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Introduction: A democratic school culture has been identified in previous
research as a lever for the development of deliberative competences. However,
the antecedents of deliberative competence development at school level
are less examined. Therefore, this study investigated the impact of student
characteristics (age, gender, finality), urban school contexts (location of the
school, socioeconomic and cultural characteristics of the student population)
and different dimensions of the perceived democratic school culture (fair support,
responsibility, co-decision, discussion, acceptance) on students’ mastery of three
deliberative competences: tolerance, curiosity, and empathy.

Methods: A multilevel analysis of a survey, completed by 5,165 Dutch-speaking
Belgian secondary school students was conducted.

Results: This study revealed the importance of the perceived fair support from
teachers, opportunities to discuss, and acceptance by peers at school for the
mastery of deliberative competences. Furthermore, urban schools were discovered
to be strong negative predictors of all three competences, although fair support
and discussion opportunities appear to partially compensate for this effect.

Discussion: These results highlight the importance of a democratic school
culture, especially in urban schools, for developing empathy, tolerance, and
curiosity. Moreover, the detailed results of this study could guide urban school
teams in shaping democratic learning environments.

urban education, secondary education, deliberative competences, democratic school
culture, multilevel analysis

Introduction

In many Western countries, deliberative competences are part of the national goals for
citizenship (Veugelers et al., 2017). In Flanders, for example, all secondary school students are
expected to “engage in informed and reasoned dialogue” (AHOVOKS, 2021). To achieve such
deliberation, students must possess the necessary (communicative) skills and values, allowing
them to listen, to express and substantiate their opinions, to think critically, and to debate in a
respectful and inclusive manner (Gutmann and Thompson, 2004; de Groot and Lo, 2020).
Furthermore, a context in which they feel free and equal is required for reciprocity between
participants to develop (Gutmann and Thompson, 2004). Schools have a key role to play in this
regard: students can strengthen their deliberative competences by practicing them in the real-life
settings of everyday school life (e.g., Englund, 2006). It is inferred that for schools to be genuine
places of practice for deliberative competences, they must establish a democratic context and
organizational structures that allow students to participate in deliberation and decision making
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at school (de Groot and Lo, 2020). Many researchers have examined
the impact of the school environment on a variety of democratic
outcomes, such as participation (e.g., Simo et al., 2016), sense of
community (e.g., Vieno et al.,, 2005), and intentions to vote (e.g.,
Sampermans et al., 2018). Nonetheless, its impact on the development
of deliberative competences has rarely been studied. Therefore, the
purpose of this study is to determine whether the experience of a
democratic school culture relates to the development of students’
deliberative competences by means of multilevel analyses on survey
data of students in Dutch-speaking public schools in Belgium.

Theoretical perspectives
Democratic school culture

School culture at large refers to “the general atmosphere or feel of
the school” (Hoy, 1990, p. 163). It is a complex concept that, on the
one hand, captures the values, beliefs, and norms adopted in a school
organization; on the other hand, it involves the social realities, i.e.,
behaviors and relationships, that determine the daily life of the school
(Ostroff et al., 2013; Johnson et al., 2015). There is a disagreement
among scholars about the exact relationship between these two
components (Prosser, 1999). Some researchers consider them
complementary and integrate them. Others see them as separate
constructs, school culture and school climate, respectively, (e.g., Hoy,
1990). The operationalization of school culture is often based on
multiple dimensions that, rooted in a value framework, capture the
social reality in a school, with dimensions such as respect for diversity,
positive relationships, participation (Zullig et al., 2010; Thapa et al.,
2013; Voight and Nation, 2016; Rudasill et al., 2018).

