resolve this pertinent
issue:

In schools, this could gradually be transcended and cthe perception ofthe
idea of the political as an arrangement of common affairs, involving the
sharing of knowlcdgc (knowlcdgc, norms and values) that citizens, as cit-
izens of Slovenia and as part of the wider world, must have (Krek and

Mctljak, 2011, p. 42).

Now, the White paper obviously recognizes the importance of par-
ticipation and at the same time offers the definition of the political and
politics that goes beyond prevailing perceptions and hegemonic depoliti-
cized discourse. Interestingly enough, it is precisely citizenship education
that has an explicit role in changing the negative perception of politics
into a more positive one, one that young people will understand as various
ways of involvement and active participation in public matters affecting
their lives. So the question that follows is how can citizenship education,
as a separate school subject, address and conceptualise political participa-
tion and in what form should it be offered as a theme to pupils.

Citizenship education was introduced as a compulsory subject un-
der the then newly adopted 1996 legislation, which laid down a formal
framework for all levels of pre-university education, while making citi-
zenship education and ethics, as it was then called, a compulsory subject
in the level of primary education. The new formal legal framework also
began the process of (re)adaptation of curricula, including citizenship
education. During this period, from 1996 to the beginning of 1999, the
Subject Curriculum Commission for Citizenship Education and Echics
prepared the first syllabus for this subject (Banjac, 2016, p. 72).

In the current syllabus, finally adopted in 2011, political participa-
tion is only indistinctly mentioned in the document’s introductory sec-
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tions. For example, in the definition of the school subject, the curriculum
states that the pupils gain basic knowledge about “political system, social
principles and rules of public and political life in Slovenia as a democratic,
legal and social state” (Ministrstvo za $olstvo in $port, 2011, p. s). Political
participation is at least a little bit more concretely mentioned in the sec-
tion about general objectives of the school subject. Here, the general aim
of pupils’ active participation in social life is defined and, under this gen-
eral aim, some specific aims related to the political participation are men-
tioned, such as promoting democratic procedures within the school and
wherever possible, preparing for participation in electoral process and re-
sponsible and critical citizenship.

While curriculum is rather shy about political participation in its in-
troduction, it is a theme more substantially and concretely developed in
the curriculum’s presentation of the topics covered by the school subject.
The topics are divided into seven distinct sections, four in Year 7 and three
in Year 8 of the basic school. Political participation is more or less equally
distributed in both years, but the complexity of the topic is increasing by
year. So, in Year 7, pupils are acquainted with the political participation
already from the very beginning, within the section entitled “Individu-
al, Community, State” and especially “Community of citizens of the Re-
public of Slovenia” (Ministrstvo za $olstvo in §port, 2011). In the latter sec-
tion, for example, pupils are acquainted with topics such as the political
system of the Republic of Slovenia and possibilities of citizens to partici-
pate democratically in the political processes at the national level. Politi-
cal participation is also addressed in Year 8, within the topic “Democracy
at close range” where this topic is additionally expanded and comprehen-
sively elaborated (Ministrstvo za $olstvo in $port, 2011). In Year 8, various
types of possible participative actions of individuals and communities are
also addressed in the sections that cover the European Union and interna-
tional as well as global socio-political environment.

National assessment of knowledge — systematisation

and methodology

The National Assessment of Knowledge: its systematization

and implementation

The National Assessment of Knowledge (NAK) is now a well established
process forming an indispensable part of the basic school system in Slo-
venia. It is a process implemented every school year in such a way that
all pupils in the country complete the same tests on the same day under

the same conditions. The NAK offers to pupils feedback on their specif-
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ic subject knowledge during and at the end of primary education, includ-
ing via comparison of their achievements with those of their peers and
the national average. The NAK is not only intended for pupils to provide
them with information on their achievements, but it is also designed to
allow teachers and schools to evaluate the quality of their work. At the
system level, the NAK can provide a basis for further decisions regarding
the development of the education system, evaluation curricula, the devel-
opment of teacher training and changes or revisions to teaching materi-
al (Gornik, 2013, p. 3).

