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Dr. Regina Valutyteé
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Keynote and discussions

THE EUROPEAN SPACE FOR CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION: BUILDING RESILIENCE
THROUGH THE RENEWAL OF CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION

Villano Qiriazi
Head of the Education Department, Council of Europe

Coffee break

Plenary sessions and Q&A

CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION IN THE NETHERLANDS, FROM LAW TO SCHOOL
Desiree Berendsen, Advisor, Education Council of the Netherlands

STUDENT AGENCY IN AN ETHNICALLY DIVIDED POST-COMMUNIST EDUCATION SYSTEM:
THE CASE OF ESTONIA.
Maria Erss, National Education Forum, Estonia

Closing remarks

Prof. Dr. Saulé Maéiukaité-Zviniené

President, Lithuanian Education Council

Mirjam van Leeuwen

President, European Network for Education Councils
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Opening remarks

* Dr. Regina Valutyte
* Vice-minister of Education, Science and Sports, Lithuania
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The European Space for
Citizenship Education

EUNEC Seminar — Kaunas- Vilnius, 20—-21 May 2026

Council of Europe — Education Department




OPENING

What does 1t mean to educate
for democracy today?

Democracy is being disputed — openly and loudly — at the centre of
European political life.

Democracy depicted as the preference of liberal elites. Human rights

recast as ideological weaponry. Citizenship education dismissed as Europe is living with war, resurgent racism,
indoctrination. and algorithmically amplified disinformation.

These are not fringe positions. They are being voiced by

governments, elected officials, and by movements that are growing,

L So: what do we do with
not shrinking.

education?



|l - THE TRADITION

Thirty years — and a new urgency

The Council of Europe's conviction since its founding: Our cornerstone instruments

Charter on EDC/HRE (2010)
The most authoritative normative reference on citizenship
education in Europe. Committee of Ministers

‘Democracy must be learned. It must be Recommendation CM/Rec(2010)7.

practised. And it must be renewed, by each

generation.
RFCDC — Reference framework of Competences

for Decmoratic Culture

A cross-nationally validated framework of competences:
values, attitudes, skills, knowledge and critical
understanding for democratic life.



- THE URGENCY

The challenges of 2026
are not the challenges of 2010

* X
* *
y
* *
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Digital revolution Anti-democratic pressure Geopolitical fractures

Transformed how citizens Individuals and groups who War, democratic backsliding,
encounter information, openly prefer non-democratic resurgent racism. Foundations
participate, and are values — and argue this is a of the post-war order under
manipulated. Al reshapes public legitimate choice in a free visible and growing pressure.

discourse. society.

44

The answer to anti-democratic arguments is not repression, and not silence..



SG REPORT 2026 - DEMOCRATIC SECURITY

EDC as foundation of democratic
security.

* 4 X

What the SG Report says The Pact’s three pillars Reykjavik Parameters

“For too long, we have 01 — Learning & practising Pillar 5 — Democratic Future —
underestimated the strategic democracy explicitly names education for
value of social rights, health, 02 — Protecting democratic democracy (area 15) alongside
education and institutional systems empowering youth and sustainable
trust, dismissing them as ‘soft’ 03 — Innovating for democratic democratic life.

security.” resilience

SG Report 2026 — The New EDC sits at the heart of Pillar 1 —

Democratic Pact for Europe in the most widely cited priority in

Times of Rupture the Pact consultation.

66

Real security begins with institutions people can trust and democracies that can withstand pressure. — SG Report 2026



EDC & RESILIENCE - WHAT IT DEMANDS

Democratic resilience is built in classrooms

: .Counter. Rebuild trust Enable participation SR LIEC T
disinformation future
Critical thinking and media Institutions people trust Inclusive civic
literacy equip citizens to depend on citizens who participation — not just The Pact’s “democratic
resist manipulation and understand how elections but everyday future” pillar names EDC as
foreign interference. democracy works and why democratic engagement its operational core.
it matters. — depends on EDC from

the earliest years.

