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ABSTRACT

It is increasingly necessary to advance towards a 

deeper understanding of teaching practices aimed at 

teaching for, in and from, democratic principles. For 

this reason, this research seeks to understand teach-

ers’ conceptions of democracy in education in Spain. 

To this end, a phenomenographic study was carried 

out with 58 Spanish teachers selected according to the 

level of education they teach (Primary and Secondary 

Education) and the ownership of the school (public 

and private-subsidized). The data collection technique 

was the phenomenographic interview. The results in-

dicate the existence of three categories of conceptions 

of democracy in education: i) that which refers to the 

participation of the agents in the school and its func-

RESUMEN

Concepciones docentes sobre la democracia en la edu-

cación en escuelas en contextos desafiantes y favorables

Cada vez es más necesario avanzar hacia una com-

prensión más profunda de las prácticas docentes en-

caminadas a enseñar para, en y desde los principios 

democráticos. Por este motivo, esta investigación busca 

comprender las concepciones de los docentes sobre la de-

mocracia en la educación en España. Para ello, se llevó 

a cabo un estudio fenomenográfico con 58 profesores 

españoles seleccionados en función del nivel educativo 

que imparten (Educación Primaria y Secundaria) y la 

titularidad del centro (público y privado subvenciona-

do). La técnica de recolección de datos fue la entrevista 
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tioning, ii) that which considers it as the sense of be-

longing and emancipation of the protagonists of the 

educational process and, iii) that which understands it 

as a social responsibility of the school and its protago-

nists. Understanding teachers’ conceptions of democ-

racy in education helps to move towards an education 

in democracy in which democratic values are taught 

and everyone has the opportunity to live together and 

participate in decision-making processes.

Key words: Democracy, Education, Teachers, Com-

pulsory education, Conceptions.

fenomenográfica. Los resultados indican la existencia 

de tres categorías de concepciones de la democracia en 

educación: i) la que se refiere a la participación de los 

agentes en la escuela y su funcionamiento, ii) la que la 

considera como el sentido de pertenencia y emancipa-

ción de los protagonistas de la escuela. el proceso educa-

tivo y, iii) el que lo entiende como una responsabilidad 

social de la escuela y sus protagonistas. Comprender las 

concepciones de los docentes sobre la democracia en la 

educación ayuda a avanzar hacia una educación en de-

mocracia en la que se enseñen valores democráticos y 

todos tengan la oportunidad de vivir juntos y participar 

en los procesos de toma de decisiones.

Palabras clave: Democracia, Educación, Profesorado, 

Educación obligatoria, Concepciones.

1. INTRODUCTION

Research on teachers’ conceptions is an emerging line of research that allows us to under-

stand how certain phenomenological conditions shapes the way in which individuals act, 

their expectations, and the specific value that this phenomenon has for them individually 

(Griffiths et al., 2006; Prieto & Contreras, 2008). Within educational research, teachers’ con-

ceptions of different areas of knowledge have been studied—for instance, the conceptions of 

the teaching-learning process, evaluation of the cognitive processes of the students.

One of the aspects still little researched the implicit ideas of teachers about democracy in 

education are—that is, delving into the governance, organization, decision making and con-

sensus building both in the school and with the larger educational environment (Landwehr & 

Steiner, 2017). Despite the social acceptance of democracy as a concept, democracy has been 

conceptualized in varying ways. For example, it has been considered from “the best hope in 

the world” by Thomas Jefferson to the “worst form of government” by Winston Churchill 

(Flanagan et al., 2005, p. 193).

Thus, conceptualizing democracy is not an easy task. Far from being a static concept, it is 

possible to define it as a continuum that goes from its finest approaches to its thickest. It is the 

so-called thick-thin spectrum established by Carr (2008). A “thin” conception of democracy 

refers to a conception of democracy as representative rather than participatory that places 
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special value on candidate selection processes, representation, and voting. On the other hand, 

the “thick” conception of democracy refers to promoting individual participation in society 

and, furthermore, holding that this participation is critical.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The study of conceptions of educational democracy in an emergent line of work that delves into 

the voice of its different actors to understand how they conceive democracy in the educational 

field. In fact, Carr (2008) as a reference in this line of research explored more than a decade 

ago how educational systems can foster a deeper and more meaningful democratic experience 

by distinguishing between “thin” democracy, which focuses on electoral and representative 

processes, and “thick” democracy, which emphasizes critical participation and social justice. 