Looking into the development of the NAK within the Slovenian
formal education system, we need to underscore its relation to the in-
troduction of great changes within basic schooling at the dawn of the
21 century. Based on the idea from the second half of the 1990s that the
duration of basic schooling needs should be extended from Years 8 to 9,
the so-called nine-year project (devetletka) started. The direct introduc-
tion of the nine-year basic school (single structure of primary and lower
secondary education) began in the 1999/2000 school year, and the intro-
duction process was completed in the 2008/2009 school year, when all
Slovenian basic schools implemented the nine-year program. The basic
school program in Slovenia is therefore systematized within three edu-
cational cycles, each of which comprises three classes (Tastanoska, 2015).

These three educational cycles of the basic schooling are a basis
also for the systematization and implementation of the NAK. The lat-
ter is in its current full form along with its formative role has been im-
plemented since the 2005/2006 school year. Each year, a national as-
sessment is carried out at the end of the second educational cycle (Year
6) and at the end of the third education cycle (Year 9) (RIC, 2015¢). In
both cases, the NAK has a formative function, as already said, which
means that the central objective is to obtain and disseminate informa-
tion regarding pupils’ knowledge and the implementation and effective-
ness of education (the success of lessons, for example, in terms of the
curriculum of a particular subject) (Slavec Gornik, 2013). Another rele-
vant fact is that the National Examination Centre (RIC) organizes and
manages the implementation and analyses the results and achievements
(RIC, 2015¢).

Both (Year 6 and 9) NAK iterations are compulsory for students in
both public and private basic schools. At the end of Year 9 (pupils aged
fourteen or fifteen), pupils’ knowledge in Slovene (or Hungarian or Ital-
ian), Mathematics and the so-called third subject is tested. The Minister
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selects the so-called third subjects each school year from the pool of com-
pulsory subjects in Year 8 and 9 (RIC, 2015d).’

In the school year 2018/2019, the NAK at the end of the third cy-
cle of education (Year 9), was implemented in May 2019. Besides exami-
nations in two compulsory subjects, Fine Art, Physics, Foreign Language,
Patriotic and Citizenship culture and ethics and Social Studies* were se-
lected as the third subjects.

In terms of the actual implementation of the NAK, the whole pro-
cess can be divided into three consecutive phases. The first phase can be
referred to as the preparatory phase, in which knowledge tests are de-
signed, prepared and formulated into their final form. The second phase
is the implementation phase. Year 9 pupils take a knowledge tests at their
school at the same time as their peers in all Slovenian schools on a prede-
termined day. The pupils write each test for sixty minutes and after com-
pleting the test, the schools send the tests in sealed envelopes to the RIC,
where the tests are scanned, digitally processed and thus ready for evalu-
ation. Tests are evaluated by teachers with the use of a specific computer
software, and the accuracy of the evaluation is monitored by the principal
assessor and his assistants. Once the tests have been evaluated, the subject
commissions, the RIC Information Unit and the R&D Unit participate
in the preparation of the data, analysis and descriptions of pupil achieve-
ment at the NAK (RIC, 2015a). The final phase of the NAK process in-
volves informing pupils, their parents, teachers and schools about pupils’
results and achievements. Pupils, along with their parents and teachers,
are offered the opportunity to see how well they have passed the test, and
if they do not agree with the evaluation, they may request a re-evaluation.
After the re-evaluation, the RIC informs the pupils, their parents, teach-
ers and schools about the final results (RIC, 2015a).

The Methodology of the analysis

The NAK 2019 on Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and Ethics subject,
from which we draw data for our analysis of pupils’ knowledge on polit-
ical participation, was conducted on 13 May 2019. Overall, 3849 pupils
from 116 schools participated in the NAK on this specific subject.’” The

3 Since 2007, four so-called third subjccts (2011 bting an exception, when three have been
selected) have been selected each school year.

4 The Social Studies subjcctwas selected asachird subjcct for pupils who are schooled in the
educational programme with the lower educational standard.

