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Citizenship education (CE) aims to prepare students to become informed, critical,
and engaged democratic citizens. Schools are therefore expected to provide
students with opportunities to participate, express their views, engage with
different perspectives, and develop citizenship competences. Yet these
opportunities are not equally accessible to all students. This dissertation examines
how inequalities in citizenship education emerge in primary schools, focusing on
students’ opportunities to participate and be heard and on the role of teachers in
creating inclusive spaces for dialogue and discussion.

Across four complementary studies, the dissertation approaches these inequalities
from both student and teacher perspectives. A systematic review of European
research maps existing evidence on inequalities in citizenship education. Three
qualitative studies subsequently explore how primary school students experience
opportunities for participation, how teachers facilitate classroom discussions, and
which competences teachers need to establish an open classroom climate.

The findings show that simply providing opportunities for citizenship education does
not ensure that all students can benefit from them equally. Students encounter
institutional, relational, and personal barriers that shape whether and how they
participate and whether their voices are recognised. Classroom discussions can
provide valuable opportunities for dialogue and citizenship learning, but they can
also reproduce inequalities by favouring students who, for example, have stronger
language skills, greater confidence, or more prior knowledge. Teachers therefore
play a crucial role in creating safe and open classroom environments, encouraging
participation, supporting students in expressing their ideas, and constructively
navigating disagreement and diverse perspectives.

Overall, the dissertation argues for an equality-sensitive and process-oriented
approach to citizenship education. Its democratic potential depends not only on
whether opportunities for participation are provided, but also on how these
opportunities are organised, supported, and experienced by different students. By
paying greater attention to these processes, schools and teachers can help ensure
that all students have meaningful opportunities to participate, be heard, and
develop as democratic citizens.
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