66

Democratic resilience depends on informed, inclusive and meaningful participation. — SG Report 2026



September 2023, Strasbourg COUNCIL OF EUROPE

CONSEIL DE L’EUROPE

A new architecture

Education Ministers from all 46 Council of Europe member states decided that what was needed
was not another instrument, not another recommendation, not another report. What was needed
was something that could bring together the normative, the practical and the collaborative
dimensions of citizenship education into a coherent, living framework.

They called it:

The European Space for Citizenship
Education

Launching: 27th Standing Conference of Ministers of Education - Montenegro - 3—4 December 2026



Il - THE ESCE

Three interdependent pillars

0|

10 Principles for EDC

A shared normative foundation
articulating what quality citizenship
education requires — purpose,
entitlement, congruency, plurality,
professional support — for the first
time in this integrated form.

Quality Framework

A self-evaluation tool supporting
member states in improving their
systems across five interconnected
areas. Not a ranking. A discipline of
honest self-reflection and continuous
improvement.

03

Co-operation Pillar

The operational infrastructure — ESCE
Dashboard, Knowledge Hub, e-
Democracy Lab, EPAN — connecting
member states to each other and to
shared knowledge, evidence and
inspiring practice.



CO-OPERATION PILLAR - ESCE DASHBOARD

A living map of EDC
across 46 member states.

Open data on EDC developments — Policies, legal frameworks, DEVELOPMENT ROADMAP
curriculum integration across all 46 member states Dec 2026 - Launch (Montenegro)

‘ Minimum viable version — EDC data, policy index, practices
National self-evaluation results — Thematic reviews and country profiles library

from the Quality Framework cycle

Live self-evaluation results + thematic analysis integrated

Inspiring practices — Formal and non-formal education examples

searchable by level, sector and theme . 2030 - Mature version

Full trend data - End of first self-evaluation cycle

Evidence and trend analysis — Cross-national patterns from ICCS data,
RFCDC mapping and review reports

66

Co-operation is not only a support mechanism. It is a democratic practice in itself — one that models the very ethos the
ESCE aims to cultivate.



Il - CONGRUENCY

The most demanding principle

How you teach matters as much as what you teach.

44

Principle 7 - Congruency The ESCE is not only addressed to policymakers.
It addresses school leaders, university rectors,
VET trainers, and youth workers equally

EDC must be organised, governed and enacted in ways consistent
with democratic values.

If a student council has no real authority - participation is
performative

If a teacher has no professional autonomy - expertise is
subordinate to hierarchy

If formal commitments contradict actual decisions =
commitments are not credible



Il - INSTITUTIONAL CULTURE

A whole-institution approach
to democratic culture

Democratic governance Student participation

Institutional decision-making structures that model the Real decision-making power — not performative

values they claim to teach. consultation.

Educator communities Physical & social environment

Shared professional practice across teachers, staff and Every dimension of institutional life communicates values —

leaders. constantly and powerfully.



IV - DIGITAL DIMENSION

Digital citizenship.

A democratic competence.

New agency

The digital world has created extraordinary new spaces of
agency — citizens as producers and creators of new
contexts, narratives and solidarity networks.

COUNCIL OF EUROPE

* X
*

*
x

*
***

CONSEIL DE L’EUROPE

New danger

The same spaces are sites of disinformation, manipulation,
and Al-powered campaigns to undermine democratic

institutions. A learner who cannot navigate this is, in a very
real sense, defenceless.

Digital citizenship literacy & Al literacy— navigating digital spaces critically, defending rights online, holding institutions
accountable to democratic values — belongs at the centre of EDC, not its periphery.



V - QUALITY FRAMEWORK

The courage to improve

A self-evaluation tool — not a ranking mechanism.

Five interconnected areas of quality EDC:

Integration of competences for democratic culture— Into policies, legislation, curricula and classroom
practices.

Teaching, learning and assessment — Aligned with RFCDC competences and congruent with democratic
values.

Democratic governance & culture — Institutions that model what they teach.

Teacher education & professional dev. — Sustained CPD, not one-off training events.

Co-operation and partnerships — With civil society, communities, and cross-national networks.