Democratic school cultures, which recently gained research
interest, are defined as school cultures that draw on democratic values
and norms as a “basis for nurturing and developing democratic
relationships in schools” (Pazur et al., 2021, p. 1138). Deliberative
democratic theorists underline the importance of school culture for
the development of deliberative competences (Gutmann and
Thompson, 2004; Dryzek, 2009; Elstub, 2012; de Groot and Veugelers,
2016; Griffin, 2020). Rooted in the work of Dewey (2001), they suggest
that an immersive democratic school environment provides a vital
lever for young people to experience and learn democracy.
Accordingly, de Groot and Eidhof (2019) define democratic school
culture as “a way of life that, in line with democratic values, fosters
respectful relations at the interpersonal level, and between groups of
citizens, and seeks a more inclusive society” (p. 364), attributing a
pivotal position to the values of respect and equality. In order to
operationalize democratic school environments, Sampermans (2018)
related these values to three social dimensions of school climate: (1)
the schools’ rules emphasize the social foundation of conventions and
rulemaking at school, (2) the relationships represent respectful
interactions between students and teachers and among peers, and (3)
the teaching and learning practices aim, in addition to general learning
activities, at citizenship development. De Groot and Lo (2020) focused
on how democratic school cultures manifest themselves. They
identified three axes upon which school practices could be situated:
individual versus community-oriented aims of education, education
versus participation activities, and basic versus critical perspectives.
By combining these axes, an eight-sector framework emerged,
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capturing the spectrum of democratic experiences at schools. The
school environments closest to deliberative democracy theory are: (1)
conducting participatory activities, (2) from a critical perspective, (3)
for community-oriented aims. Such democratic experiences thrive
best in a school culture that encourages respectful interactions with
and among students, that creates spaces for co-construction of the
learning environment, and gives a voice to all students. De Groot and
Lo (2020), however, warn that such democratic school culture may
prove challenging, “not only because it is the most active and critical
educational experience ..., but also because [it] prompts students to
critically address a systemic conundrum, which can seem
revolutionary to some administrators and parents” (p. 8).

Even though empirical research on the impact of democratic
school cultures on students’ competence development appears to
be limited, four secondary school studies were relevant to the current
study. All of them investigated the relationship between school culture
and the development of diverse democratic competences at the student
level through survey studies. Flanagan and Stout (2010) discovered a
link between democratic school culture, social trust and age in a survey
study with 1,535 adolescents. Young adolescents were found to have
higher levels of social trust than middle and late adolescents. The
researchers explained these differences by a growing emphasis on
personal friendships at the expense of the overall social context and an
increasing hardening of beliefs about people’s trustworthiness. Yet,
regardless of age, a democratic school culture was found to exert a
positive influence on students’ social trust. Accordingly, the study
emphasized the role of schools in nurturing students’ democratic
dispositions. Lenzi et al. (2014) found that a more democratic school
climate encourages students to participate in civic activities. They
concluded that this link is entirely mediated by students’ school
experiences of openness and fairness. In contrast to their hypothesis
and the studies mentioned, Keating and Benton (2013) found in their
longitudinal study that a democratic school environment had no
positive impact on those of the students’ attitudes and behaviors that
are associated with community cohesion. They explained this
discrepancy by contextual differences and by the need for optimization
of their measuring instruments, i.e., measuring the construct of a
democratic school culture multidimensionally and including the
perspective of cultural and ethnic minorities. The study on students’
mastery of democratic competences in Flemish education (AHOVOKS,
2017) found that schools that encourage open dialogue between
students and teachers contribute to competence development by this
school culture. It also revealed that nearly all students in general
education achieve the intended level of the competences measured (i.e.,
trust in institutions, critical thinking and equality), whereas only half
of the students in vocational education do. The researchers presumed
that the latter is caused by the ambiguous position of citizenship
education in the curriculum. Although these four studies concluded
that democratic school cultures and competence development are
related, they also presumed that the underlying dimensions of
democratic school culture are even stronger predictors of student-level
outcomes, arguing for more research in this regard.

Urban schools

Urban schools are conceptualized by Milner and Lomotey (2017,
p- 15) as schools that (1) are located in dense, large, metropolitan
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areas; (2) have a highly diverse student population, comprising racial,
ethnig, religious, language, and socioeconomic characteristics; and (3)
are endowed with limited resources, such as technology and financial
structures. According to previous research, students in urban schools
have more difficulty developing democratic competences than
students in non-urban schools (Hart and Atkins, 2002). Hart and
Atkins (2002) explained this by the disadvantaged context of urban
students, characterized by low participation rates of urban adults, by
the lack of educational resources, and by less involvement in voluntary
and leisure activities in clubs and teams outside of school. Such a
context yields fewer opportunities for democratic experiences and less
access to democratic knowledge or resources, thereby affecting their
citizenship conceptualization and learning (Biesta et al., 2009; Castro
and Knowles, 2017).

