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5.6.1 Civic and Citizenship Education in the Netherlands

Promoting citizenship and social cohesion is an official requirement for primary and secondary schools in the Netherlands. 

Citizenship education should (at least) be aimed at 

•	 promoting respect for and knowledge of fundamental democratic values; 

•	 promoting social and citizenship competences; and 

•	 promoting knowledge of and respect for diversity and equality. 

Schools in tertiary vocational education are also required to teach citizenship, the legal contents of which are currently 

undergoing revision. Schools in the Netherlands 

generally have relatively high autonomy in planning citizenship education (Schulz et al., 2025), provided they abide by 

legislation and work towards the broadly framed national learning aims. The objectives of citizenship education are considered 

a responsibility of the whole school throughout primary, secondary, and vocational education. However, citizenship education 

is most strongly tied to social subjects, particularly civics (Nieuwelink & Oostdam). Civics is a mandatory one-year course 

in upper secondary education, which teaches knowledge about society and reasoning skills. Schools in vocational education 

typically offer the subject citizenship. The Netherlands has a tracked education system: the upper secondary vocational track 

spans the ninth and 10th grades (ages 14 to 16); the upper secondary general track spans grades the 10th and 11th grades 

(ages 15 to 17); and the upper secondary academic track spans the 10th through 12th grades (ages 15 to 18). Students from 

the vocational track generally move on to vocational education, spanning the 11th to 12th or 13th grades. The contents of 

civics education differ between tracks, though the general aims overlap. For more information on citizenship education in the 

Netherlands, see De Groot et al. (2022). 

School: ID College, Leiden, the Netherlands

Civic and citizenship education at ID College, Leiden 

ID College (currently mboRijnland) was a school for vocational education 

(11th to 13th grades) with approximately 10,000 students over multiple 

locations and cities in the west of the Netherlands. The activity described 

here was taught at a school in Leiden to students in the 11th grade (ages 

16 and 17) enrolled in a program for social care. The activity described 

below was taught within the context of the subject of citizenship, which  

all students attended as a mandatory course with weekly lessons. 

Citizenship was not formally tied to professional training or internships, but 

the teacher did make it a point to regularly address students in their role as 

future practitioners in social care.

5.6.2 Simulating the Social Ladder

According to data from the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) 2022, role-play appears to be used 

relatively little in citizenship education (Schulz et al., 2025). This makes it worthwhile to consider what a role-play activity 

might look like in practice. The activity described here aims to visualize the notions of social standing and social stratification. 

It is designed to help students explore the notions of social standing and social stratification. Through simulation, students 

experience what it means to occupy different social positions. The activity also includes guided reflection, where students are 

invited to share their perspectives on the implications of these differences and critically examine their viewpoints. 

The activity is designed for a group of approximately 25 students (the maximum number of students is tied to the size of the 

room). Preparation time with students takes approximately 10 minutes, followed by role-play and in-class discussion, which 

take about 15 minutes, and a final 10 minutes for reflection. The activity was designed for students aged 16.

At the start of the activity, all students are randomly assigned a role with different social status (i.e., their “character”). The ac-



tivity aims to let students experience how people in society are differently positioned in terms of the resources they have ac-

cess to. To make these differences tangible, students start at one end of the classroom, all looking the same way. The teacher 

calls out 25 questions. If a student’s character would answer “yes,” they take a step forward, and if the character would answer 

“no,” the student stays where they are. This way, after 25 questions, students end up at very different positions on the “social 

ladder.” After the activity, students reflect on their attitudes towards these differences and the possible role the government 

might take in dealing with these differences.

(Example character descriptions and role-play questions are included at the end of the example).

Activity learning aims:

•	 Students can explain the meaning of social standing. 

•	 Students can express their attitudes towards social inequality and the role of government in providing social services.

•	 Students can reflect on their beliefs about the extent to which society facilitates equality of opportunity.

Preparation:
The teacher explains the purposes of the activity to the students: experiencing and learning about different social positions 

people in society have, reflecting on what that means in terms of inequality, and discussing the government’s response to those 

differences. To achieve this, all students are randomly handed a character description that should not be shared with their 

peers.

The teacher gives all students a card that briefly describes a person’s characteristics (e.g., age, occupation, etc.). The teacher asks 

students not to share their role and take some time to think about their character’s background: Where do you live? What does a 
typical day or week look like for you? Do you have a lot of friends? How much money do you have? Etc. 

Role-play:
When students have gotten into character, they stand shoulder to shoulder at one end of the classroom. The teacher informs 

the students that 25 questions are going to be called out (e.g., do you have little trouble finding a job? Are you able to buy a home?). If 

the students’ character would answer “yes” to that question, they take a step forward; otherwise, they stay in place. If students 

aren’t sure what to answer, they answer what they think would be most likely. When students have answered the final question, 

they stay in their position for the discussion.

Discussion:
The teacher asks questions to students standing in different positions in the classroom: What did it feel like to move all the way 
to the front? What did it feel like to stay all the way in the back? What roles did the students who answered “no” most of the time have? 
What characteristics did the students who answered “yes” most of the time have? Gradually, the questions are directed more to the 

notions of social standing in society: Do students also see these differences in society around them? How do people arrive at these 
different positions? What should the role of government be in relation to these differences?