Support provided: Review reports - Guidance tools - ESCE Dashboard - Peer-learning events



VI - RIGHTS & RESPONSIBILITY

Behind every framework,
there is a person.

Every one has a right to EDC

education.

Universal. Lifelong. Irrespective of age, sex or gender, status,
or citizenship.

That right creates a responsibility:

Defend institutions as safe, informed and democratic spaces that do not reproduce inequalities.
Protect and support teachers — they are doing this work every day, often under-resourced and under-appreciated.

Ensure proper initial education in competences for democratic culture and sustained professional development thereafter.



VI - TEACHER SUPPORT

* 4 X

Teachers make the right a lived reality.

. I Teachers are doing this work every day, often in circumstances that are under-resourced, under-
ab appreciated, and in some countries genuinely under threat.

What the ESCE demands:

Proper initial education Sustained CPD

competences for democratic culture integrated into ITE Ongoing support and collaboration across sectors — not one-
curricula — not bolted on. off training events.

Professional autonomy Institutional frameworks

Teachers with freedom, voice and genuine agency in shaping That take the teacher's citizenship education role seriously,

EDC. not just rhetorically.



VII - UNIVERSITIES

Universities as living laboratories &
of democratic culture

Universities occupy a particular and crucial position in this work — one that goes well beyond producing the
research that informs policy.

F)

Producing knowledge & evidence — Research with honesty and rigour: what works, in which contexts, under which
conditions, and why.

Modelling democratic culture — Participatory governance, student representation with real power, culture of open
debate.

Safe spaces for contested dialogue — Migration, sovereignty, historical memory, social justice — engaged seriously
and pluralistically.

Training teachers — Quality and character of ITE in EDC shapes everything that follows.

European Network of Education Councils (EUNEC) - Seminar: Strengthening Democratic Resilience Through Education



VIill - THE PROGRAMME

Reimagining Education.
Innovating Democracy.

0 Reimagining Innovating
w Education Democracy

Curricula vs cultures. New forms of democratic participation.

Policies vs practices. New kinds of civic competence.

What we teach, and how — in what institutions, governed in

what way. Disinformation, polarisation, and declining institutional
trust cannot be solved by better policy alone.

Reaching every learner, in every sector, at every age.

Investing in teachers and trusting them with the autonomy They require citizens genuinely prepared to navigate a

they have earned. complex and contested world.




CLOSING

We have what we need.
Now we need to use it.

46

member states

A shared European community
committed to democratic citizenship
education.

normative foundation

The Charter on EDC/HRE and the
RFCDC — the most authoritative
reference on this continent.

new architecture

The ESCE — Principles, Quality
Framework, and Co-operation Pillar —
coherent and operational.



Democracy
can be taught and

practised
And if we do our work well —

together —
can be renewed.

Council of Europe - Education Department

EUNEC Seminar - Strengthening Democratic Resilience Through Education - Vilnius, 21 May 2026

Reimagining Education - Innovating Democracy
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Presentation EUNEC 2026

Citizenship education in the Netherlands
from law to schools




Citizenship education in the Netherlands

How to legally prescribe citizenship education in a pluralistic
education system?

« Examples of citizenship education in schools

» Background: freedom of education in the Netherlands
» Advices of the Dutch Education Council

* The law on citizenship education (2006 and 2021)

* Felt tensions In schools

» WWays of citizenship education

* Discussion



Citizenship education in schools - examples

e Social sciences in class

e Social involvement: activities / excursions
* |nclusion: school culture



Dutch education system: constitution article 23

1917 article 23 in the constitution
« Equal funding for public and private education
« Equal requirements for curriculum

» The 'freedom of orientation' originally referred to the freedom to express one's own
religious and/or philosophical convictions on the upbringing of children in private
education