Furthermore, research has focused on the influence of various
demographic characteristics associated with urbanization—in
particular socio-economic or ethno-cultural characteristics—on the
development of students’ democratic competences (Castro and
Knowles, 2017). In terms of socioeconomic characteristics, higher
levels of deprivation in the student population have been found to
negatively affect students’ civic attitudes and behavior (Keating and
Benton, 2013). Regarding the ethnic cultural characteristics of
students, Flanagan et al. (2007) found that students from minority
groups display more cynicism, lower confidence in the authorities and
less perceived potential for social mobility. Their personal experiences
of discrimination were found to be a determining factor. The influence
of the cultural diversity of the school population on citizenship
outcomes has been studied frequently, but has not been conclusive to
date. For instance, Janmaat (2010) found that ethnic majority students
in Germany and Sweden had more tolerant attitudes towards
minorities the more diverse their school population was, a finding that
leads the authors to conclude that desegregation helps to combat racial
prejudice. In contrast, Kokkonen et al. (2010) revealed that ethnic
diversity has a detrimental contextual effect on students’ development
of democratic knowledge. After controlling for knowledge, students’
confidence and tolerance appear to be unaffected by diversity. While
urbanism influences the development of democratic competences,
there remains a lack of empirical research on the exact impact of these
contextual factors and the potentially remedial role that urban schools
may fulfil.

Deliberative competences

According to deliberative democratic theorists, deliberative
competences are the abilities that equip students to engage in
deliberation, or democratic discourse towards collective decision-
making (Benhabib, 1996; Gutmann and Thompson, 2004). Since it
represents the “talk-centric” (Chambers, 2003) idea of democracy, the
participants in deliberation need to be primarily communicative
(Habermas, 1996; Young, 1996; Dryzek, 2009; Englund, 2011).
Moreover, deliberative communication should be imbued with
reciprocity, tolerance, and respect (Habermas, 1996; Gutmann and
Thompson, 2004; Englund, 2011).

Although a multitude of studies have operationalized overall
democratic competences, mostly informed by multiple conceptions of
democracy (e.g., Jonsson and Garces Rodriguez, 2021), the specific
focus on deliberative competences remained underexplored, except
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for a few studies. Murray (2013), for example, identified a cognitive
and a social dimension in deliberative communication, focusing,
respectively, on arguing and reflecting, and engaging and coping with
multiple perspectives. In their recent work, Jonsson and Garces
Rodriguez (2021) distinguished seven manageable democratic
competences needed to accomplish the Deweian concept of
democracy. Three of these are communicative in nature. First, the
discursive competence refers to the ability and the willingness to
engage in a dialogue with others. This competence necessitates the
ability to express and explain one’s own ideas, as well as to listen to
those of others. It encompasses both openness and a willingness to
learn from one another, as well as honesty and respect to engage in a
genuine dialogue. The second skill is conflict resolution, which entails
formulating and defending a personal point of view based on
arguments while maintaining respect for others’ dignity, culture, and
rights. It necessitates the ability to combine debating and problem-
solving. Finally, the critical revaluation competence refers to the ability
to consider personal and cultural imperatives. It takes courage,
willingness, and skill to openly question authority and power,
reconsider positions, and propose alternatives.

Purpose of the study

A democratic school culture has been identified in previous
research as a lever for the development of deliberative competences.
It is less clear what the antecedents of deliberative competence
development are, both in terms of characteristics of a democratic
school culture and in terms of characteristics of an urban student
population, and how these interact (Keating and Benton, 2013; Lenzi
etal, 2014). It is important that research that addresses the complexity
and multi-layered nature of education for learning democracy
simultaneously investigates multiple influences (Castro and Knowles,
2017). This research investigates how different characteristics of urban
schools, as well as students’ different experiences of school cultures,
are related to three deliberative competences. This study was guided
by the following research questions:

» How do characteristics of students and their experiences with the
school culture affect their mastery of deliberative competences
(tolerance, empathy, curiosity)?

« Are differences in the mastery of deliberative competences
related to attending an urban school?

Method
Context and participants

The sample included 5,165 secondary school students from 30
Dutch-speaking Belgian state schools. In the period of 2019-2021, the
survey was distributed by the state school association to all its
secondary schools, which subsequently decided whether to present it
to (a part of) their student population. This sample represents 5.61%
of the total state school student population. In terms of gender, age
and educational focus, the distribution of the sample approximates
that of the total population (Table 1). The mean age of the participants
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TABLE 1 Characteristics of the sample.

10.3389/feduc.2023.1142987

Sample Population state schools
N=5,165 N=92,108
Valid (valid %) Valid (%)
Gender
Female 2,559 (53.7) 45,432 (49.3)
Male 2,205 (46.3) 46,676 (50.7)
Missing 401
Age (grade)
12-14Y (7th-8th grade) 1790 (34.7) 29,862 (32.4)
15-19Y (9th-12th grade) 2,998 (65.3) 62,246 (67.6)
Missing 377
Educational focus
General 3,690 (77.5) 66,877 (72.6)
Vocational 1,060 (22.5) 25,231 (27.4)
Missing 415

Datawarehouse Flemish Education and Training (2020-2021).

was 14.7 years (SD=2.3 years, age range: 11-19 years). Approximately
as many boys as girls participated (116, = 2,205, 53.7%; t1g0s= 2,559,
46.3.0%). 77.5% of the participants attended general secondary
education, preparing for higher education.

