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What is the Democratic 
Education Framework?
The Democratic Education Framework helps educators 
and youth practitioners understand, assess and 
strengthen the democratic education they provide  
to children and young people aged 5-25.

It gives educators and youth practitioners practical 
tools to strengthen democratic education that  
equips young people with an understanding of  
how democracy works, why it matters, why their  
voice counts and how they can take part.

The Framework brings together six strands which, 
collectively, provide a broad picture of high-quality 
democratic education. It is not a prescribed curriculum 
or a checklist, but a flexible tool that helps educators 
to reflect on their existing practice, identify areas 
for development, and strengthen their provision. 

The Framework supports schools, colleges and 
youth settings in England and Northern Ireland, 
with plans to extend it to Scotland and Wales in 
future. It has been developed with more than 
100 partners and practitioners across England 
and Northern Ireland to ensure it reflects current 
curriculum contexts and can be applied flexibly 
within the different education systems.

Why the Framework matters
We know that young people care about the issues 
affecting their lives, but many aren’t  confident about 
how democracy works, how decisions are made, 
or how they can influence change. Educators and 
youth practitioners want to help, but have competing 
priorities and limited time. The Democratic Education 
Framework was created to respond to these challenges.

Young people want to hear from their teachers  
and other trusted adults. In a recent survey of  
young people, 55% said teachers and lecturers  
were among the people they most wanted to  
hear from on the issues that matter to them  
(Jack Petchey Foundation, Are you Listening?, 2026).

With the UK government planning to extend the right 
to vote to 16 and 17 year olds, young people will need 
education and support to participate meaningfully 
when they vote for the first time. Young people are 
much less likely to participate in elections than 
older generations. The Electoral Commission found 
that 16-17 year olds are the least likely group to be 
on the register. At the same time, young people 
themselves say they want more support. 78% of 
young people surveyed thought that children and 
young people should learn more about politics in 
school or college (The Electoral Commission, 2026). 

About the Framework

“�Education is the best 
way to empower and 
encourage others to 
become engaged  
and have their say”  
David, aged 15.

The Framework gives educators and youth 
practitioners practical guidance, resources 
and training to help them build young people’s 
knowledge, confidence and skills. It brings together 
the views of young people and the latest evidence, 
expertise and practice from across the sector into 
one shared approach to democratic education.

At its heart, it’s about helping every young  
person feel informed, empowered and  
ready to play their part in democracy.
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What does effective democratic  
education look like? 
Effective democratic education is impartial, 
inclusive, skills-based, knowledge-rich, 
participatory and engaging.

It equips young people with an understanding of 
the people, institutions, rights and responsibilities 
that shape democracy at a local, national and 
international level. But democratic education goes 
beyond facts and systems. It should foster critical 
thinking and a sense of agency, helping young 
people see the relevance of politics and democracy 
to their own lives. When done well, it not only 
informs but motivates – building the confidence, 
curiosity and critical literacy young people need to 
participate in democratic life now and in the future. 
 
Opportunities for young people to experience 
democracy matter: having their voices heard, 
engaging with decision makers, voting, and taking 
action on the issues that matter to them. 
 
Young people should have opportunities to learn 
about democracy, experience it, participate in it 
and influence decisions that affect their lives.

What is democratic education?
Democratic education encompasses the 
different ways young people learn about 
democracy, experience democratic values 
and processes, and develop the knowledge 
and skills to participate.

It includes both what young people are taught 
and the opportunities they have to experience 
and practise democracy in schools, colleges,  
youth settings and communities.

It may be part of a curriculum, delivered 
primarily through Citizenship Education in 
England or Learning for Life and Work (LLW) in 
Northern Ireland, or take place through wider 
activities and experiences. 

The term therefore extends beyond a single 
subject, programme or setting. 

About democratic education
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England

In England, democracy is one of the Fundamental 
British Values that schools and colleges are  
expected to actively promote, and democratic 
education is a fundamental part of the statutory 
Citizenship curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4.