» The private school was seen as an extension of parental education



Advices of the Dutch Education Council

» Advice: Education and Citizenship (2003)
» Advice: Continuing citizenship in education (2012)
» Advisory letter on the Citizenship Assignment Bill (2018)

advies

Verder met burgerschap

in het onderwijs onperw|ss [aad
Aande Minister voor Basis- en Voortgezet Onderwijs en Media Prins Willem Alexanderhof 20
-’4 De heer drs. A, Slob 2595 BE Den Haag
‘ ‘ Postbus 16375
A 2500 B) Den Haag Telefocr: 070 310 00 00
: Fax 07035614 74
' secrelariaat@onderwijsraad.nl
" v onderadjsraacnl
(s ke ek Coneamternan Flareddy m
201802421170 Den Haag, 27 september 2018

hwyics=mesk Oear<mmmmer Crdroawy
Advies Wetsvoorstel verduidelifking
burgerschapsopdracht in het funderend ondervwi)s

Mijnheer de Minister,
Op 6 juni 2018 heeft u de Onderwijsraad gevraagd advies uit te brengen over het conceptwetsvoorstel

verduidelijking burgerschapsopdracht in het funderend onderwijs {hierna: het wetsvoorstel). Hierbij voldoet de
Onderwijsraad aan uw verzoek.

ONDERW|JS Iﬂ

Onderwijs en burgerschap, Onderwijsraad (2003); Verder met burgerschap in het onderwijs, Onderwijsraad (2012); Briefadvies wetsvoorstel verduidelijking burgerschapsopdracht in het funderend onderwijs, Onderwijsraad (2018)



Citizenship Act 2006 (primary and secondary education)

Legal mission 2006:

Education is also aimed at promoting active citizenship and social integration

* Knowledge transfer is not the first aim
* Active citizenship
* Learning citizenship by doing it

* Main goal: integration and social cohesion in a pluralistic society

Artikel 8 lid 3 van de Wet op het primair onderwijs, artikel 17 van de Wet op het voortgezet onderwijs, en artikel 11 lid 3 van de Wet op de expertisecentra



The law: specification of the Citizenship Act 2021

(primary and secondary education)

3. Education shall promote active citizenship and social cohesion in a targeted and coherent
manner, with a recognisable focus on:

a) teaching respect for and knowledge of the basic values of the democratic rule of law, as
enshrined in the Constitution, and the universally applicable fundamental rights and
freedoms of man, and acting in accordance with these basic values at school;

b) developing the social and societal competences that enable the pupil to be part of and
contribute to the pluralistic democratic society; and

c) teaching knowledge about and respect for differences in religion, belief, political opinion,
origin, gender, disability or sexual orientation as well as the value that similar cases are
treated equally.

3a. The competent authority shall ensure a school culture that is in accordance with the values
referred to in paragraph 3, create an environment in which pupils are encouraged to actively
practise dealing with and acting in accordance with these values and shall also ensure an
environment in which pupils and staff feel safe and accepted.

Artikel 8, derde lid en lid 3a, van de Wet op het primair onderwijs (WPQO) since August 1, 2021



Seconderay vocational education (MBO)

Citizenship education in vocational education has to pay attention to four dimensions:

1. The political and legal dimension

* the willingness and ability to participate in political decision-making
2. The economic dimension

* the willingness and ability to contribute to the labour process and to the working
community to which one belongs;

to participate adequately and responsibly as a consumer in society.
3. The social dimension

« the willingness and ability to be part of the community and to make an active contribution
to it.

4. The vital citizenship dimension

» the willingness and ability to reflect on one's own lifestyle and to take care of one's own
vitality as a citizen and employee.

Examen- en kwalificatiebesluit WEB, bijlage 1. behorend bij artikel 17a, derde lid. Generieke kwalificatie-eisen loopbaan en burgerschap; https://www.onderwijsinspectie.nl/onderwerpen/burgerschap/wettelijke-opdracht;

Burgerschapsonderwijs in een veranderende samenleving Herijking kwalificatie-eisen burgerschapsonderwijs mbo, Ahmadi, N e.a. (2023); https://www.expertisepuntburgerschap.nl/middelbaar-beroepsonderwijs/wet-en-regelgeving-
de-vier-dimensies/
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Why was specification of the law needed?