5 While pupils from all Slovenian basic schools sit Mathematics and Slovene or Hungar-
ian or Italian, the situation with the so-called chird subjccts is different. Namcly, which
third subjccts will be tested at cach school is determined on the basis of the random clas-
sification of schools. In doing so, the aim is to follow the equal representation of all chird
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pupils had 6o minutes to answer 20 tasks with 4 4 different questions and
assignments. Some of the questions were valued with more than just one
possible point so the maximum possible points was so. The tasks in the
test were composed according to taxonomic levels (according to Bloom
(1956): knowledge and recognition, understanding and application, anal-
ysis, synthesis and evaluation) and, of course, according to the content
foreseen in the syllabus for this subject (RIC, 2015a). This means that the
test in the subject Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and Ethics tested the
knowledge that is foreseen or determined within the subject curriculum
(Ministrstvo za $olstvo in $port, 2011).

For the purpose of the present analysis, we selected and included in
the analysis concrete tasks and corresponding questions that were direct-
ly related to political democratic participation, be it through convention-
al or unconventional means, at local (including school environment), na-
tional or at the EU level. We underline again at this point that while we
agree with many who argue that political participation of youth is radical-
ly changed and new means to express political action have broadened the
definition and understanding of (civic) engagement beyond conventional
participative procedures such as voting. However, on the other hand, we
concur with the already mentioned arguments of Pérez Expésito (2014)
that depoliticised notions of participation have problematic consequenc-
es. In line with this, we insist that knowledge of pupils on democratic po-
litical participation is crucial for them to be able to significantly contrib-
ute and have a say in the arena of politics.

Based on this, for the purpose of analysing the knowledge of pupils
about political participation, we selected among 20 tasks those that di-
rectly concern political participation. In terms of the selection criteria, we
decided to include those questions that explicitly relate to (1) institutional
arrangement of political participation within a particular socio-political
context (school, local, national, international level) and (2) concrete par-
ticipatory action of an individual and/or group or community. Accord-
ing to this methodological selection criteria, we included five tasks with
cight questions altogether in the analysis. With the objective of making
the analysis as systematic and coherent as possible, we divided these se-
lected questions into three different content clusters. The first cluster fo-
cuses on pupils’ general knowledge about political participation and con-
crete democratic participation in school class. The second cluster pertains
to political participation on national and local level within Slovenian po-

Slejccts within the statistical rcgions, and the size of the schools is implicitly taken into
account, thus ensuring a more cqual number of students writing cach subjcct (Cankar,

2014).
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litical system. The last cluster focuses on unconventional means of politi-
cal participation. In this article’s study, we analysed the percentage of cor-
rect answers to each of the selected questions and thus obtained the data
on the knowledge of pupils on specific teaching objectives as defined in
the Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and Ethics subject’s curricula.

Pupils’ knowledge about political participation:
results and interpretation
For every individual in a democratic society, especially those young, it is
crucial to be knowledgeable in various political processes and essential
democratic procedures offered to them if they are to be an empowered
person making meaningful interventions in the political life of the socie-
ty. But it is not only the institutionalised and general set of rules and pro-
cedures that a young person should know about, but also the “sets of prac-
tices, to which the participation of citizens is key” (Forbrig, 2005, p. 13).
The NAK’s 2019 test on the Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and
Ethics subject second task addressed precisely the above mentioned is-
sues. It included two questions, the first asking of pupils’ more general
knowledge about democratic political procedures, while the second was
very specific and related to concrete possible democratic participative
practices. The first question (Q1) demanded pupils to recognise from the
appended picture one rule of democratic voting procedure directly at a
polling station. Possible correct answers to this question were either the
secrecy of the ballot/anonymous voting or one person, one vote princi-
ple (each decides for himself/herself). The pupil’s answer of “privacy” was
also considered as correct. The second question (Qz) was on democrat-
ic decision-making in the classroom demanding from pupils to explain
the democratic procedure to reach a joint decision about the destination
of their excursion at the end of the school year. The answer was marked as
correct if pupils responded by one of the subsequent (or content-wise sim-
ilar) argument: (1) The class reaches the decision democratically by con-
versing and sharing arguments about different destinations, thus jointly
lowering the number of possible options and then voting on them; (2) The
class reaches the decision by selecting (with the majority of pupils) a pro-
cedure through which they will decide upon their final destination; (3)
They reach the decision by discussion/unanimously/with consensus that
the decision will be taken by their teacher; (4) The class reaches the deci-
sion by casting a ballot and the proposal that gets the majority of votes is
selected. It must be noted here that simple answers such as “draw” or “vot-
ing” was not accepted as correct; pupil’s explanation of the consequence of
specific procedure was required.
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Table 1. Qlfstions on gcncral knowlcdgc about political participation
and concrete democratic participation in school class.

