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To talk about politics in a deliberative way, means to be truthful in what one says, to respect the arguments of others, to give good reasons for one’s own arguments, and to be open to change one’s position by the force of the better argument. Deliberation defined in this way, can take place among political leaders, among ordinary citizens, and between political leaders and ordinary citizens. As I have argued elsewhere, we need more deliberation in all these respects.
 Human beings have a natural propensity to talk with others in a deliberative way. This propensity, however, may easily get lost. Therefore, children should learn early on to deliberate with others. This can best be done within families at dinner table. But it is difficult to influence from the outside what happens in families, although special classes for parenting may help. The most promising path to have influence on deliberative skills of children is in schools. I wish to show in this paper how this can be accomplished. 
Schools play an important role in developing a deliberative culture in the sense that children learn to think about different ways to solve a problem.
 Earlier in my career, I received a teachers training and taught for some time middle and high school. Based on this experience, I have great hopes that schools can make a major contribution to the development of a deliberative culture in a country. Already beginning with kindergarten, students can be taught to listen to each other with respect, to justify their arguments, possibly also with personal stories, and to be open to yield to the force of the better arguments. A good teaching technique to develop these skills is to have students tackle tasks not only individually but often also in small groups. The challenge with such group work is that some students often dominate the discussion while others are free riding. A good teacher will be able to remedy this problem in showing students that they will be more successful in resolving their task if all participate in an equal and unconstrained way. Groups then report their results to the larger class where they are further discussed. These class discussions should often be organized in a spontaneous way without interventions of the teacher, so-called free student discussions. Again there is a challenge because to speak up in a free student discussion is not easy for many students because they may be too shy or lack the necessary rhetorical skills. Here, too, a good teacher can create an atmosphere where, perhaps only over a long period of time, students feel comfortable to speak up to a larger audience. If the teaching techniques of working in small groups, group reports to larger audiences, and free student discussions are used in a systematic way from kindergarten to university, key deliberative skills can be developed, which then can be used to participate as citizens in deliberation of political issues. Of particular importance is that deliberative skills are also taught children who do not go on to higher education. These children in many cases do not come from families with a deliberative culture, so that schools are the most promising way to bring more equality to deliberation. Special care must also be taken that girls are not too shy to speak up in class discussions so that later as citizens they are as active as men in deliberative discussions.   


While these teaching techniques can be applied in all fields from mathematics to art history, a special challenge to develop a deliberative culture confronts teachers in civics classes. They should present to their students politics both as a strategic power game and as respectful deliberation as two different ways to interpret of what happens in politics. Students could then discuss on the basis of concrete political case studies which interpretation is more plausible. A good teacher can make them aware that a definite answer to this fundamental question of political life is not possible. The answer will always depend on the philosophical perspective. The teacher can show that Machiavelli and Kant, for example, gave different answers to the role of power and morality in politics. In this way, students become sophisticated in how politics can be interpreted. To help civics teachers to orient their teaching in this direction, civics textbooks should be more closely linked to cutting edge political science research. Well researched case studies should be included in the textbooks, preferably case studies that are interpreted from both a power and a deliberative perspective. With such textbooks as background, civics becomes more interesting than is traditionally the case. Students will learn that both power and arguments are important in politics and, as a result of such teaching, will become more sophisticated citizens who feel comfortable to participate in a deliberative way in political discussions. They have learned in school that in thinking and talking about political issues they should act not as consumers but as citizens. To learn such role ascriptions early on in life is very important. Such learning of deliberation should take place from Kindergarten to universities and beyond in continuing education. How this can be done at the university level, is shown in a creative way at the Jacobs University Bremen in Germany where students are first taught about deliberation in class and then participate at a Deliberative Day to discuss the issue of public service in general.
 