» Dutch students know less about democracy than their peers in comparable countries

» In the Netherlands no tradition exists of civic education / citizenship education as a
subject or learning area

Specify the 2006 Act because:

* The standard is not very binding

» Citizenship as an argument to call schools to order:
* risk of politicisation
« combatting undesirable behaviour instead of pedagogical task

 Citizenship education is not getting off the ground sufficiently: the law provides little guidance

International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS 2022); Zoontjes (2019); SLO (2024) domeinbeschrijving



The 2021 citizenship education bl

In august 2021 the citizenship education instruction in the law is clarified

* The new law prescribes a common, connecting core on which all schools
must focus their education in a recognizable way

» Schools retain the space to give substance and form to citizenship
education themselves

 This is in line with the freedom of education

https://www.expertisepuntburgerschap.nl/primair-onderwijs/beleid-en-regelgeving/wet-regelgeving/ ; Mehmet Day e.a. (2026) Burgerschapsonderwijs in ontwikkeling. Wetsevaluatie van de verduidelijkte burgerschapsopdracht.
Verwey Jonkers: Utrecht.
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Curriculum renewal

The student learns about living together

in a democratic constitutional state The student ggins exper!ence
And about dealing with diversity in with democratic and social

society Involvement

SLO (2025). Kerndoelen primair onderwijs. SLO; SLO (2025). Kerndoelen voortgezet onderwijs. SLO.



Evaluation of the citizenship education law

To what extent is the clarification from the 2021 legislative amendment visible in educational practice?
1. The law is clear. Questions about practical design in the classroom

2. Schools have formulated learning objectives and learning pathways
- Risk: paperwork reality
- Challenge: monitoring citizenship education

3. The role of the Education Inspectorate

4. There is a broad need for more clarity about what does and does not meet the legal requirements
- Risk: balance between autonomy and control

In general: supervision can be further developed into a stimulating force by focusing more on dialogue,
appreciation of context-specific interpretations and clear communication about expectations.

Mehmet Day e.a. (2026) Burgerschapsonderwijs in ontwikkeling. Wetsevaluatie van de verduidelijkte burgerschapsopdracht. Verwey Jonkers: Utrecht.



Tensions In citizenship education

1. School as a training ground

- Students in schools are obliged to be there
- Students are subject to rules they have little influence on

2. Attitude and measurement
- How to test personal development?

3. Freedom and control
- Isn’t good education in itself citizenship-forming?

4. Ambition versus reality
- 65% repair orders inspectorate

- challenge: making everything a school already does goal-oriented and coherent, interwoven
and sometimes separate lessons

Biesta, G.J.J. (2010). Good Education in an Age of Measurement: Ethics, Politics, Democracy (1st ed.). Routledge; Ploeg, P.A. van der (1999). 'Om de democratie'. In: Meijer, W.A.J., Ploeg, P.A. van der & Thoomes, D. (1999).
Pedagogiek als tijdrede. Baarn: Intro, 46-56; Staat van het Onderwijs (2025); https://vernieuwenderwijs.nl/burgerschap-barend-legt-uit/; https://hesselnieuwelink.substack.com/p/de-basiswaarden-bij-burgerschapsonderwijs
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Three ways of citizenship education

In Europe, citizenship education appears to be integrated into the national
education system in three ways overall

Citizenship/civics education as:

* a theme that cuts across the entire educational program (curriculum);
* an integral part of other subjects

* a separate subject

The Dutch legal scholar Zoontjes argues for all three in conjunction. The government should
prescribe a common core and give room to diversity.

Zoontjes, 2019



Questions for conversation

How to legally prescribe citizenship education in a pluralistic education
system? Is this a typical Dutch question, in the Dutch context, or is this
qguestion recognizable in other contexts?

Are the three ways recognisable?
» Which one is predominant in your country?
» What do you / does your council think would be the ideal situation?