Percentage of pupils
with correct answer

(n=3849)

Tested learning A

question type

objective as defined
by the syllabus

" In the analysis of situa-
Qi - Identify onc rule » i ]
3 . 10NS, pupus recognize
of democratic voting pup 5 A record of the short
) ) the normsand proce- ~0
at the polling station as - ) answer
o dures of democratic
visible on the photo. . )
decision-making,

Q2 - Describe the pro-  In the analysis of sicua-

cedure howa class can  tions, pupils recognize
. . pup e A record of the short
reach ajoint decision the normsand proce- 79
. i . answer
about the destination  dures of democratic

of their excursion. decision-making,

The results of the pupils with regard to these two questions show
that there is a slight discrepancy between general knowledge about dem-
ocratic participation rules and concrete participatory practices in an en-
vironment familiar to pupils (e.g. classroom). Seventy percent of pupils
correctly identified one of the rules behind democratic voting procedure
at a polling station, while 79 percent of pupils successfully described the
democratic procedure in the classroom. It may be true that the discrepan-
cy is not big; however, it is interesting that more pupils answered the sec-
ond question correctly which demanded not only knowledge but also the
ability to devise a clear and structured democratic process (higher taxo-
nomic level). What can be discerned from this is that pupils clearly recog-
nize general rules of democratic participation, while at the same time they
are clearly capable of finding participatory solution to joint issues in their
classroom environment.

The second cluster of questions tested pupils” knowledge on politi-
cal participation at the local and national level within the Slovenian po-
litical system. This kind of knowledge is crucially important if a par-
ticular democratic state wishes to have well-informed citizens that take
political matters seriously and are prone to seize political decision-mak-
ing opportunities offered to them. As already common wisdom would
have it, it is an undeniable fact that education has a causal relationship
with multiple forms of engagement, including voter turnout, group
memberships, tolerance and the acquisition of political knowledge
(Campbell, 2009). Not least important, a particular state needs strong
democratic legitimacy in the form of citizens’ commitment to the par-
ticular principles characteristic to democratic decision-making. As Topf
writes, “elections are powerful symbols of the democratic legitimacy of
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a nation-state” (Topf, 1997, p. 27). So clearly the knowledge of pupils at
the lower secondary level of education is necessary to foster their trust
in democratic institutions and democratic procedures as well as partici-
pative opportunities that they will have as future full members of a par-
ticular democratic state-polity.

Within this cluster, we included three tasks from the NAK 2019
test, one with just one question, the second with two questions® and the
third with again just one question’. The first question (Q3) addressed the
more historical dimension of political participation in Slovenia in its pe-
riod of state formation at the beginning of the 9os. Therefore, the ques-
tion asked pupils through what kind of voting process Slovenian voters
decided about Slovenia’s independence. Four possible answers were giv-
en among which only one was correct, namely the response “With the
participation at the independence referendum (plebiscite) on independ-
ence for Slovenia” (response B). The second question revolved around
the topic of political parties as a key representative organised group seek-
ing through the election to exercise political power. The first question
(Q4) asked pupils about the possibility to establish a political party in
Slovenia. Among four possible answers the correct one was the response
C (“at least 200 adult citizens sign the party establishment statement
and register the party with the competent authority”). The second ques-
tion (Qs) within this task included in the analysis addressed participa-
tion of political parties in Slovenian National Assembly elections. So the
question asked pupils to explain why the party that received 3,8 percent
of all the votes will be or will not be represented in the National Assem-
bly in the next term. The correct answer to this question was if the pu-
pil responded that the party will not be represented in parliament/Na-
tional Assembly because it did not reach the parliamentary threshold of
4%. More simple answers were also allowed (e.g. “the party will not be
represented because it received too few votes”), but the answer needed
to clearly express that the party will not be represented and also explain
why not. The fourth question (Q6) that was included in this cluster ad-
dressed the possibility of political participation at the local level within
the Slovenian political system. The question asked pupils to record one
possibility of how individuals can exercise their right to participate in
6 Although this spcciﬁc task had chree questions, we omitted the last question from the

analysis because it did not meet the mcthodological selection criteria for this particu]ar
analysis.