His research with education students in the United States reveals a tendency to understand de-

mocracy superficially but also highlights the potential for educators to teach a more profound 

form of democracy that considers power and social differences. Subsequently, Carr et al. (2018) 

investigate the conceptualization and practice of democracy in education through a compara-

tive study in Canada, the United States, and Australia, involving over 1,000 participants. This 

report emphasizes the need for education that promotes deep democratic participation and 

social justice, highlighting the importance of power relations in the educational context. The 

findings suggest that achieving true democratic education requires fostering political literacy 

and transformative education, enabling students to engage actively and critically in society. Gi-

nocchio et al. (2015) and Vidal et al. (2019) have used Carr’s conceptualization to study teacher 

perceptions whereas Long (2018) studied school principles. Student perspectives have been 

covered by Mathe (2016) and Quaranta (2020). Using the same Carr thick-thin conceptualiza-

tion, other studies have explored pre-service teachers’ conceptualizations of democracy (Carr 

et al., 2018; Hung & Perez, 2020; Martinez-Garrido et al., 2022; Zyngier, 2016). Studies have also 

looked at combined student-teacher perspectives (Belavi et al., 2022) or students and teachers 

in different contexts (Moreno-Medina, 2022; Moreno-Medina et al., 2022).

Fundamentally, the results obtained in the studies that conceptualize democracy in edu-

cation by teachers refer to three main conceptions of teachers about democracy in education: 

elitist, representative, and participatory. Teachers who conceive democracy as elitist consider 

that a small group of individuals within the school are those who hold positions of power that 

directly and that group orchestrates establishment of hierarchical relationships amongst the 

members of the educational society. For those who understand democracy as representative, 
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democracy refers to representation in collegiate bodies. Teachers who have a participatory con-

ception of democracy consider that the active and critical participation of the members of the 

educational community is an indisputable component in education (Belavi et al., 2021). With 

regards to the students, results from studies with students show the uncertainties students in 

the face of a concept of such complexity. Some students hold a more liberal understandings 

of democracy viewing democracy as carrying out voting; other students are undecided as to 

whether as individuals can exercise self-government (Arensmeier, 2020; Mathe, 2016).

In summary, studies cover the spectrum of the perspectives on educational democracy 

of many different stakeholders. These implicit representations of the context may have not 

been consciously contemplated, by rather determined by the circumstances and contexts. 

The exploration of these conceptions is particularly important in the learning process, since 

teachers reflect their underlying implicit assumptions in their professional practice (Álvez 

& Pozo, 2014).

However, even though stakeholder perspectives are relatively well covered, there are not 

so many studies that touch on the social and economic context that surrounds the schools, 

with the school environment being a determining factor in the implicit ideas of teachers (Mu-

rillo et al., 2016). Thus, given that the social and cultural context of schools may be a key factor 

in conception of democracy in education, the present study seeks to understand the teacher 

conceptions of democracy in schools with both challenging and favorable socio-economic 

conditions. This broader understanding of educational democracy in diverse contexts will 

contribute to building educational democracy in these contexts (Domínguez, 2010).

3. METHOD

Because of our research objectives, we carried out a phenomenological study—phenomenol-

ogy allowed us to delve into the conceptions that people have about a specific phenomenon 

based on their own thoughts and experiences. (Bowden & Walsh, 2000; Marton, 1986). More-

over, phenomenology allowed us to analyze conceptions which vary among people who ex-

perience a phenomenon (Murillo et al., 2022).