Measures

Deliberative competences

The deliberative competences of students were measured by
means of the Deliberative Competences (DC) instrument. This
instrument was developed by the Flemish state school association to
assess the mastery of civic competences among its secondary school
students. The DC consists of 11 items that are rated on a five-point
Likert scale according to level of agreement, from (1) strongly disagree
to (5) strongly agree. The DC distinguishes three subscales: (1) the
four-item tolerance scale, assessing how much students in a conflict
are focused on actively contributing to a constructive and well-
considered solution (e.g., “I think it is important to deal with conflicts
in a positive way’), (2) the three-item curiosity scale, examining the
extent to which students are open to discovering new, unfamiliar
situations or contexts (e.g., “I like to learn about other cultures””), and
(3) the four-item empathy scale, measuring to what extent students
are able or willing to consider the perspective of others, especially in
unfair situations (e.g., “I think it is important that people listen to each
other, even if their opinions differ”). A confirmatory factor analysis
confirmed the three distinct constructs (RMSEA =0.08; CFI1=0.95)
indicating a good model fit (Little, 2013). The Cronbach’s alphas
indicated an acceptable to good internal consistency, respectively 0.75
for tolerance, 0.79 for curiosity and 0.81 for empathy.

Student characteristics (student-level variable)

To control for certain student characteristics, the variables age,
gender, and type of qualification were measured, all of which were
coded in categories: gender was coded with 0=male and 1 = female,
age was scored with 1=<12Y, 2=12-14Y,3=15-16Y,4=17-18Y, and
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5=19-19+Y, and the finality was coded with 0=vocational and
1=general.

Immersive democratic school culture scale
(student-level variable)

Democratic school culture was measured by the Immersive
Deliberative School Culture (IDSC) instrument, rooted in theoretical
and empirical understandings on predictors in classroom and school
environments that promote active citizenship (e.g., Brown and Evans,
2002; Vieno et al., 2005; Appleton et al., 2008; Zullig et al., 2010;
Castillo et al., 2015; Voight, 2015; Karakos et al., 2016). The IDSC
consists of five scales: (1) the five-item fair support scale, indicating
the students’” experiences on equal and fair treatment at school (e.g.,
“The teachers care about me”), (2) the ten-item responsibility scale,
referring to the opportunities for students to take responsibility at
school (e.g., “I am given co-responsibility for classroom activities”),
(3) the nine-item co-decision scale, relating to the opportunities for
students to participate in decision-making processes (e.g., “I can
participate in decisions about school rules”), (4) the four-item
discussion scale, indicating the opportunities for students to practice
their discussion skills (e.g., “The teachers encourage me to share my
opinion with others”), and (5) the three-item acceptance scale,
concerning the students’ perception of being accepted by their peers
(e.g., “The pupils care for me”). Together, the five scales comprise 31
items, each of which is rated on a five-point Likert scale on either
recognizability of the situation, ranging from (1) strongly disagree to
(5) strongly agree, for the scales fair support and acceptance, or on
frequency, ranging from (1) never to (5) always, for the scales
responsibility, co-decision, and discussion. Confirmatory factor
analysis confirmed the five-factor structure for the IDSC, with
acceptable values of fit (RMSR=0.05; RMSEA =0.06; CFI=0.91).
Moreover, the internal consistency of these five scales is high, with
Cronbach’s alpha between 0.78 (acceptance) and 0.92 (responsibility).
The correlation matrix (Table 2) reveals low or weak correlations
between the competence and school culture scales, indicating
distinct constructs.
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TABLE 2 Correlation between Immersive Democratic School Culture (IDSC) and Deliberative Competencies (DC).

Pearson correlation

4 5
1. Fair Support 3.357 0.862 1
2. Responsibility 2.278 0.937 0.177%* 1
3. Codecision 1.844 0.800 0.116%* 0.556%* 1
4. Discussion 3.640 0.919 0.390%* 0.089%* 0.044%* 1
5. Acceptance 3.197 0.841 0.557%* 0.239%* 0.226%* 0.383%* 1
6. Tolerance 3.555 0.835 0.449%* 0.148%* 0.091%* 0.325%* 0.389%* 1
7. Curiosity 3.892 0.934 0.329%* 0.090%* 0.041%* 0.225%* 0.287%* 0.416%* 1
8. Empathy 4.221 0.847 0.541%* 0.052%* —0.059%* 0.304** 0.316%* 0.428%* 0.517%% 1
*#p<0.01.

TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics of school-level variables by deliberative competences.

Tolerance Curiosity Empathy
M M
Democratic School Culture 716 3.70 0.86 3.97* 0.89 4.48* 0.66
Non-democratic School Culture 4,318 3.53 0.83 3.88* 0.94 418 0.87
Non-urban school 4,425 3.58 0.83 3.90 0.93 4.25% 0.84
Urban school 609 3.38 0.85 3.81 0.95 4.04* 0.88

#p<0.001. Cutpoint for democratic school culture: 3.

Urban schools (school-level variable)

When respondents complete the survey, it is indicated which
school they attend. This information allows us to identify urban
schools, operationalized as schools in a metropolitan area with a
school population that is characterized by severe socioeconomic and
cultural deprivation (Milner and Lomotey, 2017). To this end, first, the
(ID), as provided by the Flemish
government, is used. The ID is calculated by adding the percentages

“Indicator of Deprivation”

of four different indicators: (1) The language indicator represents the
proportion of students in the school population who do not speak
Dutch at home, (2) the educational degree of the mother indicator
represents the proportion of students in the school population whose
mother has at least a lower secondary school diploma, (3) the financial
situation indicator represents the proportion of students in the school
population who are eligible for a scholarship, and (4) the neighborhood
indicator represents the proportion of students in the school
population who live in a neighborhood where many peers have a
school delay. The national ID average fluctuates marginally each year,
tending to be around 1. On that basis, schools with severely above-
average deprivation (ID=2.00-4.00), and that are located in a
metropolitan area, are assigned the code 1 =urban. In this study, all
schools that did not meet both conditions were classified as non-urban
(0=non-urban).

Analysis

A multilevel modelling technique was chosen to respect the
non-independence of observations (students within schools) and thus
the hierarchical nature of the data structure. Moreover, this technique
accounts for the correlated error structures of students within the
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same school context (Luke, 2004). A multilevel analysis was conducted
using a linear mixed model procedure with a two-level design in SPSS
23.0, examining the effects of individual student characteristics (level
1), school characteristics (level 2) and characteristics of students
attending urban schools (cross-level) on the outcomes of each of the
three deliberative competences under scrutiny. First, null models
without covariates were constructed to estimate the amount of
variance in students’ deliberative outcomes for the individual and the
school level. Subsequently, two models were tested by adding different
explanatory variables. The within-school model (model 1) estimates
the influence of the five scales of democratic school culture on each of
the three deliberative competences for students in the same school,
while controlling for student characteristics (gender, age, finality). The
between-school model (model 2) explores whether an urban school
context (level 2) and the school culture in urban schools (cross level
interaction) can explain between-school differences in the three
deliberative competences. Using the likelihood ratio test (LRT), the
difference in deviance between the models was determined to assess
whether it fitted the data significantly better than the previous models
(Luke, 2004).

Results
Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics (mean scores and standard deviations) and
bivariate correlations are presented in Tables 2, 3. The correlation
matrix (Table 2) reflects the associations between the DC and IDSC
scales, revealing that students rated themselves on average high or
rather three DC scales

high on all (mean pymy =4.221;

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1142987
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Strijbos and Engels

mean yriosity = 3.892; MeaN gierance = 3.555). At school (IDSC), students

overall experience ample opportunities for discussion
(mean geusion = 3-640), but only very few chances for codecision and
taking responsibility (meanc,geciion=1.844; Mean cqponsiviy = 2.278).
Furthermore, Table 2 indicates that the scales of both instruments
correlate very weakly or weakly with one another, except for the
moderate bivariate correlation that is found between fair support and
the DC scales tolerance (r=0.449, p<0.01) and empathy (r=0.541,
p<0.01), confirming that different constructs are captured.

Table 3 presents the differences in scores on tolerance, curiosity,
and empathy, examined by means of an independent samples ¢-test,
between (1) urban and non-urban schools, and (2) more or less
democratic school cultures, combining all school-level variables. It is
notable that students in urban and non-urban schools do not score
significantly differently on the competences tolerance and empathy.
Students in urban schools have significantly lower scores on the
empathy scale compared to their peers in non-urban schools. Whether
or not students experienced a democratic school culture yields no
difference in scores for tolerance, but those who experienced a limited
democratic school culture, score significantly lower on the deliberative
competences of curiosity and empathy. To investigate whether
experiences of democratic school environments or urban school
contexts influence the mastery of deliberative competences,

we conduct a multilevel analysis.