~

Again‘ this task had two qucstions, both addrcssing political processes and govcrnmcntal
arrangements at thelocal level (lokalna samouprava). While the first question did not met
the inclusion criteria, the second did and was thus included.
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local government issues. Here, some correct answers were possible, such
as participation in mayoral / local elections, participating in municipal
council elections, participation in the assembly of citizens, participation
in alocal referendum, etc. The answer was marked as correct only if a pu-
pil included both a concrete available participative local mechanism or
process and activity of an individual. Thus, for example, an answer that
stated only “local referendum” did not suffice, pupils needed to include
(give a description of) an activity by an individual in the answer.

Table 2. C&Cstions on political participation on national and local level

within Slovenian political system.

Tested learning Percentage of pupils

with correct answer
(n=3849)

Assignment/
question type

objective as defined
by the syllabus

Q3 - Howdid Slove-

nian voters decide in

1990 on the independ-
ence of the Republic

Pupils gain basic
knowledge about the

of Slovenia? Select the  creation of the Repub- Muldiple Choice 6
correctanswerbyen-  lic of Slovenia.
circling the letterin
front of it.
Pupils learn the differ-
Q.4 - How can citi- ence between uniting
zens of the Republic of Cltlzéns based on C,Om> ) o
Slovenia form a polici n-'lon mtcr.cst.s (socie- Multiple Choice 74
] s ties, associations, etc.)
calpartys and common politi-
cal goals.
Qs - Political par-
ty participatcd in the
clections to the Na-
:f;;l;;iﬁ:ilggﬁ) ) Pupils learn about the
veniaandwon 580 of procedures by which A record of the short -
clected ofhcials are answer

the vote. Explain why
or not apartywi]l be
represented in the Na-
tional Assembly in the
coming term?

CICC[Cd.

Q6 — Write down one
option, how can indi-
viduals exercise their
right to participate in
local authority issues?

Pupils learn cthe differ-
ence between uniting
citizens based on com-
i ) A record of the short
mon interests (socie-
. o answer
ties, associations, ctc.)
and common politi-

cal goals.
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So, what do the results within this cluster show? One of the key find-
ings is that pupils are considerably knowledgeable on facts with regard to
democratic processes that lead to the independence of the Republic of Slo-
venia. Namely, 63 percent of pupils were able to identify an independence
referendum as a concrete mechanism that allowed the citizens to decide
on the independence of the country (Q3). Although the percentage of pu-
pils with the correct answer is quite high, one would still expect that this
percentage would be higher still, not least because this theme is very much
cross-curricular and is as such present also within other school subjects.

Perhaps more surprising is the result of the second question (Q4) in
this cluster. Almost three quarters of the pupils who sat the test knew how
a group of citizens can form a political party. While pupils showed knowl-
edge on the procedure of formally establishing a political party, they did
much worse in explaining the requirements for a political party to enter
the National Assembly (Qs). Only 37 percent of pupils wrote the correct
answer. It must be stressed that this task was quite complex since it de-
manded an answer composed of two interconnected parts (clearly indi-
cate that party will not enter the National Assembly and explain the rea-
son why not). Whilst a low percentage of the correct answer does indicate
that pupils do not have enough knowledge on the key rules of national
elections in Slovenia, on the other hand, the low percentage could also be
a result, at least in part, of the superficiality of reading the task instruc-
tions. Because of this, many answers contained just one part of the an-
swer, but not the other.

Another surprising result was also with regard to pupils’ knowledge
about political participation at a local level in Slovenia (Q6). Namely, only
34 percent of pupils were able to correctly name one of the options of how
individuals can exercise their right to participate in local authority issues.
The curriculum of the subject clearly contains topics related to the func-
tioning of local government and democratic participation opportunities
at the local level. Clearly, pupils here have shown a lack of political litera-
cy with regard to democratic participation at local level.