The methodological design of the phenomenological study required that the categories be 

a posteriori, that is, that they arise from the interviews carried out with the teachers. Open 

coding is performed to analyze the teacher interview data. Thanks to this emerging design, 

it is possible to explain teachers’ conceptions of democracy in education without duplicating 

theoretical models (Creswell, 2005).
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The study participants were 58 teachers from public and private schools. There were 30 

schools; 15 of the schools were in favorable contexts and the other 15 in schools in challenging 

contexts. The participant recruitment these was carried out by non-probabilistic sampling by 

quotas. Namely, participants were selected from different cycles and subjects, as well as from 

challenging and more resources schools, and finally from both private and public schools. 

Data collection was conducted through phenomenological interviews in which two gen-

erating questions were used— “What is democracy for you?”, and “What is democracy in edu-

cation for you?”. These main questions were followed up with additional open questions that 

helped the interviewees expound upon their answers. To enhance the interview process, we 

incorporated a diverse array of questions that encourage thoughtful responses while main-

taining a concise duration. By diversifying the questions, interviewees can delve deeper into 

various aspects of the topic while still fostering spontaneity. Additionally, offering open-end-

ed questions allows individuals to express themselves freely without feeling constrained by 

the interview format. This approach fosters genuine dialogue and prevents the interview from 

feeling overly scripted or rigid. Furthermore, providing opportunities for follow-up questions 

based on the interviewee’s responses can lead to richer discussions and insights. Overall, 

promoting a balance between structure and flexibility can optimize the interview experience 

for both interviewers and participants. The interviews were conducted face-to-face and via 

online video conferencing. For interviews that could be carried out in person, quiet places 

were reserved for the teachers to feel comfortable in order to express themselves and develop 

their answers freely. The interviews were anonymized using a code, in the following order: 

a) number (number corresponding to the order of the interview); b) D for teacher; c) Prim or 

Sec (Prim for Primary teacher and Sec for high school teacher); d) Pub or Priv (Pub for Public 

school and Priv for Private School); d) Des or Fav (Des for Challenging context and Fav for 

Favourable context in a socioeconomically way).

During the data analysis, the criterion of proximity to the teachers’ discourse was as-

sumed. Therefore, the categories of analysis were not defined a priori, but a posteriori; quotes 

from the participants referring to their conception of democracy in the schools were cate-

gorized and coded (Figure 1). Following the initial categorization, subsequent readings were 

conducted to further classify them into subgroups. This process facilitated the development 

of reliable and representative categories and subcategories derived from the participants’ dis-

course. It’s crucial to perceive these categories and subcategories not as fixed concepts, but 

rather as different points along a continuum. From these first categories, more general groups 

arose for the appointments that had in common conceptions of democracy in the educational 
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center and a tree of meaning was elaborated that allowed explaining the conceptions of the 

participating teachers.

To increase validity, the results are based on the internal logic and relationships of the 

data. To ensure confirmability, the researchers adequately applied the necessary procedures 

for data collection and the analysis process.

Figure 1. Vector presentation of category analysis. Source: own elaboration

The study followed the guidelines of the Code of Good Research Practice drawn up by the 

Research Ethics Committee of the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid. All the teachers were 

first informed about the topic and objectives of the research. Before starting the interviews, 

we asked for their consent to have them recorded. The names of the volunteer participants 
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and their educational centers do not appear in any case in the study, since the confidentiality 

of the data was guaranteed.

4. FINDINGS

Spanish school teachers’ conceptions about democracy are organized into different categories 

and subcategories. During the interviews, teachers often referred to their own experiences, 

turning the answer into something tangible for themselves, which facilitated the development 

of their ideas. Based on these contextualized approaches, teachers’ conceptions have been 

grouped into four large categories around what democracy in education is for them.

4.1. Democracy as participation

The results show that a large part of the teachers who work in either challenging or favorable 

schools in feel that democracy in education necessarily must cross the walls of the school 

classrooms and reach the surrounding neighborhood that surrounds them. For these teachers, 

democracy in education must be born in the entire school community. Teachers believe that 

democracy must permeate the entire educational community—the school leadership, teach-

ers, students, families and even neighborhood institutions. Although teachers from favorable 

and unfavorable contexts emphasized democracy in the neighborhood, teachers from unfa-

vorable contexts emphasized this idea the most strongly. 