Citizenship/civics education as:

1. atheme that cuts across the entire curriculum
2. an integral part of other subjects

3. a separate subject
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Prins Willem Alexanderhof 20
2595 BE Den Haag
Nederland

www.onderwijsraad.nl

Follow the Dutch Education Council
on LinkedIn



https://www.linkedin.com/company/onderwijsraad

STUDENT AGENCY IN AN ETHNICALLY
COMMUNIST EDUCATION SYSTEM:THE CASEOF
ESTONIA

MARIA ERSS, PHD.

EUNEC SEMINAR IN VILNIUS
21.05.2026

TALLINMN L'bm-' ERSITY

“School of
E-’;Tfléil;ional Sciences



THE STUDY IS BASED ON A PROJECT

- “Understanding the concept of student agency among Estonian and
Russian speaking students: What is the experience and attitude of
students towards agency in upper secondary schools in Estonia?”

- Funded by Estonian Research Council under grant PUTJD1031 which
run from 02.2021-01.2023.

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY
School of

Educational Sciences



In 2024 a gradual transition of all schools to
Estonian instructional language was decided which
brings more Estonian-speaking teachers into the

R E S E A R C H P R O B I- E M so-called “transition schools” and more Russian-

- Since the Soviet period (1940-1991) Estonia has speaking students to former Estonian speaking
schools but a certain ethnic and cultural

a segregated school system for Estonian and segregation remains in the near future.
Russian speakers.

- Estonian is the only official language but among
the 30% Russian speakers in the country there
are many who don’t speak Estonian.

- Problems in Russophone schools: poor state
language skills, poorer attainment in state exams
and PISA tests, restricted access to further
education and labour market — different
pedagogy and curriculum?

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY 172856538
School of

Educational Sciences




RESEARCH QUESTIONS

- 1. How do students in upper secondary schools assess their own

experiences of agency?

- 2. What are the agency differences between Estonian and Russian

speaking students?

- 3. What factors shape the agency of students with different ethnic
backgrounds and in different educational institutions (Estonian and

Russophone gymnasia)?

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY
School of
Educational Sciences



STUDYING SEGREGATED SCHOOL SYSTEMS THROUGH THE
CONCEPT OF STUDENT AGENCY

- Agency is a useful concept for exploring educational inequalities in
segregated school systems,

- discovering sources of resilience for students.



WHAT IS STUDENT AGENCY?

- The capacity of students to guide their own life (OECD, 2019) and participate in the decision-
making process of their education and life; having “voice” and say in setting goals and taking
action to achieve these goals while using available resources and reflecting on the options.

- |t is often associated with learner-centred approach (Goodman & Eren, 2013).

- Ecological approach to agency as an emergent phenomenon which can be achieved by
combining personal efforts and the affordances and constraints of the environment and the

social structure (Biesta & Tedder, 2007).

- The achievement of agency depends on the context and time: the same person can have

different levels of agency in different situations.

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY
School of
Educational Sciences



FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS

- 4 Estonian gymnasia (24 students: 15 girls and 9 boys)
- 4 Russophone gymnasia (13 girls)

- Limitation: only girls participated in the interviews from Russophone
gymnasia



CONTENT OF THE INTERVIEWS

- Achieving agency: examples of concrete situations

- Discussing enabling and impeding factors to student agency

- How the temporal dimensions (past, present and future) influence decisions?
- Family influence on agency

- Future plans

- School culture in basic school and gymnasium as a factor influencing agency
(incl. relationships between teachers and students).
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THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Three main themes:
- Achieving agency
- Understanding agency

- School culture in basic school and gymnasium

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY
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DIFFERENT FORMS OF AGENCY

- Choices

- Decision-making which comes with responsibility
- Assertiveness

- Courage to express a different opinion

- Resistance to perceived injustice

- Emancipation from parents and teachers

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY
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EXAMPLES OF ACHIEVING AGENCY: SCHOOL
CHOICE

- ‘For example, | remember immediately the 10th grade. | think many
students can identify themselves with the school choice — which
school to choose in the autumn. [...] | felt that in this moment |
achieved agency. | had considered for a long time which school to
choose, what are the positive and negative aspects.’

