
 
 
 
 

 

Theoretical background 

Project-based learning – Fostering principles of democracy in classroom 
teaching 

 

To master the complex challenges of the 21st century, students need a variety of personal skills 

and competencies. The identification and implementation of these 21st Century Skills started in the 

United States and spread through international organizations such as the OECD. These 21st 

Century Skills are the 4C's: Critical Thinking, Creativity, Communication and Collaboration. 

Democratic education and project-based learning provide these 21st Century Skills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Democratic education and project-based learning have a close connection, which was developed 

more than one hundred years ago in the USA as a concept of reform education (Knoll, 1993). 

Democratic education aims to familiarize students with the values and principles of democracy and 

to prepare them for their role as active and responsible citizens. It provides the 21st Century Skills, 

abilities, and knowledge that students need to participate in democratic processes and decision-

making. Project-based learning is a sub-form of action-based learning and is characterized by 

student orientation, reality orientation and product orientation (Knoll, 2006). 

 

Democratic 
education 

• active participation 
• experience with group dynamics - 

dealing with emotions 
• experience of self-perception and 

perception of others  
• possibility of self-determination 
• increasing responsibility and 

commitment 
• fostering of cooperation, 

communication, self-organization, 
time management, ability to deal with 
conflicts 

• understanding of contexts 
• analysis of a complex issue 
• promotion of digital skills 

Project-based 
learning 

Figure 2: Skills and knowledge 

Figure 1: 4C’s: Critical Thinking, Creativity, Communication and Collaboration (Quelle: 
[https://karlhosang.de/21st-century-skills/)  



 
 
 
 

 

In project-based learning, students should apply these skills and knowledge. They discover and 

experiment - aesthetically, athletically, scientifically, culturally and socially. According to Gerald 

Hüther, a German neurobiologist, "Children need repeated opportunities to experience something 

that gets under their skin, that touches and excites them" (Hüther, 2008). Students expand their 

knowledge, apply knowledge and skills through independent work and teamwork on real projects, 

grapple with a problem, make decisions, argue, and reflect - according to Max Frisch's motto 

"Democracy means people getting involved in their own affairs. School overcomes its isolation from 

the living world of children and young people. In this way, learning processes are based less on 

"aseptic" teaching units. They can be experienced in real life. Solving conflicts, learning to listen, 

coping with failure and accepting other opinions can have a positive effect - on both - the students' 

and the teachers' side.  
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