Its role is set to grow further, with Citizenship being 
strengthened in secondary schools and introduced  
into the national curriculum at primary level from 2028.

Civic engagement is highlighted as one of the five 
key focus areas of the new Enrichment Framework. 
There are also key opportunities to deliver democratic 
education through established programmes such  
as the Oracy Framework and Rights Respecting  
Schools programmes. 
 
Northern Ireland

The Northern Ireland Curriculum already provides 
opportunities to explore citizenship, participation and 
decision-making through areas such as Learning for 
Life and Work (LLW) - Local and Global Citizenship. 

Proposed curriculum reforms place an increased 
emphasis on democratic education through Personal, 
Social, Civic and Careers (PSCC) education.

Why does democratic education  
matter in schools and colleges?
Schools and colleges have a unique role to play in 
ensuring that every young person has the opportunity 
to learn about and experience democracy, regardless 
of their background.

Good democratic education can enrich learning across 
schools and colleges. It can encourage young people 
to be curious about the world around them, explore 
different perspectives and develop skills including 
critical thinking, literacy and oracy.

It can also help build a positive democratic culture, 
where young people have their voice heard and 
understand that their views and actions can make  
a difference. 

Democratic education is already an important part of 
the role schools and colleges play in preparing young 
people for adult life, further study, employment and 
active participation in their communities.

Why does democratic education  
matter in the youth sector?
Youth work has always played an important role in 
helping young people develop their voice, agency 
and ability to shape the world around them. 
Democratic education connects closely with the 
principles of youth voice, participation and social 
action, and is reflected in the National Youth Work 
Curriculum in England and Youth Work: A Model for 
Effective Practice in Northern Ireland.

Youth practitioners also occupy a unique position 
as trusted adults who can create spaces for young 
people to explore difficult issues, ask questions, 
encounter different perspectives and take action 
on the things they care about.

At a time when young people are navigating 
misinformation, disinformation and increasing 
polarisation, these spaces are more important than 
ever. Democratic education can help young people 
make sense of the world around them and develop 
the confidence to participate in shaping its future.

About democratic education
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The Democratic Education Framework
Each strand describes the knowledge, skills, confidence 
and experiences that democratic education helps 
young people develop. The key areas are designed to 
support educators and youth practitioners in planning, 
reviewing and strengthening their provision; they are 
not a prescribed curriculum or checklist.

Each strand includes a series of delivery pathways 
written by expert teachers and youth practitioners. 
These offer practical advice and resources for working 
with a range of age groups and settings.

For further inspiration, we have included case studies 
showcasing activities and programmes that support 
each strand. 

The Framework at a glance: 

•  Navigate - Issues, media and information 

•  Understand - Democratic structures and Institutions

•  Take part - Elections and voting

•  Engage - Politicians and decision makers 

•  Experience - Democratic culture and youth voice

•  Influence - Campaigning and social action
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Curriculum links: 
England: Citizenship, English, Computing, 
Personal, Social, Health and Economics (PSHE), 
British Values and Spiritual, Moral, Social and 
Cultural education (SMSC).

Northern Ireland: Learning for Life and 
Work (Local and Global Citizenship), English, 
Digital Technology, The World Around Us 
(WAU), Personal Development and Mutual 
Understanding (PDMU).

Navigate
Issues, media and information

Young people will build skills to find, understand and 
question news and information. They’ll learn how to 
spot misinformation and think critically about what 
they see and hear.

To participate confidently in a democracy, young 
people need to be able to navigate an increasingly 
complex information landscape and make informed 
decisions about the issues they care about.

The Navigate strand helps young people find, 
understand and evaluate information about the world. 
Covering news, social media and other online and 
offline sources, it supports them to consider different 
perspectives and evidence, recognise bias, and identify 
misinformation and disinformation. 

By exploring social and political issues, young people 
can build the knowledge to form their own views and 
participate meaningfully in democratic life.