The third cluster we focused on in this analysis concentrates on the
theme of non-conventional means of democratic participation. While con-
ventional forms of political participation are practically indispensable in
democratic socicties, there are a number of other possibilities how citi-
zens can contribute meaningfully and substantially to the society in which
they live. It seems rather obsolete to repeat how current societies experi-
ence widespread young people’s distrust in voting and other convention-
al democratic options. However, it is increasingly apparent also through re-
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search-based evidence, that large numbers of young people are committed
to unconventional and civic action in their respective countries:

Whereas, in the past, issues of concern might have mobilized them into
voting for particular candidates or writing to their elected representa-
tives, these same issues today might be tackled instead through consum-
er activism, protests and demonstrations, activity on social media, char-

itable fundraising or Voluntary work in the community (Barrett, 2018).

Citizenship education in schools must as such necessarily include and
deliver to pupils in an appealing manner not only the knowledge about
standard and traditional participation possibilities but also new compel-
ling and less conventional participatory attitudes and tools. This is impor-
tant because otherwise the approaches to the curriculum that avoid demo-
cratic practices are “likely to negate its ability to produce active citizens and
are only likely to exacerbate the apathetic zeitgeist” (Watts, 2006, p. 95).

Table 3. (&estions on unconventional means ofpolitical participation.

Percentage of pupils

Tested learning

objective as defined ASSlg.n G with correct answer
by the syllabus question type (n=3849)

Q7 - Whatare politi- ~ Pupilslearnaboutciti- A record of the shore
cal demonstrations? zens' political rigl’its. answer 7
Q8- A group of citi-
zens signs a request to
close a plant that pol-
lutes the environment
ofa particular town.
_Circlc t!’lC letterin B Pupils Icar11 about citi- Muleiple Choice o
frontofaformofciti-  zens political righes.

zenaction pcrformcd
by agroup of citizens.
Select the correctan-
swer by cncircling the
letter in fronc of it

So in the third cluster, just one task from the exam was included but
with two distinct questions. The first question (Q7) included in the anal-
ysis under this cluster asked pupils about the meaning of the term politi-
cal demonstration. The answers that were considered as correct had to be
logically related to the basic definition of demonstration available in the
official Slovenian dictionary (mass expression of mood, usually in protest,
but also of support. The second question (Q8) in this cluster described
a concrete non-conventional participatory action of a group of citizens:
the signing of a request to close a plant that pollutes the environment of a
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small town. The pupils were asked to correctly identify what kind of polit-
ical non-conventional (civic) action was used. The correct answer among
several given was “petition”.

Within this cluster, there was a high discrepancy between the per-
centage of correct answers on two different questions. While pupils had
many difficulties in explaining what political demonstrations are, they
did well in correctly identifying an unconventional type of political par-
ticipation. Of course, the immediate question is why such a difference,
given that both questions addressed the same topic (unconventional
forms of participation). One of the possible answers to this is the type of
task given. The task Q7 demanded a short written answer, while Q8 was
a multiple-choice task. As already said, pupils usually solve the latter more
successfully. Having said that, it is striking that pupils are so limited in
finding the correct descriptive answer to a question at the first taxonomic
level, which means that their political literacy in unconventional political
participation is at least questionable.

Conclusion

With regard to the issue of the youth’s political participation, citizenship
education, within formal education system, is in, one can say, a turbu-
lent and contradictory position. On the one hand, democratic states still
predominantly, if not exclusively, rest on the representative political sys-
tem that cannot do without traditional participatory mechanisms such
as voting. On the other, heterogencous voices, including young people,
exhort dissatisfaction with conventional liberal democratic participatory
means and frequently resort to novel democratic forms of participation,
including those that are now classically identified as unconventional (Pit-
ti, 2019). As has been suggested,

political action is changing in Form, from consisting of mainiy clec-
tion-based activities to cncompassing a wide rcpcrtoirc of both these
more traditional, institutionalised activities and extra-insticutional, di-

rect forms of political action [...] (Rooij and Reeskens, 2014, p. 185).

