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Abstract 

Citizenship education, in Croatian primary and secondary schools realized within the cross-

curricular topic, strives to develop students' knowledge and skills, and to encourage the values 

necessary for taking up the role of an active citizen. In order for citizens to be able to respond 

to the challenges of modern society, it is necessary to prepare students for the role of digital 

citizens. Digital citizens understand the importance of technology and its competent usage on 

impact for everyday life and have the ability to utilize digital technology in a critical and 

competent manner. Since the aim of education is to prepare students for the challenges of the 

world, preparing them to be digital citizens should represent one of the pillars of national 

education policy. The aim of the research presented in this paper was to determine in which 

sociological context and in what way digital citizenship and digital divide are presented and 

defined in the curricula of Citizenship Education and strategic documents of the national 

education policy. Two curricula of Citizenship Education and three strategic documents of the 

national education policy were analysed by a comparative method and qualitative content 

analysis. In the analysed documents and curricula, digital citizenship is not mentioned or 

defined on the conceptual level and on the contextual level it is placed in various sociological 

frameworks. Analysed documents occasionally point to the strategic importance of Internet 

access for educational process. 

 

Keywords: aims of education; digital democracy; digital citizen; digital divide; policy analysis. 

 

1. Introduction 

Debates related to citizenship occupy significant spaces within social sciences and in the 

postmodern turn within social science emphasis is placed on different forms of citizenship. 

Changes in the debate on citizenship were prompted by the same influences as changes in 

discussions on most topics within social sciences: the weakening of the national state and the 

strengthening of globalization, the predominance of individualism over the collectivism, the 

commodification of almost all aspects of human activity (Ball, 2004; Gilbert, 2008; Giroux, 

2011; 2014), and the alleged end of history and the dominance of liberal democracy and 

neoliberalism. In addition to these socioeconomic and political factors changes within the 

debate on citizenship are stimulated by the transformation of politics, families and social, 

professional and political communities at all levels with continuous interaction 
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(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Digital technologies were, and still are, the driving force of many 

described changes. Technology understood as a 'tool' quantitatively and qualitatively 

transforms our ability to act, and its omnipresence in our everyday life turns it into one of the 

dominant forms of human interaction with the world. First part of the paper presents the 

theoretical development of democracy caused by the evolution of information and 

communication technologies (ICT) through the developmental path from teledemocracy to 

digital citizenship, and then analyses digital citizenship focusing on different approaches to 

digital citizenship in EU and Anglosphere. After analysis of the origin and implications of 

digital citizenship, the role of digital divide for the practical implementation of digital 

citizenship is considered. The second part of the paper presents methodology and results of 

research that sought to determine in which way and in what sociological context digital 

citizenship and digital divide are present in strategic documents of Croatian education policy 

and initial and final curricula of Citizenship Education in Croatia. 

1.1 Development of digital democracy: from teledemocracy to digital citizenship 

Due to the ubiquitous presence of television in everyday life of individuals from the developed 

world since the 1980s the importance of television as a medium on political life became evident 

(especially in the United States), and thus consideration of the political importance of 

television, known as teledemocracy, began. The emergence of teledemocracy was considered 

a positive trend as the opinion prevailed that television could contribute to informing 

citizenship and bringing politics closer to the public (Dutton, 1992; Kinder, 2002). In the era 

of teledemocracy, television has become the main factor influencing the possibility of correctly 

judging the content of the candidate's political agenda and its implications for the everyday life 

of an individual by less informed voters (Rahn & Cramer, 1996). 

Entry of the Internet into households lead to a weakening of television influence on the political 

socialisation of citizens, especially political socialisation of young people that are from birth 

surrounded by computers and the Internet. With its architecture and networking possibilities, 

the Internet has provided a way and hope for a revolutionary transformation of the process of 

political socialisation and communication. The Internet's main promise was to “reduce the 

distance between the ruling elite and the citizens … by lowering the price of communication 

between citizens and the government” (Hale et al., 2005, p. 107), which was not achieved in 

practice (Herman & Chomsky, 2010; McChesney, 2013) since politicians remained the 

dominant senders of preformed messages. The predominance of the Internet over television 

and other digital media has led to the identification of digital citizenship with the transfer of 

different practices constituting citizenship (Ishin & Nielsen, 2008) to Internet (Ishin & Ruppert, 

2015). Within the digital citizenship discourse there are differences depending on the 

stakeholders that design the discourse.  