For teachers, democracy in education must be a collective project in which everyone can 

participate, and have a voice and a role; however, participation in the process can be regulated 

in certain ways. This regulation does not mean that participation in democracy is compulsory, 

but rather that the procedure is culturally established, without necessarily having to be writ-

ten in a project or plan. Democracy needs to be centric to the culture. This is how a school 

teacher in an unfavorable context put it:

Well, for me, democracy in schools takes into account all of us who participate. But, of course, we need 

to regulate that participation because, as I said before, families have an important role, but they cannot 

participate in the whole process, just like the students—they participate in some parts of the teaching and 

learning process. (3_D_Prim_Priv_Des)

On the other hand, in this conception of democracy, the school community as a whole 

has always been incorporated into the definition. The teachers are aware that, due to their 

professional commitment, the leadership team and the teaching team will focus participation 
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on the schools themselves, however, participation has to go further and not remain with 

professional roles. Participation must be inclusive, and students and families must be part of 

these democratic processes.

Another teacher from a different school explains the idea that:

I think that one of the most important things is the different groups participating, both the teachers, the 

students, the AMPA, ... In short, that the different groups can exercise their democratic rights. Like being 

able to comment on the things that are done at school and being able to participate freely. It is also impor-

tant to have a critical attitude, as one of the values. The act of participating in this way is also an example 

within schools. That is to say, what is taught at a theoretical level is one thing, but at the same time democ-

racy is an eminently practical fact, which needs to be developed in all of the classes. (6_D_Sec_Priv_ Des)

Another teacher indicated the same thing, but referred to a process that he considers 

democratic and that has already started in his school:

For 3 years, we have had management commissions, and that these commissions are made up of teachers, 

families and members of the leadership team, and everyone works as equal partners, so dynamics are 

established that have an assembly participation nature. We want am openness and transparency in par-

ticipation and the expression of needs, of freedoms that are based on responsibility and on the value, that 

comes backs to the school later. (1_D_Pri_Priv_Des)

The conception of democracy is also seen in some of the teachers that work in schools in 

more favorable contexts. 

Greater involvement of families, I think. Greater participation, that the voice of the workers is listened to 

more, [and more listening] to teachers in the areas that later go to school leadership. (17_D_Sec_Priv_Fav)

Well, for me, democracy in the school is that important and less important decisions too will be made tak-

ing into with parents, students, teachers, and leadership working at the same level. (4_D_Prim_Pub_Fav)

The conception of democracy as participation has different nuances as soon as teachers 

begin to develop what participation is for them. One of these nuances is delegation. Some 

teachers consider that this participation must come from delegation that not only allows 

participation, but also to which the delegation is also added. A second teacher from an unfa-

vorable context explains that to participate you have to delegate, and that, therefore, democ-

racy in education, intrinsically, encompasses delegation and distribution of responsibility and 

participation. Here is the teacher’s explanation:
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I think democracy is delegating... Delegation... Delegating something, letting them participate and they 

[participants] will see the responsibility within their own participation. In the end, it [such participation] 

is a bit the purpose of learning...in the end we all learn from being wrong or from having made our own 

decision...And you know that... well... Sometimes the consequence is not the most positive, but you yourself 

have made the decision. (2_D_Pri_Priv_Des)

Likewise, another teacher recalls that participation is truly democratic when everyone, 

regardless of their circumstances, beliefs, or status, has equal opportunity to participate.

Somehow, all kinds of students need to have a place in the school. That does not mean that they are all 

together in the same school, because it may not be feasible. But it does mean that the educational system 

gives opportunities to absolutely everyone; no matter what circumstances you have, what race you have, 

what ideology you have, and so on. I believe that this is a fundamental principle that needs to be in place. 