Null model

The unconditional null model allows to examine the variance in
competence scores at the student level and at the school level. Table 4
indicates that for each of three competences, both the variance within
the schools and the variance between the schools differs significantly
from zero. Moreover, the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC)
reveals that a significant part of the total variance in the deliberative
competences, especially for the dependent variables of curiosity and
empathy, is attributed to differences between schools: 4.3% for
tolerance, 9.5% for curiosity and 32.5% for empathy. These ICCs
confirms that a multilevel analysis, considering predictors at both
student and school level, is the appropriate method for further
analysis, particularly for curiosity and empathy.

Model 1

Model 1 comprises all student-level variables: the student
characteristics and the five school cultural predictors. Most of these
predictors show a significant effect on each of the deliberative
competences. With respect to student characteristics, Model 1 predicts
that at an average school, girls and students from programs that
prepare for higher education score significantly higher on each of the
three deliberative competences. Only on curiosity is age, at least
among the oldest adolescents in the sample (+17Y), estimated to
influence the score.

Regarding the school cultural predictors, fair support, discussion,
and acceptance impact all three deliberative competences, with fair
support showing the strongest effect (Broerance=0.31, p<001;
Beuriosity = 0.21, p <001; Bppany = 0.31, p<001). Co-decision appears the
only school cultural predictor that affects two deliberative
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competences negatively (Beuriosiy=—0.04, p<05; Bpypany=—0.10,
p<001). Overall, these results indicate that the more students perceive
their school culture as democratic, the more they consider themselves
competent at deliberation. The predictors at student level together
explain 96.1% of the within-school variance in the mastery of
tolerance, 86.7% in curiosity and 73.5% in empathy.

Model 2

Model 2 estimates the effects of the school-level variables (i.e.,
urban schools) and the cross-level variables (i.e., fair support x urban,
responsibility x urban, co-decision x urban, discussion x urban,
acceptance x urban). The chi square difference test indicated that each
Model 2 differs significantly from its respective Model 1 (X?pyjerance
(10)=2703.85, p<0.001; X’cupiosty (10)=3051.92, p<0.001; Xy
(10) =3805.68, p<0.001).

Examining the school context more closely, the estimates suggest
that the individual deprivation characteristics of the student
population contribute little, mostly negative, to one or more
competences. The results further indicate that attending an urban
school is estimated with the largest negative effect on the mastery of
each of the deliberative competences (Broerance==—0.69, p<01;
Beuriosiy = —1.14, p <001; Byypany = —0.80, p<001). Accordingly, students
in urban schools, who face metropolitan challenges associated with
poverty or cultural-ethnic diversity both at home and at school,
consider themselves less capable of being tolerant, curious,
and empathetic.

Finally, the addition of the cross-level interactions between
students in urban schools and the different dimensions of school
culture yield a significant contribution to curiosity and empathy. These
results indicate that students in urban schools can partially
compensate for their expected lower scores on curiosity and empathy
when they experience fair support (Beuioiy=0.21, p<001;
Bimpathy = 0.15, p<001) or opportunities for discussion (Bgpany=0.13,
p<01).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to determine whether the school
culture as perceived by students and the urban school context are
predictive of mastery of the deliberative competences of tolerance,
curiosity, and empathy.

Impact of students’ perceptions of the
school culture

The multilevel analysis confirmed our hypothesis, revealing
that the more democratic students perceived their school culture to
be, the more confident they were in their own mastery of
deliberative competences. These results support deliberative
democratic theorists’ inferences that schools must create a
democratic context for students to develop deliberative
competences (Gutmann and Thompson, 2004; Dryzek, 2009;
Elstub, 2012; de Groot and Veugelers, 2016; Griffin, 2020). The
school culture dimensions of fair teacher support, discussion
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TABLE 4 Multilevel results of three deliberative competences.

Tolerance

10.3389/feduc.2023.1142987

Curiosity

Empathy

Null Model Model 2

Null Model

Model 2 Null Model Model 2

Parameter ‘ Estimate S.E. ‘ Estimate S.E. ‘ Estimate ‘ S.E. ‘ Estimate ‘ S.E. ‘ Estimate ‘ S.E. ‘ Estimate S.E.
Fixed effects

Intercept ‘ 3.53%%% ‘ 0.03 ‘ 1.99%%#%* ‘ 0.24 ‘ 3.83%%* ‘ 0.05 ‘ 2.05% %% ‘ 0.24 ‘ 4.17%%% ‘ 0.09 ‘ 2.65%%** ‘ 0.35
Student Level