- Karl, Estonian gymnasium 4

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY
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INFLUENCE OF PARENTS ON THE SCHOOL
CHOICE: FAMILY VALUES AND RESOURCES

- ‘Since | really-really liked my previous school, | was very sure that | would
continue there in the gymnasium. But then my parents thought that you were
admitted to the gymnasium X, think about it, it is top-level school in Estonia,
you will benefit from that. First, | was not happy with the thought because |
liked my previous school but during my exchange year abroad | had time to think
and | realised that OK, maybe this is really a better idea. Now | don’t regret this

decision.

- Ragnar, Estonian gymnasium 1
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LIMITED SCHOOL CHOICE OF RUSSIAN GIRLS:
LANGUAGE BARRIER

M

Definitely, getting an education (is more important than having a school choice)

because if you go to an Estonian school, then imagine, this student from a

Russian school who was taught Estonian as a foreign language comes to an

Estonian sc
knows. Wit

nool and that’s it —it’s a big mess, meaning what is he to do? No

N a large probability, this student would leave the school soon. T

why it happens, the language barrier has an impact on the opportunities...

Irina, Russophone gymnasium 7
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LACK OF RESOURCES AND FEAR OF ANOTHER
CULTURE RESTRICT CHOICES

- ‘There was a moment not long ago, in the 9th grade, when | had to make a
choice which gymnasium to attend. It’s just that we only have one gymnasium in
our own, so, actually, there is no choice but there is the option of going to
another town. | wanted to go to Tallinn because you can practice Estonian there
and | have difficulties with languages. | thought it would be a good opportunity
to overcome my obstacles and fears (...) But the problem was where would | live

there, therefore | had to choose to stay in the X gymnasium.’

- Alexandra, Russophone gymnasium 7
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ESTONIAN GYMNASIA HAVE MORE ELECTIVES
AND STUDY PROFILES

- ‘Yes, we have a lot of choice of electives. While studying in the
culture profile, | can still choose compulsory subjects of medicine

profile if | am interested in medicine. | can always widen my profile if
| want to.

- Kerli, Estonian gymnasium 4
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LACK OF CHOICE IN RUSSIAN GYMNASIA

- ‘Unfortunately, we don’t have the possibility of choosing subjects or
study profiles in our school, although | think it would be a good idea
because depending on what you want to study in the future...For
example, if you don’t want to become a doctor, then you don’t need

very specific knowledge in physics, chemistry and biology...’

- Marlena, Russophone gymnasium 8

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY
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RUSSIAN STUDENTS BLAME THE CURRICULUM
OF BEING OLD-FASHIONED AND
‘AMERICANISED’

- ‘I think the problem lies in the education itself, | have heard that Estonia does
not have its own education system — everything is based on the American
system but finally, the result is some kind of mess which nobody likes and
everybody wants to change something.’

- Irina, Russian gymnasium 7

- ‘I would like to see some education reforms but who would deal with it? Why
have there not been any reforms yet?“

- Katja, Russian gymnasium 7/
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RUSSIAN GIRLS ACHIEVE AGENCY IN
EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES

- Choosing hobbies
- Organising school events

- Belonging to student councils
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AGENCY AS ABILITY TO BE ASCERTIVE

- ‘[...] that is, for me, agency is setting personal boundaries that
nobody can overstep’ (Katja, Russophone gymnasium 7)

- | think that again everything is connected with the ability to say ‘no’
... It is a very important ability, incredibly important...And this
(situation) was the trigger...’

- Alyona, Russophone gymnasium 6
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PLAYING BY THE RULES OF THE TEACHER TO
GET GOOD MARKS

- ‘This is why | understood that, alright, | will play by your rules and do
what you want because | need your ‘5’ (laughs). All I want from you
is my good mark and that’s all! [...] And | think that in our world this
is the only way to survive in order to get good results.

- Marlena, Russophone gymnasium 8
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AGENCY AS COURAGE TO EXPRESS A
DIFFERENT OPINION

M

| needed to write some kind of essay connected to gymnasium |[...], and for some

reason | connected it with a personal topic for me and | asked our teacher of her

opinion of the nontraditional sexual orientation. And our teacher had a long

monologue about the wrongness of the phenomenon and even w

nen me and

some classmates mentioned solid arguments...even including med

ical studies

and so, she still repeated how wrong we were and that it is bad that these

people exist - all of them need medical treatment and if you suspect something

like that, you should not even go out in the daylight. It was really unpleasant.’