This strand can be delivered through lessons and 
workshops. In addition, you can also engage young 
people through activities like school papers, social 
media take overs and journalism groups or clubs.
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Key topics: 
•  Social and political issues

•  �Misinformation, disinformation  
and fact checking 

•  News sources, media and bias

•  Social media and algorithms



This strand can be delivered through lessons and 
workshops. You can also engage young people through 
visits to parliaments, town halls and other public 
institutions; by taking part in or observing committee 
hearings or select committee sessions; or by holding a 
mock committee or council hearing in the classroom.

Curriculum links: 
England: Citizenship, History, Personal, Social, 
Health and Economics (PSHE), British Values  
and Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural 
education (SMSC).

Northern Ireland: Learning for Life and Work 
(Local and Global Citizenship), History, The World 
Around Us (WAU), Personal Development and 
Mutual Understanding (PDMU).

Young people will learn how decisions are made  
in the UK, at all levels of government, and how laws  
are created. This will help them understand how  
the system works and where power sits.

To take part in democracy, young people need to 
understand how it works: where power sits, how 
decisions are made and how those decisions affect 
their lives and communities.

The Understand strand explores how democracy  
has developed over time and how government 
operates at local, regional, devolved and national 
levels. It introduces young people to the institutions 
where decisions are made and power is exercised, 
electoral and democratic processes, and the ways  
laws and policies are created. 

By learning about and visiting parliaments, councils 
and other public institutions, young people can see 
democracy in practice.

Importantly, they can understand how to have a say  
in the decisions that affect them and learn more  
about the people who represent them.

Key topics: 
•  The history development of democracy

•  �Local, regional, devolved and UK government 

•  Electoral systems and democratic processes

•  How laws and policies are made
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Understand
Democratic structures and institutions



This strand can be delivered through lessons and 
workshops. You can also engage young people through 
Welcome to Your Vote Week, the Electoral Commission’s 
annual engagement week. Young people can 
experience elections through mock and parallel 
elections, take part in voter registration drives and build 
their confidence through polling station walk-throughs.

Curriculum links: 
England: Citizenship, English, Computing, 
Personal, Social, Health and Economics (PSHE), 
British Values and Spiritual, Moral, Social and 
Cultural education (SMSC).

Northern Ireland: Learning for Life and 
Work (Local and Global Citizenship), English, 
Digital Technology, The World Around Us 
(WAU), Personal Development and Mutual 
Understanding (PDMU).

Key topics: 
•  Why voting matters

•  �Representation and who can vote 

•  Political parties, candidates, manifestos  
    and election campaigns

•  How voting and elections work
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Take part
Elections and voting

Young people will understand why voting matters 
and how elections work, so they feel confident 
taking part and making up their own minds about 
who to vote for. This includes knowing how to 
register and the different ways they can vote.

Voting is one of the most direct ways people can take 
part in democracy and have a say in who represents 
them. As legislation to extend voting rights to 16 and 
17-year-olds progresses through UK Parliament, it 
is increasingly important that young people feel 
informed, confident and prepared to participate.

The Take Part strand helps young people understand 
why voting matters, who can vote, and how elections 
and representation work. It introduces them to 
political parties, candidates and campaigns, and 
supports them to form their own informed views 
about who to vote for. It also gives young people  
the practical knowledge they need to register and 
vote, so that when election day comes, they feel 
confident and comfortable using the voting  
methods available to them.



Curriculum links: 
England: Citizenship, English, History, Personal, 
Social, Health and Economics (PSHE), Religious 
Education, British Values and Spiritual, Moral, 
Social and Cultural education (SMSC).

Northern Ireland: Learning for Life and Work 
(Local and Global Citizenship), Personal 
Development and Mutual Understanding 
(PDMU), The World Around Us (WAU), and  
Shared Education.

Engage
Politicians and decision makers

Young people will find out who represents them  
and how they make decisions that affect their lives. 
They’ll learn how to contact decision  makers, share 
their views and get involved in shaping decisions.