 

1.2 The European Union policy of digital citizenship  

The European Union (EU) is a politico-economical community of European States created in 

order to facilitate business operations and the flow of goods and people within Europe. From 

its very beginning it was clear that a community based solely on economic integration could 

not be maintained and education was singled out as a particularly important area for the further 

development of the European Union and European integration (Rifkin, 2006; Spajić-Vrkaš, 

2007). A digital citizenship policy has emerged as a logical consequence of these two political 

processes. As the EU encourages migration within its borders, common EU policies seek to 

foster a sense of digital cohesion (Ponzaneni & Leurs, 2014) with the country of residence and 

home country. To further encourage the connectivity of EU resident efforts on development of 
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common European citizenship have been launched, resulting in certain rights for all citizens of 

EU (Delanty, 2007). The citizenship of the Union is conceived as complementary to the 

citizenship of the national state and not as its substitute (Bellamy, 2008) and in order for the 

Union citizenship to satisfy the needs of European citizens, and respond to the challenges of 

life in the information society (Hafner Fink & Oblak Črnič, 2014) marked by networking, EU 

has developed a policy of the digital citizenship. 

EU policy of digital citizenship relies on digital competence which “involves the safe, critical 

and responsible use of digital technologies for the purposes of learning, working and 

participation in society” (European Union, 2019, p. 10). The overall goal of digital competence 

has been operationalized through five areas: information, communication, content creation, 

security and problem solving (Ferrari, 2013). The EU policy of digital citizenship signifies 

active and responsible participation in the global, national and local communities on the 

political, economic, social, cultural and intercultural fields of activity with a competent and 

positive attitude towards digital technologies (Frau-Meigs et al., 2017, p. 15). Furthermore, EU 

policy of digital citizenship points to the importance of digital technologies that enable 

creation, sharing, retrieval and use of information and digital content in a critical, collaborative 

and creative way (Carretero et al., 2017) through various digital and online platforms. 

 

1.3 The global conception of digital citizenship 

E-Democracy (Qvortrup, 2013) and digital democracy (Wilhelm, 2000; Hindman, 2009) have 

emerged as predecessors of digital citizenship. In practice, the above mentioned 

conceptualization of democracy would not be possible without ICT, so it’s plausible to view 

the developmental path from teledemocracy to digital citizenship as a developmental route of 

technology from newspapers (McLuhan, 1963) to television, and then to smartphone and 

Internet (Hague & Loader, 1999). The global conception of digital citizenship refers to the 

approach to the digital citizenship dominant in the Anglosphere, and is presented separately 

from the European policy of digital citizenship as there is one paradigmatic difference. While 

the EU policy of digital citizenship underlines the importance of digital technology, digital 

media and internet for digital citizenship, the global conception of digital citizenship almost 

exclusively emphasizes the theoretical and practical impact of the Internet on the social and 

political status of citizenship (Hague & Loader, 1999; Mossberger et al., 2007).  

The theoretical discourse of the global conception does not unequivocally define what is and 

what digital citizenship includes which is evident from the multitude of existing definitions of 

digital citizenship. Mossberger and associates (2007, p. 1) define digital citizenship as “the 

ability to participate in society online” and the ability to act politically and economically in the 

information society (Mosssberger et al., 2007, p. 140). In the other place, Mossberger (2008, 

p. 173) defines digital citizenship as the possibility and ability of everyday internet access. 

Bailey and Ribble (2007, p. 10) describe digital citizenship as “a standard of appropriate and 

responsible behaviour when using technology.” Authors conceptualize digital citizenship 

through nine digital elements: access, trading, communication, literacy, etiquette, laws, rights 

and responsibilities, health and well-being, and safety. Furthermore, the authors point out that 

digital citizenship is a way to respond to the challenges facing users of technology. Bailey and 

Ribble (2007) deprive digital citizenship of its political aspect and turn it into a response to 

technological challenges that is not a task of digital citizenship, but rather falls within the 

domain of computer literacy. 

For Lenhart and associates (2011, p. 25) digital citizenship represents “what teenagers 

experience on social networks.” This definition further reduces the scope of digital citizenship 

from political socialization and online action to political socialization and actions solely on 
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social networks. From the Lenhart’s and associates (2011) description of the digital citizenship 

it is ambiguous how social networks can satisfactorily fill the content of the term digital, and 

in particular it is ambiguous how social networks can represent the scope of the term citizenship 

(Petrović, 2015), which is defined by politologist in various ways, emphasizing different 

psychological, sociological and political starting theories (Haste, 2004). 

What can be concluded about the global conception of digital citizenship from several 

presented and analysed definitions? On the one hand there is the concept of digital citizenship 

as a provider of public administration services via the Internet, and on the other hand there are 

authors who conceptualize digital citizenship as solutions to the problems of modern 

democracy, without paying attention to the transformation of citizenship in modern societies. 