Katya, Russophone gymnasium 7
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CONFLICT OF GENERATIONS IN RUSSOPHONE

GYMNASIA: OLDE
TODAY'S WORLD’

R TEACHERS ‘DON’'T LIVE IN

- ‘The funny thing is no matter how strongly the teacher presents her opinion, how much she

presents her knowledge, and it sti

Il somehow turns out as if she read all this yesterday and today

she tells it, [...]. Because the person is already quite old but still believes to be right. And in

general, in her behaviour, in her speech, in some fleeting words, it is noticeable that she
somehow does not live for today [...] Now the concepts have changed about life, all this develops

somehow with generations ... anc
understand that she is wrong and
generations which we will probab

it should go like this, but not everyone understands this. We
we try to tell her that she is wrong. But this is a difference in
ly never be able to change.” (Irina, Russophone gymnasium 7)

- ‘Like they say: a conflict between generations.” (Alexandra, same school)
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IN A GYMNASIUM STUDENTS ARE RESPECTED
LIKE PERSONS

- ‘“What | like about gymnasium if | compare it (basic school) with
gymnasium is that here we are on the same page. Here we are not
considered as failed demi-humans who should not think for
themselves, who should follow the script. Our opinion is welcome
here. Here, the fact that we are individuals is welcomed, at least for
the most part.

- Katya, Russiophone gymnasium 7
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THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ESTONIAN AND
RUSSIAN CULTURE: A TABOO TOPIC

- |: But tell me, what is the Russian culture in school? How does it
express itself?

- Alexandra: Basically, there are teachers who are Russians, and
Russians and Estonians differ in character, they are different people
and somehow you feel it.

- |: But how do they differ?

- Katya: It would be already racist to certain degree...(to talk about it)
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EXAMPLES OF KEYWORDS CHARACTERISING
SCHOOL CULTURE IN ESTONIAN GYMNASIA

Estonian gymnasium 1 - Estonian gymnasium 4

- Academic spirit - Friendly

- Collaboration - Good environment for learning

- Humour - Many opportunities for students
- Socialit

Y - Understanding
- Traditions

- Flexible
- Inspiring ideas

- Community building
- Entrepreneurship

" - Forthcoming teachers
- ambitious

@ ALLINN UNIVERSITY - Environment which promotes making an

School of
Educational Sciences EffO rt



KEYWORDS OF SCHOOL CULTURE IN
RUSSOPHONE GYMNASIA

Russophone gymnasium 5 - Russophone gymnasium 6

Mutual understanding - Peaceful relationships between students
Friendly and cozy atmosphere : Stress with teachers

Comfort - Lack of understanding

Searching for compromises . Fear

Good relationships
Development
Teamwork

Family

TALLINMS LUINIVERSITY
School of
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CONCLUSIONS

Estonian and Russian-speaking students develop different forms of agency.

School culture is different in every school, but Estonian students described their school culture in the gymnasium more
positively, in a more empowering way. This is not a coincidence: a large quantitative study on student agency (Erss et al.
2024) confirmed that students in Russophone schools perceive less support from teachers and less agency than students
in schools with Estonian language instruction.

Students’ family background, resources, and relationships with significant adults in their lives (incl. teachers) influence
their agentic decisions.

Relationships between teachers and students depend on teachers but are more hierarchical in the Russian sample:
students perceive a conflict of generations in values and a more traditional teacher-centred pedagogy while complaining
about the lack of reforms.

In restrictive environments, students develop either resistant (open challenging of teachers’ views) or, more likely,
subversive forms of agency (e.g., ‘negotiating’ marks, learning superficially just for the mark etc.).

In terms of developing democratic resilience, it is very important to develop more empowering and engaging school

TALLINMN UNMIVERSITY
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