Reflection:
After the lesson, students individually complete an assignment in which they are asked to reflect on the activity and what it 

represents. Questions two to eight are about their own views and not those of their character:

1.	 What role did you play in the social ladder game?

2.	 Do you think you took enough steps? Why?

3.	 What did you think of the difference in the number of steps between the different roles?

4.	 Consider differences.

a)	 Do you also see these differences in society around you? Are these differences large? 

b)	 Do you think these differences are fair? Explain why you think so.

5.	 What positive consequences can social differences have?

6.	 What negative consequences can social differences have?

7.	 How do you think you should act toward people at the top or bottom of the social ladder? Explain your answer.

8.	 How do you think the government should act toward people at the top or bottom of the social ladder? Explain your answer.



Tips for carrying out the activity

The simulation of a social ladder activity was designed to be carried out in 

upper-secondary or vocational education (i.e., students aged 15 or older). 

To facilitate younger students, teachers could consider using character 

descriptions that are more familiar to their age and use fewer and more 

simplified questions for the activity.

The characters students are assigned should reflect people who clearly 

take different social positions in society. At the same time, there is a risk of 

reinforcing stereotypes students may hold about certain (groups of) people. 

Teachers should be aware of this and assess during the activity whether this 

calls for attention.

The characters and questions included, although adapted, reflect relevant 

policies in the Netherlands. To implement the activity in other countries, 

teachers should consider what social groups, viewpoints, or issues are 

relevant to their context.

Example character descriptions and role-play questions for the role-play classroom activity 
from the Netherlands

Character descriptions:
•	 You are 18 years old and just graduated from secondary school.

•	 You are a 22-year-old male and you are studying at university. Your parents are both from Morocco.

•	 You are a 35-year-old successful businessman.

•	 You are a 24-year-old male, an Orthodox Muslim in traditional clothing.

•	 You are a 35-year-old beautician. You and your partner both have steady jobs.

•	 You are 38 years old, working part-time for the municipality. Together with your husband, who works at the bank, you have 

a 3-year-old son.

•	 You are 17 years old and an orphan (your parents are deceased).

•	 You are a tax advisor, and you have been looking for a job for a year and a half because you are unemployed.

•	 You are 45 years old and working as a journalist.

•	 You are a member of the House of Representatives for the Freedom Party.

•	 You are the director of a large international company, 4,000 people working for you. 

•	 You are a 28-year-old man who has been struggling with alcohol addiction for a number of years. You have a temporary job 

as a garbage man.

•	 You are a 17-year-old girl who has become pregnant. The relationship with the child’s father has ended. You live with your 

parents in an apartment.

•	 You are a single father with three children. You work as a branch manager at Mediamarkt.

•	 You are a principal of a secondary school.

•	 You are a 29-year-old car mechanic.

•	 You are a single mother of two children. You earn your money as an artist occasionally selling paintings.

•	 You are a 30-year-old social studies teacher who has just been diagnosed with a muscular disease.

•	 You are a 16-year-old. Both your parents were born in Morocco. You have dropped out of school and are unemployed. You 

meet your friends on the street.

•	 You are a 21-year-old student who lives in a rented room. You have a part-time job in a café.

•	 You are a 15-year-old secondary school student with good grades. Both of your parents work full-time. 

•	 You are a 16-year-old girl who is physically disabled.

•	 You have just had your first child and are partially incapacitated for work due to medical complications during childbirth.
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•	 You are a 28-year-old young man who works as a call center agent.

•	 You are a 23-year-old young illegal asylum seeker.

•	 You are a 58-year-old general practitioner.

•	 You are a 27-year-old furniture maker with a concentration disorder.

•	 You are a 84-year-old chronically ill lady. Your husband is deceased.

•	 You are a creative person who has been unemployed for 3 months, and you are offered a job as a store clerk.

•	 You are a 65-year-old bicycle repairman who is about to retire.

•	 You did not finish secondary school, and you now work as a deputy manager in a supermarket. You are 19 years old.

•	 You are a 61-year-old immigrant. You are unemployed.

•	 You are a 50-year-old and homeless.

Questions:
•	 Is it easy for you to find a job?

•	 Do you own a computer or laptop?

•	 Do you have friends who can help you find a job?

•	 Can your parents pay for your studies so that you do not have any student debt?

•	 Do you receive financial support, for example, a student loan?

•	 Do you have a secondary school diploma?

•	 Are you eligible for benefits for single parents?

•	 Do you ever donate money to charity?

•	 Sometimes, people don’t get invited to job interviews because of their surname. Does that apply to you?

•	 Can you buy a house?

•	 Do you receive a subsidy from the municipality to pay for a sports subscription?

•	 Are you entitled to unemployment benefits?

•	 Can you support yourself if you become unemployed for more than a year?

•	 If you become ill for a long period of time, can you continue to pay your bills?

•	 If your child becomes disabled, can you provide the necessary care?

•	 Can you understand the letters you receive from public services?

•	 Is it financially feasible for you to have one or more children? 

•	 Do you have access to good social and medical facilities?

•	 Do you have to worry about your own financial situation and future?

•	 If you were to lose your job, can you continue to live in your house?

•	 Can you go on holiday twice a year?

•	 Does the government pay for the costs of a necessary (medical) operation?

•	 Do you have to worry about finding work?

•	 Do you have a healthy lifestyle?

•	 Can you pay your housing costs and have enough money to do something fun every now and then?

•	 Do people generally have a positive image of you and the group you belong to?
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