However, there is one element that is present in discussions of almost all authors engaged in 

the digital citizenship scholarship regardless of whether they adhere to a European policy or 

global conception, and whether they approach digital citizenship as a form of digitalization of 

government services or conceptualize digital citizenship within emancipation potential. 

1.4 Digital divide: an obstacle to digital political participation? 

The importance of digital divide for converting theoretical possibilities of digital citizenship 

into practice is analysed using Pippa Norris (2001) definition. The author defines the digital 

divide as a multi-dimensional term consisting of three divides. Differences in the Internet 

access between developed and developing countries make up a global divide, the gap between 

information rich and information poor States represents a social divide, and the democratic 

divide points to differences between those who use and those who do not use the range of 

“digital resources for mobilization, engagement and participation in public life” (Norris, 2001, 

p. 17). Research of digital divide have established one regularity: the existing socioeconomic 

inequalities are replicated through digital divide which affects possibility for using digital 

technology and the Internet. Therefore, the existing economic and political relations of power 

within a particular society and between States (Hague & Loader, 1999; Norris, 2001; 

Papacharissi, 2008; Hindman, 2009; Vromen, 2017), are becoming even more pronounced 

(Norris, 2000). The digital divide points to the systemic nature of differences in the ability to 

access digital technology and the Internet by lines of income, education, and gender. The 

differences in ability to use computers and the Internet should be added to these differences as 

they affect opportunities for practicing digital citizenship whose development is also 

conditioned by mentioned factors (Zukin et al., 2006; Mossbeger et al., 2007). 

2. Research methodology 

2.1 Research questions 

1. In what context and how is digital citizenship presented through the initial and final phase 

of the formation of the first formal curriculum of the cross-curricular topic Citizenship 

education in Croatia? 

2. In what context and how is digital citizenship presented in strategic documents that represent 

the framework for education policy in Croatia? 

3. To which extent is the influence of the digital divide on equal opportunities for education, 

professional progress and personal development of individuals elaborated in the curricula of 

Citizenship education (CE) and strategic documents of the national educational policy? 
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2.2 Method 

The research was conducted using deductive qualitative content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) 

and comparative method on the citizenship education curricula, as well as strategic documents 

that represent the framework for education policy in Croatia. Individual strategic documents 

and curricula from the sample were selected as the unit of analysis. In the first step research 

categories and topics were “selected, based on the research questions and the conceptual 

model“ (Groenland, 2018, p. 123). EU policy and global approach to digital citizenship 

provided base topics and categories for data collection (Graneheim et al., 2017). Categories 

representing “descriptive level of text” (Vaismoradi et al., 2016, p. 102), were derived from 

documents through analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) and their development was based on 

questions presented research sought to answer. In development of the categories Constas 

(1992) documentational approach for category development was used (tab. 1).  In the second 

step selected curricula and strategic documents of the national education policy were analysed 

in relation to selected categories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). After anlysing the documents from 

the sample using encoding grid (Rössler, 2012), a comparison of documents was made at the 

contextual and conceptual level (Esser & Vliegenthart, 2017), with regard to selected 

categories.  The similarities and differences between documents were analysed at conceptual 

level (Mills et al., 2006) with respect to categories of concept and definitions of digital 

citizenship, and the presentation and analysis of digital divide. On the contextual level the 

sociological context within which the dominant discourse of analysed strategic documents of 

education policy is situated was analysed.  

 
Table 1: Details of the categorization process following Constas (1992) and Vaismoradi et al. (2016)   

Component Description 

Origination 

Investigator as point of origination. Researcher referred to research and 

published works in the relevant area and derived categories congruent with 

research questions. 

Verification 
Referential strategy. Existing research findings and theoretical arguments were 

used to justify the use of particular categories. 