Finality (General) 0.127%* 0.05 0.12 0.04 0.21% 0.06
Gender (Female) 0.13%:%* 0.04 0.27%%* 0.04 0.27%%* 0.04
Age (17+) 0.04 0.05 0.12%% 0.04 0.02 0.05
Fair Support 0.40%%* 0.05 0.38%%%* 0.06 0.42%%% 0.01
Responsibility 0.09* 0.04 —-0.03 0.04 0.01 0.01
Co-Decision —0.01 0.04 —-0.03 0.05 —0.13%%* 0.01
Discussion 0.13%* 0.05 0.16%* 0.05 0.17%%%* 0.01
Acceptance 0.16%%%* 0.04 0.127%%* 0.04 0.14%%% 0.01
School Level

Education Level Mother (% Low) 0.02%* 0.01 —0.03%* 0.01 —0.02 0.01
Neighborhood (% School delay) —0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01
Financial Support (% Support) —0.02%* 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01
Home Language (% Non-Dutch) 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01
Urban —0.69%* 0.24 —1.14%%* 0.26 —0.80%* 0.20
Cross level

Fair Support x Urban 0.10 0.05 0.21%%* 0.06 0.15%#* 0.04
Responsibility x Urban 0.04 0.04 —0.10%* 0.05 —0.02 0.03
Co-Decision x Urban 0.02 0.05 0.04 0.05 —-0.03 0.04
Discussion x Urban 0.01 0.05 0.04 0.06 0.13%* 0.04
Acceptance x Urban 0.05 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.03
Random effects

Level 1 Student 0.67%%* 0.01 0.47%%* 0.01 0.76%%* 0.02 0.64%%* 0.01 0.52%%* 0.01 0.34%%* 0.01
Level 2 School 0.03%* 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.08%*** 0.02 0.07* 0.04 0.25%** 0.07 0.10* 0.02
Model fit

ICC 0.043 0.020 0.095 0.096 0.325 0.227

Deviance (-2 Log Likelihood) 12339.18 9001.87 13010.23 9926.58 11257.52 7390.70

7 120.15 2703.85 583.63 3944.44 1488.68 1199.26

df 3 30 3 30 3 30

P <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

Reference Single level model Model 1 Single level model Model 1 Single level model Model 1

#p<0.05; *#p<0.01; **¥p<0.001.

opportunities, and peer acceptance appeared to be the most
influential predictors. These findings are consistent with previous
empirical research. For instance, Lenzi et al. (2014) attributed
better mastery of deliberative competences to experiences of
openness and fairness, while AHOVOKS (2017) revealed the value
of opportunities for discussion at school. Like Sampermans’s (2018)
study, who identified three different, albeit related social
dimensions of a democratic school culture, the present research
unraveled multiple features of the school culture that simultaneously
influence students’ deliberative competence development.

Frontiers in Education

Somewhat surprising is that participatory activities, such as taking
responsibility or codeciding at school, did not contribute or else negatively
contributed to the mastery of all three competences. A possible
explanation can be found in students’ experiences of participation being
so limited (mean egponsivitiey = 1.833; Mean,.decision = 2.299), compared to, for
example, to discussion (mean=3.215), that they are unlikely to
be impactful. Hence, questions can be raised about the democratic quality
of school cultures, in particular about the participation opportunities that
schools provide. Moreover, due to the limited experiences of participation,
it is not unexpected that no relationship is observed between both school
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cultural dimensions and the mastery of deliberative competences.
Another explanation is prompted by Lundy’s (2018) work on tokenistic
interpretations of participation opportunities in schools. She found that
when students’ perspectives are inadequately or incorrectly heard or put
into practice, this could have negative psychological effects on students
(disappointment, frustration, anger) that may cause them to shun future
participation. This implies that schools should not only enable
participation, but also valorize it in their actions, policy, and structure.

Furthermore, the two student characteristics of finality and gender
were found to influence most deliberative competences: girls tend to
score higher on all three deliberative competences, and students with a
curriculum that prepares for higher education rate themselves higher
on tolerance and empathy. Concerning the latter, lower scores on civic
competences among vocational education students in Flanders were
also found in other studies (AHOVOKS, 2017; Sampermans et al.,
2017), explained by less attention being paid to civic education in
vocational education, in terms of curriculum, in teacher guidance, and
in participation in school governance (AHOVOKS, 2017; European
Commission, 2017). That age does not affect deliberative competences
is echoed in other research on self-reported democratic competences,
which is explained as follows: as students grow older, they acquire more
knowledge and understanding of civic issues, allowing them to reflect
more critically on their own roles and to rate themselves lower
(Sampermans et al.,, 2017). In contrast, the study by Flanagan and Stout
(2010) indicated that students’ social trust declines throughout
adolescence, albeit a democratic school culture could counterbalance
this. To argue confidently that a similar mechanism plays also for the
deliberative competences under investigation, or that other explanations
apply here, requires further investigation.

