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Democracy and why it is so important

Rule of law

Human dignityCivic engagement / 
citizen participation

Diversity & inclusion

Equal chances

Freedom of expression/ 
media

Speak Up for Democracy 
Addressing Populist Challenges with Democratic Values 

“The Union is founded on the values of respect 
for human dignity, freedom, democracy, 
equality, the rule of law and respect for human 
rights, including the rights of persons belonging 
to minorities. These values are common to the 
Member States in a society in which pluralism, 
non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity 
and equality between women and men prevail.”

Lisbon Treaty, Article 2
Respect for minority rights

Dialogue

Democracy



Democracy

Populism: A Challenge to Democratic Values

Rule of law

Human dignity

Civic engagement / 
citizen participation

Equal chances

Freedom of expression/ 
media
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Populism

Diversity & inclusion

Respect for minority rights

Dialogue

Exclusion & Division - Us vs. Them

Polarisation / rejection of consensus politics

Simplifications

Emotional appeal

Attacks on critical media

Mobilisation around identity, grievance, or fear



”Democracy must be born anew every generation, 
and education is its midwife.”

John Dewey, American philosopher, 
psychologist, and educational reformer

Speak Up for Democracy 
Addressing Populist Challenges with Democratic Values 

Democracy education

Education empowers each generation to 
• protect rights
• embrace diversity
• and participate responsibly



Dimensions of democracy education

Learning about democracy (knowledge)

• Cognitive dimension

• Democratic structures, rule of law, electoral systems…

Learning for democracy (values/skills)

• Practical and affective dimension

• Critical thinking, respect, taking initiative…

Learning through democracy (school culture)

• Experiental dimension

• Participatory decision-making, inclusive discussions…
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Populism in the classroom – a growing challenge
• Growing influence through social media, influencers, 

and online echo chambers
• Students may repeat populist slogans without 

understanding — not always ideologically committed, 
but testing boundaries

• Appears more often in contexts of social anxiety, 
inequality, and polarization

 Erodes democratic norms in the classroom
 Limits critical thinking and openness to diversity
 Creates a climate of distrust, cynicism, and fear of speaking out
 Can normalize authoritarian thinking and discrimination

Teachers are not immune to this trend — but they are crucial in responding with clarity, calm, and democratic values.



Four corners activity

I’m tired of always 
being told to be 
‘inclusive’ — we 

shouldn’t have to 
change for others.

A: I correct immediately 
and explain

B: I let it play out, 
address it maybe later

C: I turn it into a broader 
class discussion

D: I feel helpless and 
would seek advice
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Your student says…. How do you respond?



Populist leaders 
are good because 
they don’t discuss 

all the time — they 
just get things 

done.

A: I correct immediately 
and explain

B: I let it play out, 
address it maybe later

C: I turn it into a broader 
class discussion

D: I feel helpless and 
would seek advice
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Four corners activity
Your student says…. How do you respond?



We don’t need 
experts telling us 
what to think —
common sense 
matters more.

A: I correct immediately 
and explain

B: I let it play out, 
address it maybe later

C: I turn it into a broader 
class discussion

D: I feel helpless and 
would seek advice

Speak Up for Democracy 
Addressing Populist Challenges with Democratic Values 

Four corners activity
Your student says…. How do you respond?



The EU just tells us 
what to do — we 
should take back 

control.

A: I correct immediately 
and explain

B: I let it play out, 
address it maybe later

C: I turn it into a broader 
class discussion

D: I feel helpless and 
would seek advice
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Four corners activity
Your student says…. How do you respond?



If someone 
criticises our 
country, they 

should just leave.

A: I correct immediately 
and explain

B: I let it play out, 
address it maybe later

C: I turn it into a broader 
class discussion

D: I feel helpless and 
would seek advice
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Four corners activity
Your student says…. How do you respond?



The media anyway 
lies and protects 
the government. 
We should stop 
listening to it.

A: I correct immediately 
and explain

B: I let it play out, 
address it maybe later

C: I turn it into a broader 
class discussion

D: I feel helpless and 
would seek advice
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Four corners activity
Your student says…. How do you respond?



Small group reflection

• Did you experience these or other situations? Can you 
share good practices?

• Do you see further populist ideas influencing students 
today? 

• What role does teacher neutrality play — and is it 
always possible or desirable?