Nomination Category names were derived from existing theories and body of literature 

 

2.2.1 Coding procedure  

Figure 1.”illustrates the codebook used to guide the development of the theme [and] fostering 

relationships” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 191) in coding process for theme “Digital 

citizenship“ which was used for analysis of selected document of education policy and CE 

curricula. Each category has been assigned with code in a way that one code corresponded to 

one category (Fig. 1). Coding was performed manually by paper and pencil technique (Saldana, 

2012) because research sample was relatively small (Basit, 2003).  In presented research coding 

process was a bit different than usual qualitative coding (Hahn, 2008; Saldana, 2012). Level 2 

coding resulted in four codes (APPROACH, TFRAM, SOCTH, DD) and Level 3 coding 

provided two codes (CONCEPTL, CONTEXTL). These six codes were used to filter content 

(Saldana, 2012) from analysed document into theoretically predefined categories. Relations 

and interactions between codes and categories are shown in Figure 2. In most textbooks authors 

follow the coding path from initial to focus and axial coding which result in development of 

theoretical concept (Milas, 2005; Cohen, 2007; Hahn,  2008: Saldana, 2012, Creswell & Poth, 

2017). In presented research theme and categories was defined from the beginning. The aim of 

research is located within level 3 coding in conceptual and contextual level of analysis of 

selected documents of educational policy and CE curricula. Presented research sought to 
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analyze representation of categories on conceptual and contextual level in selected document, 

and therefore above mentioned changes in coding procedure were made.  

 
Figure 1: Coding procedure for theme digital citizenship in Croatia 

 

     Theme                Level 3 coding             Level 2 coding               Category 

 

Figure 2: Relations between codes and categories for theme digital citizenship in Croatia 

 
2.3 Sample 

 

For research purposes two samples of documents were formed, appropriately called the 

curriculum sample and the strategic documents sample. The sample of curriculum consists of 

two curricula of citizenship education: Curriculum for the Cross-curricular Topic Citizenship 

Education for Elementary and High schools in the Republic of Croatia from 2019 published 

by the Ministry of Science and Education (NN 10/2019) and Citizenship education curriculum 

from 2012 published by the Agency for Education (AZOO, 2012). Two curricula created 

between the initial and final curricula of the CE are excluded from the analysis since the 
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curricula of the CE from 2016 and 2017 represent working proposals of the curriculum which 

ultimately resulted in the latest official curriculum of the CE in 2019 published by the Ministry 

of Science and Education. Aim of presented research was to analyze the present approach to 

digital citizenship and not its development through all phases of CE curriculum development. 

Curricula included in the sample of analysed curricula gained support in academia and were 

implemented in schools representing framework of Citizenship education in Croatia, and 

therefore were analysed. 

The sample of strategic documents consists of three strategic documents: the National 

Curriculum for Primary Education [NC] (MZO, 2017), Strategy for Education, Science and 

Technology [Strategy] (NN 124/2014) and the National Curriculum Framework for Preschool 

and Compulsory Primary and Secondary Education [NCF] (MZOŠ, 2010). These three 

document form sample of strategic documents because their interactions form a backbone of 

educational policy in Croatia. NCF is created as all-encompassing framework of compulsory 

level of education in Croatia. Strategy has a global approach taking into account bedrocks of 

modern society: education, science and technology. In part of Strategy related to education 

strong ties to a NCF are stressed. NC is result of Comprehensive Curricular Reform (Beroš & 

Pongračić, 2018) and that position give this policy document leading position in shaping 

education in Croatia on system-wide policy level.    

 

2.4 Instrument 

For the purpose of the research a descriptive document analysis matrix (Bates Averill, 2002) 

consisting of “terms arranged in rows and columns … within which something takes form” 

(Agnes, 2000, p. 887) was constructed. As a framework of matrix analysis relevant categories 

steaming from research questions were selected (Elo et al., 2014). The following categories 

were selected as relevant: the presentation of the context of digital citizenship, the presentation 

of the concept of digital citizenship, the definition of digital citizenship and the presentation 

and analysis of the digital divide. Extracted categories were placed along the top horizontal 

row of this matrix. The context of digital citizenship refers to the predominantly sociological 

theories used for positioning educational discourse. The concept of digital citizenship signifies 

approach to digital citizenship which points its origins, the objective(s) in its basis and the 

method of realization, and the segment of the population at which the approach is aiming. The 

definition of digital citizenship is an unambiguously defined theoretical term that enables 

reliable and valid theoretical use of the term (Cohen et al., 2007; Milas, 2005). The digital 

divide is defined as the ability to access the Internet and the ability to use the Internet for the 

purpose of finding information, education, professional progress and personal development. 