Impact of an urban school context

Despite the fact that the various socioeconomic indicators of
deprivation have neither a univocal nor a large impact, the final
multilevel model revealed that students in urban schools, in comparison
to their peers in non-urban schools, scored significantly lower on
tolerance, curiosity, and empathy mastery, even after controlling for
student characteristics such as age, gender, and educational focus. This
is in line with the findings of Hart and Atkins (2002), who discovered
that urban school students are less likely than their non-urban peers to
develop democratic competences, as their context holds fewer
opportunities to experience democracy (Hart and Atkins, 2002; Castro
and Knowles, 2017). As the definition of urban education suggests, it is
a multi-faceted and complex concept (Milner and Lomotey, 2017).
Students and schools in an urban region face metropolitan challenges
(e.g., migration), as well as the diverse student population in the schools
(e.g., socio-culturally diverse groups) and the schools’ limited resources
(e.g., high teacher turnover). The findings in the present study confirmed
that the interaction and occurrence of multiple factors, which reflects
urban reality, amplifies the depriving effect. This may explain why, in
prior research, several isolated variables, each associated with urbanism,
e.g., in terms of cultural diversity, could impact differently on the mastery
of democratic competences (e.g., Janmaat, 2010; Kokkonen et al., 2010).
Even though the urban school context has a significant negative impact
on the mastery of deliberative competences, positive student experiences
with fair support from their teachers and opportunities for discussion in
their urban school, as a dimension of a democratic school culture, appear
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to compensate. The significance of democratic school cultures in urban
schools is highlighted by this finding.

Limitations and future research

Despite its strengths, some limitations should be considered when
interpreting the results of this study. The primary limitation is that the
sample includes only state schools of Dutch-language Belgian education.
However, according to Janmaat’s (2010) research, the effects of school
culture may differ across countries and regions due to different
interpretations of deliberation or democratic practices. The descriptive
results in this study revealed that students experienced limited
participation. Therefore, the relationships between the participation
variables and the mastery of deliberative competences cannot
be generalized. Future research on the development of deliberative
competences should take place in contexts that sufficiently and
unambiguously represent democracy. A third concern relates to the data
collection. On the one hand, the data collection is largely subjective in
nature, as most of the surveyed scales demand self-reporting by students.
On the other hand, for ethical reasons, only a limited number of
individual student characteristics were asked (i.e., age, gender, finality)
and specific or potentially sensitive questions were avoided. However,
from previous research it is known that individual socioeconomic,
ethnic, or cultural characteristics could impact the behavior or
competence development of adolescents. For example, the study by
Kavadias et al. (2022) revealed that Brussels adolescents of Moroccan,
Turkish or Sub-Saharan African origin repeatedly experience
discrimination, even within the school context. Moreover, in the same
dataset, Mansoury et al. (2022) found a strong relationship between
experienced discrimination and violent intentions. By only taking ethnic
and socioeconomic characteristics into account at the level of the school
population, we might miss relevant relationships at student level.
Therefore, in future research, it is recommended to use a survey that
measures competences more objectively, or which objectifies self-
reported data through methodical or data triangulation, and to include
more socioeconomic and ethnic data from the individual respondents.

The students in this study appeared to have little experience with
the two participatory dimensions of responsibility and co-decision,
even though this is recommended to achieve the democratic goals in
education. It is imperative to gain more certainty about this expected
relationship, which is impossible to investigate with the dataset
representing no or few participatory experiences. Therefore, further
research should include schools that actively encourage student
participation. Using a qualitative approach to better capture the
complexity of the expected relationships would be highly beneficial.

Implications for educational practice

Despite its limitations, the study provides several suggestions for
improving educational practices. The present study highlights that the
more students experience a democratic school climate, the easier it is
for them to master deliberative goals. The school culture may even
(partially) compensate for the depriving context factors of students in
urban schools. A logical consequence is that urban school teams should
invest as much as possible in achieving a democratic school culture, (1)
consolidating fair support so that students feel respected and valued by
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their teachers, (2) expanding opportunities for discussion so that
students in a controlled and safe environment learn to deal with
agreement and disagreement, to formulate arguments and to listen to
each other, and (3) exploring opportunities for student participation.
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