In a seminar at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, I asked students to reflect on what they learned or did not learn about deliberation in all their school years and how schools could be improved in this respect. Many students wrote that their school years were not deliberative at all. William May gives a particularly bleak picture of how in primary school there was no deliberative culture:   

My primary school experience very much followed the factory model of American education: everywhere we went we walked in single file lines, the time we spent at certain tasks and in locations was determined by the ringing of a bell, and we all took the same orders from the teacher—orders we were expected to obey. In this way the teacher was always right, the authority, the sovereign. Students were charged with finding the answers the teacher wanted because the teacher had the right answer, and very rarely did we come up with our own answers to questions. Problems were solved in the same way—if there was a dispute between yourself and another person, or a between two groups, you went to the teacher to arbitrate and ultimately decide who gets to do what. 

Rachel Myrick gives a specific example of how emphasis on competition left no room for deliberation: 

Later in my schooling, I found such discussions and debates were often more competitive in nature then cooperative. This was largely because teachers began grading the content of our discussion, and students, worried about their individual grade, would monopolize the conversation. In my English class, when we had discussions about literature, all of our conversation turned into vicious arguments as students fervently tried to prove each other wrong. Similarly, in my History of the Americas class, we were put into pairs and assigned to represent the viewpoint of either John Adams or Thomas Jefferson on a particular topic. We had five minutes to debate our opponent, and the winning team received a better grade. In this environment, all of our focus was on viciously attacking the opponent so we could receive higher marks.  

However, students  reported also experiences of teachers making a real effort to develop a deliberative culture among their students. Connor Crews reports such an experience from an American history class: 

In my eighth grade American history class, we were required to create a “class constitution” which governed classroom behavior and expectations for work produced by students.  This, by its collaborative nature, required a great deal of deliberation.  We came into the process of creating the constitution with very few guidelines from my teacher.  The only directions were to address how students should behave in class and be penalized for misuse of class time, if at all.  As I recall, we had to reach some sort of a supermajority for the constitution to be passed.  Because this was a project which would have an impact on how the class was conducted, all students had a vested interest in ensuring that the outcome was to their liking.  Thus, arguments were largely justified in terms of the common good.  

Rachel Myrick, who reported (above) her non-deliberative school experiences, had fond memories of Ms. Reid who was very creative in developing a deliberative culture in her classes: 

The most effective example I have seen of a deliberative culture was my fifth grade classroom, led by my teacher, Ms. Reid, who had designed her own educational program and curricula. One integral component of the class was the “Socratic Seminar,” in which we would discuss a controversial topic related to something we studied in class. This environment was my first exposure to the seminar method, which arguably many students don’t see until high school or college. Being exposed to this deliberative discussion, in which all ideas are respected and arguments must be logical and consistent, helps students develop sound arguments and respect diverse opinions. This concept seems quite sophisticated for ten-year-olds. However, instead of jumping right into the seminar style, Ms. Reid gradually introduced us to the idea. We read articles about effective communication and went over the basic rules. In our first discussions, we began by passing a ball. Whoever had the ball was able to speak. If you wanted to say something, you would raise your hand until the ball was passed to you. We had a seminar multiple times a week, and after the first few weeks, we stopped passing the ball and raising our hands. The conversation began to flow naturally.  

Keith Grose remembers that even problems of mathematics can be solved in a deliberative way: 

I witnessed the engaging power of deliberative teaching when I entered the North Carolina School of Science and Mathematics. The mathematics department had a novel way of teaching topics such as geometry and calculus.  Rather than sitting in class learning the theorems and methods in a lecture format, the students were split into groups and given lab assignments to learn how these theorems and methods work firsthand.  For example, when we were studying geometry, rather than being told about relative triangles by our teachers, we were given the assignment of determining the height of the clock tower on campus with only a small triangle and roll of measuring tape.  Then each group had to brainstorm on how best to accomplish this task.  Usually at least one group would realize how to use the correct method, in this case relative triangles, to accomplish the task.  Afterwards all of the groups would return to the classroom and present their various methods and the class would decide on the best method and why it worked.  

These examples show that schools are an excellent vehicle to teach students of how to deliberate. The examples, however, also show that too often schools miss this golden opportunity. To be successful in this respect, teachers must be trained and supervised to instill deliberative skills in their students and to encourage them to use these skills also outside class. For me this is the best hope to make deliberative democracy viable. 
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