(1_D_Sec_Priv_Fav)

4.2. Democracy as concrete democratic practices 

Some school teachers in challenging contexts directly associate their conception of educa-

tional democracy with concrete, tangible democratic practices; that is, practices in which they 

feel that democracy is something that is celebrated and of which they are a part. Not all of 

these conceptions are along these lines, but they are useful to understand how teachers from 

challenging centers conceive democracy in education. These practices, for the most part, are 

related to participation as they understand it, but the nuance is found in the practical form. 

associate democracy at school with specific activities and tasks While in the first category we 

find teachers who express their idea by mixing representation with participation, in this sec-

ond conception teachers relate democracy to concrete activities. The first participant explains 

that democracy in education is to establish dynamics of participation and that these are regu-

lated with a specific set time, with a distribution of tasks, and that participation forms part of 

the institutional culture of the center. That is, that democracy in education are processes that 

are carried out because the practices have been institutionalized:

It is evident that establishing participatory dynamics requires additional time and scheduling more meet-

ings, as individuals need time to express themselves. If we aim for that, the focus of the meeting will be 

collective, ensuring active participation. Through this participation, a series of consensus-based agree-

ments will emerge, reflecting the collaborative effort put forth by all participants. Subsequently, ongo-

ing monitoring and follow-up will be conducted collectively. This is the proposed framework: within the 

center’s structure, teams at each level, including tutor teams, are managed through explicitly defined 
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competencies and task distribution. Ensuring equitable participation is crucial, and the teams themselves 

contribute to this equitable distribution. However, the overall structural framework is determined by the 

management team. If the management team upholds this working vision, it will be developed accordingly. 

(1_D_Pri_Priv_Des)

Other teachers from disadvantaged contexts refer to democracy in education being shaped 

by various protocols created beforehand by the group of teachers at the school. Furthermore, 

these protocols can be modified each academic year. The protocols they mention include the 

school’s action plan, internal regulations, and the coexistence plan. For these teachers, being 

part of this set of protocols is seen as a democratic practice and aligns with their conception 

of democracy in the school. One teacher explains it as follows:

Here, all documents are collectively created by everyone involved. For instance, the internal regulations, 

coexistence plan, and diversity action plan are the result of collaborative efforts... All these documents 

are not imposed by the management team; rather, we invest time in collaborative work with coordinators 

from all stages of education. They, in turn, disseminate the information to the teachers within their respec-

tive stages, who further share it with the rest of the teaching staff. This process resembles a hierarchical 

structure where information flows from one level to another.... our organization operates in a horizontal 

manner, where there is no sense of the principal being the one in control. While the role of the principle is 

necessary for legal reasons, it is true that we are quite horizontal in structure, and we pay attention to all 

the contingents. (3_D_Pri_Priv_Des)

4.3. Democracy as voting 

It is worth noting that teachers from more favorable contexts tend to associate democracy 

in education closely with the act of voting. While voting is indeed a form of participation, 

in these cases, it is specifically referred to as a manifestation of democracy. Teachers who 

hold this perspective also associate it with a more closed and private approach. In fact, they 

express this notion by emphasizing its implementation within their own classrooms. One 

teacher provides an example of how it is carried out in their school:

Once a week, the children gather in an English class, where they have the opportunity to discuss the issues 

they observe in the school and express what changes they would like to see, and there they can vote. They 

showcase their talents once a month. (2_D_Pri_Priv_Fav)
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Another teacher refers to this idea and emphasizes the need for dedicated spaces that 

enable voting for the various members of the educational community:

It [the objective] would to attain within the school, those spaces and moments in which students, teachers, 

and families can express themselves, participate, and vote on topics that affect us, the entire educational 

community. (1_D_Prim_Pub_Fav)

In this conception, the teaching staff makes a special reference to allowing students to 

make decisions in school, but there is a nuance to this decision-making process: the imposed 

limits. This implies that, with voting, this conception of democracy in education is very limit-

ed; it is mainly applied to students, and voting is only held for certain specific and previously 

teacher-established established matters. These matters are those that directly affect the stu-

dents, but not all of them are considered. A clear example is holding a vote to choose the date 

of an exam, where only the day is decided, but not the type of assessment, the location, or the 

topics. In the following lines, a teacher explains their conception of democracy in education:

I believe that aside from voting on things like the date of an exam or other preferences, what the majority 

wants...Generally [the majority] will be listened to most of the time. But whenever I see Students face to 

face, I ask them what’s going on. ‘I don’t like this, or I don’t like that, this looks good to me, or this looks bad 

to be’. I listen to them too a lot, more than just the people who voted for certain things. (8_D_Pri_Priv_Fav)

4.4. Democracy as representation: the school council

In this section, the main conclusions of the study will be offered, based on the data obtained 

and the discussion carried out.