Engaging directly with politicians can help 
young people understand the people who 
hold power. At its best, it creates opportunities 
for meaningful conversations that build 
mutual trust and understanding.

The Engage strand helps young people find out who 
represents them and learn about their roles and 
responsibilities. It shows them how to contact their 
representatives and, through discussions, visits, 
hustings, consultations and petitions, make their  
voices heard, influence decisions and hold those  
in power to account.

This strand can be delivered through lessons and 
workshops. You can also engage young people  
through visits and engagements with politicians and 
decision makers, including hustings during elections. 
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Key topics: 
•  Roles and responsibilities of elected 
    representatives and decision makers

•  How representation works and who  
    represents you 

•  Petitions, consultations and democratic     
    participation

•  Contacting decision makers and holding 
    representatives to account 



Experience
Democratic culture and youth voice

Young people will share their opinions, listen to  
others and take part in discussions and decision-
making. They will build confidence in speaking  
up and discussing issues that matter to them  
and their community.

Young people learn about democracy not only through 
what they are taught, but also by experiencing it in 
practice. Meaningful opportunities to share their  
views, listen to others and contribute to decisions  
help them recognise that their voices matter and 
develop the skills to take part.

The Experience strand helps young people explore 
democratic rights, values and responsibilities. It builds 
their confidence and oracy skills through dialogue, 
discussion and debate. By working with others and 
contributing to collective decisions in their schools, 
colleges, youth groups and communities, young  
people can experience what it means to be part  
of a democratic culture.

This strand can be delivered through lessons and 
workshops. Democratic culture should also be 
embedded within the decision-making structures of 
the school, college or youth organisation. This can 
include school, college or youth councils, youth steering 
groups and student unions. Young people can have 
their say through participatory budgeting programmes 
and youth citizens’ assemblies. They can also build their 
skills through debating clubs.
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Curriculum links: 
England: Citizenship, English, History, Personal, 
Social, Health and Economics (PSHE), Religious 
Education, British Values and Spiritual, Moral, 
Social and Cultural education (SMSC) and  
Youth Voice.

Northern Ireland: Learning for Life and Work 
(Local and Global Citizenship), English,  
Religious Education, Personal Development  
and Mutual Understanding (PDMU), The World 
Around Us (WAU), The Arts and Drama, and 
Shared Education.

Key topics: 
•  Democratic rights, values and responsibilities

•  Dialogue, deliberation and robust and 
    respectful debate

•  Youth voice, representation, and leadership

•  Collective and participatory decision-making



Curriculum links: 
England: Citizenship, English, History, Geography, 
Computing, , Art and Design, Personal, Social, 
Health and Economics (PSHE), British Values  
and Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural 
education (SMSC).

Northern Ireland: Learning for Life and Work 
(Local and Global Citizenship), English, History, 
Geography, Personal Development and Mutual 
Understanding (PDMU), The World Around Us 
(WAU), and The Arts and Drama.

Influence
Campaigning and social action

Young people will learn how to stand up for causes 
they care about and make a difference. They can 
explore how change happens and how to take action.

In a democracy, young people should be able 
to use their voices and have an impact on the 
issues that matter to them and their communities. 
Understanding how change happens and 
how they can influence it helps them build the 
confidence and agency needed to take action.

The Influence strand helps young people identify  
the issues they care about and consider the different 
ways they can make a difference. It supports them 
to plan campaigns and social action projects, 
participate in active citizenship, and develop the 
skills and knowledge needed to create change.

This strand can be delivered through lessons  
and workshops and lends itself particularly well to 
experiential learning through social action projects, 
active citizenship projects and campaigns in schools, 
colleges or communities. It can also be supported 
through extracurricular clubs, particularly those 
focused on specific issues, such as the environment.
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Key topics: 
•  Local, national and international issues  
    and causes 

•  How change happens and the role  
    of changemakers 

•  Campaign methods and routes to influence

•  Planning and delivering campaigns  
    and social action
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