And schools never operate in vacuum. Biesta (2008, p. 170) reminds us
that schools are as such continually mandated to revitalise citizenship,
“often fuelled by concerns about decreasing levels of civic participation
and political involvement”.

This article suggests that although citizenship education within for-
mal education is in the context of its mandate to raise the youth’s interest
in participation frequently submerged into depoliticised discourse where
any kind of public activity of individuals or groups is deemed active cit-
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izenship, indeed (still) the relevant framework for raising young people’s
knowledge and skills about political participation. However, as we have
discussed, citizenship education in the education system and concretely
in schools must grasp and deliver political participation not as a docile
and fixed category but as an enabling activity through which young peo-
ple’s subjectivities are shaped and through which pupils are gaining capac-
ities to critically approach and use formal democratic participation means
while also seecking unconventional political options to make their voice
heard.

The White Paper on education in the Republic of Slovenia address-
es, albeit understandably very broadly, the above-mentioned challenge. As
we have shown, it does this by highlighting the problematic widespread
negative portrayal and labelling of politics while also explicitly recognis-
ing the need to change this perception by enabling young people with po-
litical participation with the awareness that their involvement in political
matters means contributing to the arrangement of common affairs. The
currently valid Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and Ethics subject cur-
riculum seems to correspond to the vision and aim in the White Paper.
The curriculum is, as we have shown, quite rich with the themes that are
directly related with political participation. It is well structured in terms
of upgrading the level of knowledge about political participation that pu-
pils receive from Year 7 to Year 8. However, as is possible to see, the cur-
riculum itself could contain more of an emphasis on the various forms of
political participation, including unconventional forms, so pupils would
recognise and be acquainted with the diverse possibilities of political par-
ticipation available in today’s various socio-political contexts.

The NAK 2019 on the Patriotic and Citizenship Culture and Eth-
ics subject tested also pupils’ knowledge about political participation. The
evidence from the analysis of the questions that addressed political partic-
ipation from a variety of angles shows that the youth who took the test at
the end of compulsory education (lower secondary education) are able to
recognize basic rules and norms behind democratic procedures of conven-
tional forms of participation. They are also competent in conceiving dem-
ocratic decision-making in an environment familiar to them. The latter
is especially important because participation does not occur only in in-
stitutionalised formal settings but most frequently precisely in everyday
situations that have the biggest impact on their lives. Having said that,
engaged attitudes towards conventional forms of political participation
should also be taught and supported within citizenship education. With
regard to this, as the analysis showed, the knowledge of pupils who took
the test about political parties (concretely, about establishing them) is very
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good, but on the other hand the knowledge about national electoral sys-
tems is lower than expected. The analysis revealed that a large majority
of pupils cannot appropriately explain the National Assembly Elections
threshold, which indicates that they are not able to comprehend the con-
sequences of attending the elections and casting a vote. While one can-
not expect that pupils of this age will know all the details about the Slove-
nian electoral system, they should be familiar with its key characteristics
such as threshold and be able to explain it on a concrete case (such as giv-
en in the question).

Similarly, there was low knowledge among the pupils who took the
test regarding the possible political participation means available to citi-
zens at the local level, e.g. at the municipality level (Q6). Be it on the na-
tional or local level, pupils should have more knowledge on the available
conventional means of participation, but that in itself is not enough. They
must comprehend and be able to critically reflect on the consequences of
their political action. If they do not have the ability to do that, then their
involvement does not lead to informed actions. It is not enough for them
to attend the elections, they must also make informed choices at elections,
including with regard to knowledge of the basic procedures within the
electoral system and clearly also regarding political party programs.

In conclusion, it seems reasonable to once again underline the fact
that citizenship education within the formal system is not obsolete. It can
and should make a contribution to the political literacy of pupils and pre-
pare them to understand the benefits of their political engagement. Cit-
izenship education in the formal schooling system, in Slovenia as well as
everywhere else, is of course not a magic wand that would immediate-
ly solve issues pertinent to youth. But with the continuous fostering and
support of learning process that emphasises real-life situations in which
young people democratically utilize various political participatory tools,
citizenship education can contribute to empowering pupils for their fu-
ture engagements.
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