• Do we face risks if such student views are not 
addressed (for the classroom, for democracy)?

Please share your main conclusions with us
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How teachers can react
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Stay calm

Reduce tension

“Not every provocation needs a reaction.”

Listen actively

Build trust

"I hear that you feel..."

Ask open questions 

Encourage reflection

"How did you come to that view?"

Reframe with facts and values 

Shift to positive values

"Sounds like freedom is important to 
you."



How teachers can react
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De-escalate

Keep dialogue safe

"Strong emotions are normal."

Encourage critical thinking

Foster analysis

"What other perspectives exist?"

Focus on shared values

Create connection

"We all want fairness."

Set clear boundaries

Maintain respect and safety

“We challenge ideas — not people."



Let´s exercise – Democratic dialogue

Build groups of three persons

You represent a populist 
voice in the discussion. Your 
goal is to express strong, 
emotionally charged opinions 
that simplify complex issues 
and appeal to “common 
people”.

You represent a critical and
constructive voice that 
engages with the populist, 
aiming to promote democratic 
dialogue and fact-based 
reasoning.

You represent the silent 
majority—the part of the 
population that listens but 
doesn’t actively engage. You 
silently listen to the 
discussion and reflect on 
your personal reactions. 

The Populist The Counterpart The Observer
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Selection of topics

1. Should unhealthy food and drinks be banned at the school kiosk?
2. Should every student have the right to have their phone in the classroom?
3. Should athletic performance be evaluated, or does this contradict equality of opportunity?
4. Should school starting times be no earlier than 8:30 AM to better match the biological rhythms of teenagers?
5. Should teachers remain neutral in political discussions and refrain from expressing their personal opinions?
6. Should schools enforce a dress code, or should students befree to wear whatever they want?
7. Should schools introduce mandatory media literacy courses to fight fake news?
8. Should teachers have the power to remove students from class for disruptive behaviour without needing approval 

from school administration?
9. Should schools have the right to discipline students for actions they take outside of school (e.g., on social media)?
10. Should students have a say in the hiring and firing of their teachers or principals?
11. Should teachers be allowed to take sabbaticals or extended breaks for personal development or activism?
12. Should teachers be expected to align their personal hobbies or social media activities with the values they promote in 

the classroom to maintain a professional image?
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Time to reflect
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• How did you feel in the different roles?

• What was your initial instinct when you heard the populist 
statements?

• What strategies did you use to defend democratic values or 
encourage dialogue?

• What worked well, and what could have been done differently?

The Populist

The Counterpart

The Observer



European values in the classroom

”Values are deeply rooted motivations, principles or orientations 
guiding, steering, channeling or explaining certain attitudes, 

norms, opinions, convictions, and desires, which, in turn, direct 
human action or at least part of it.”

Inge Sieben and Quita Muis, Department of Sociology,
Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence on European Values
Tilburg University
VAL-YOU project
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European values
Value Definition

Democracy Support for political system in which citizens have the power to make decisions

Pluralism* Support for the idea that individuals with different backgrounds, cultures, 
beliefs and opinions can live together in a democratic society

Freedom Support for the idea that everyone can live their lives the way they choose, 
without pressure or coercion from authorities or other people

Equality Support for the idea that all individuals have equal rights before the law

Solidarity* The willingness to help others or to support the group one belongs to, without 
immediately getting something in return

Justice Supporting the idea of fairness in the way that people are treated by law and 
government

Speak Up for Democracy 
Addressing Populist Challenges with Democratic Values 

* Differing from EU values in Lisbon Treaty,  
overview from Tilburg University



How can teachers work with European Values?

Embed in Everyday Teaching Foster a Democratic Classroom Culture

Teaching values is not an extra task — it’s embedded in how we talk, listen, 
organise, and treat each other in the classroom.
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Let´s exercise

Discuss in small groups and add teaching actions for the different values 
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Plan your democratic classroom
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Further information and resources
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www.democracy-education.eu

http://www.democracy-education.eu/


Thanks for your attention
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Katrin Echtermeyer, katrin.echtermeyer@wisamar.de
Sabine Röhrig-Mahhou, sabine.mahhou@wisamar.de

Wisamar Bildungsgesellschaft gemeinnützige GmbH

Founded in 2005 as a non-profit education provider, we are 
committed to European exchange and the development of 
innovative ideas, projects and educational offers for various 
target groups from school to adult education.
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