We have the school council, which operates somewhat democratically. All groups within the educational 

community are represented, and it is in this forum where issues are raised, possible actions are proposed, 

and approvals are sought. In other words, this is where I perceive a greater reflection of democracy, while 

within the classroom it tends to be more anecdotal. When it comes to children, the focus is a bit more on 

educating them and teaching them about democracy. Subsequently, within the school, it is the governing 

body that fully embodies this democratic spirit is the council. (8_D_Pri_Priv_Fav)

In the following quote, the interviewee refers to the main reason why they feel that de-

mocracy in education is based on the reference of the collegiate body for the school.
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The school council, which is a space for participation where different members of the educational commu-

nity are represented, including students, teachers, school administration, and families, allows the voice of 

each party to be included in larger decision-making processes. (12_D_Pri_Priv_Fav)

Another teacher highlights the fundamental role of families in the school council, even 

if their requests are not carried out, but simply by granting them a space in which they can 

express and submit their requests, a consensus can be reached.

The school council ultimately represents parents who should have something to say, or at least contribute. 

Consensus will be reached eventually. Some contributions may be implemented or not based on the con-

sensus reached within this democratic process. The important aspect is that they are listened to and taken 

into account. (17_D_Pri_Pub_Fav)

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The results of this study suggest four conceptions of democracy in education that, with 

nuances, align and complement previous works, such as Carr’s (2008) study. Delving into 

whether there are differences in conceptions based on the school context, teachers working 

in favorable contexts conceive democracy in education as a voting process (Mathé, 2019) or 

have a technocratic view of it, such as that of the school council and its representatives (Zyn-

gier, 2016). In other words, the idea of representative democracy or classical direct democracy 

(Rodríguez Burgos, 2015) emerges in the study’s results when teachers from favorable con-

texts express that voting is their main concept of democracy in education. However, teachers 

in disadvantaged contexts refer to family involvement as their conception of democracy in 

education (Harris, 2009). Furthermore, the results indicate that these teachers have a concept 

of democracy in education that emphasizes the participation of other community members. 

This aligns with the views expressed by Sáenz López & Rodríguez Burgosa (2010), who advo-

cate for a participatory concept of education where the school requires the involvement of all 

educational institutions, shared responsibility, or participatory democracy.

One of the strengths of this research is the number of participants: 30 teachers from both 

public and private educational centers in schools located in favorable and challenging con-

texts agreed to be interviewed. Because of this, it was possible to examine the different con-

ceptions of democracy in education according to the school context. Additionally, the study 

highlights the importance of research on conceptions of democracy in education, building 

upon previous studies that have emerged in recent years.
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In addition to the findings presented, the study encountered some difficulties due to the 

respondents’ vague responses, making it challenging to provide a concrete definition of de-

mocracy in education. It appears that many teachers do not have a clear conception of what 

democracy is, but we understand that this reflects the reality of teachers. Furthermore, it can 

be observed that there are differences among teachers depending on the context in which their 

schools are situated. This is a clear indicator that the context not only influences the dynamics 

of the school but also the implicit ideas that teachers hold about democracy in education. 

The results of this research, along with its strengths and limitations, pave the way for fu-

ture studies. Future directions could include complementing this study with another aimed at 

exploring the democratic practices that take place in schools and whether the school context 

influences their variations. Another potential study could focus on expanding the under-

standing of families’ conceptions of democracy in education, as they are one of the stakehold-

ers mentioned by teachers. 

This study highlights the importance of delving into teachers’ conceptions of democracy 

in education, not only to comprehend their implicit ideas but also because these ideas directly 

impact their practice. Transforming education requires being aware of the ideas that influence 

teaching tasks and, as a result, striving for more participatory, equitable, and just conceptions 

and practices.
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