Analysed documents were placed along the left vertical border of the matrix (Bates Averill, 

2002)  

2.5 Results 

2.5.1 Digital citizenship in strategic documents 

National Curriculum Framework for Preschool and Compulsory Primary and Secondary 

Education [NCF] (MZOŠ, 2010) is dominated by the context of globalization at sociological 

level (Giddens, 2005), which is demonstrated by the orientation of the educational system 

towards “the development of a society based on knowledge and globalization process” (MZOŠ, 

2010, p. 11). At the same time, the focus within educational policy is on development of key 

competences for lifelong learning, relying on the European Reference Framework of Key 

Competences for Lifelong Learning (EC, 2010; AZOO, 2012, p. 4) with the aim of creating a 
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knowledge society (MZOŠ, 2010, p. 11). In line with the discourse of the knowledge society 

(Bindé, 2005), NCF stresses the importance of technology for the everyday life of students in 

and outside the school. However, the effects of technology in general and in particular digital 

divide on students' ability to participate in the political, social and economic life of society are 

not analysed within the NCF. The objectives of the NCF cross-curricular topics Information 

and Communication Technology and Citizenship education do not include familiarization of 

students with the effects of technology on reproduction of existing socio-political and 

economic power relationships (Hague & Loader, 1999; Norris, 2001; Papacharissi, 2008; 

Hindman, 2009; Giroux, 2011; 2014; Vromen, 2017), and the negative consequences of non-

ability to access technology and the Internet to equal opportunities for education, professional 

progress and personal development of individuals. 

In the Strategy (NN 124/2014) the context of the discussion arises from EU documents which 

“connect research and innovation and elaborate a triangle of knowledge between education, 

research and innovation” (NN 124/2014, p. 213). No mention is made of democracy or 

citizenship in the context described above, although the topics of democratic and European 

citizenship are the basis for strengthening European integration (Pauwels & Burgelman, 2003; 

Spajić-Vrkaš, 2007). The concept of digital citizenship is not present in the Strategy at all and 

is therefore not defined. Digital citizenship is not present in the Strategy even when the 

possibilities provided by ICT and the Internet for the ubiquitous activities of individuals are 

discussed. The discussion on the Internet access highlights its strategic importance (NN 

124/2014, p. 120) for the success of individuals in the fields of education, employment and 

personal development. 

The National Curriculum (MZO, 2017) sets lifelong learning as the basis for active and 

responsible participation in society. In the National Curriculum [NC] lifelong learning is seen 

as a means to develop fundamental values: knowledge, entrepreneurship, identity, respect, 

responsibility, solidarity, integrity and health (MZO, 2017, p. 5-6) among students. As it can 

be seen, according to the NC democracy is not one of the fundamental values that educational 

system should develop among students. Digital citizenship is not explicitly represented in the 

NC, but several elements of digital citizenship are mentioned within the field of information 

and digital literacy (MZO, 2017, p. 10). NC states that “proper use of technology is one of the 

preconditions for effective participation and decision-making in the digital age” (MZO, 2017, 

p. 67) indicating the relevance of digital citizenship, although digital citizenship is not present 

on the conceptual level in NC or within the cross-curricular topic Citizenship education. 

Analysis of the importance of technology should emphasize both the positive (as is the case) 

and negative consequences of digital divide, but these are not mentioned in NC. Results of 

analysis of strategic documents of the national educational policy are shown in Figure 3. 

Numbers 1, 2 and 3 are standing for analysed documents in following order: 1. National 

Curriculum Framework for Preschool and Compulsory Primary and Secondary Education 

[NCF] (MZOŠ, 2010); 2. National Curriculum for Primary Education [NC] (MZO, 2017); 3. 

Strategy for Education, Science and Technology [Strategy] (NN 124/2014) 
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Figure 3: Analysis of strategic documents of the national education policy for theme digital citizenship in 

Croatia 

 
 

2.5.2 Digital citizenship in the Citizenship education curricula 

 

The Citizenship education curriculum from 2012 takes on a competency-based approach for 

the context framework (AZOO, 2012, p. 3) to planning and programming the educational 

system, which is in agreement with the discourse of the knowledge society designated as a 

broader framework within which the CE curriculum is positioned (AZOO, 2012, p. 4). Other 

categories of analysis matrix (concept, definition of digital citizenship and the analysis of 

digital divide) are not represented in the CE curriculum from 2012. Newest curriculum of the 

CE in Croatia (NN, 2019) cites a pluralistic society and a competency-based approach to 

planning and programming of the educational system as the context of its educational efforts. 

Within the CE curriculum from 2019, neither the concept nor definition of digital citizenship 

is present nor there is mention or analysis of the impact of the digital divide on the everyday 

possibilities of students (Fig. 4). Numbers 4 are 5 standing for analysed documents in following 

order: 4. Citizenship Education Curriculum (AZOO, 2012); 5. Curriculum for the Cross-

curricular topic Citizenship Education (NN, 2019). 
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Figure 4: Analysis of Citizenship education curriculum for theme digital citizenship in Croatia 

 
 

Given the results of analysis of strategic documents of the national education policy and 

CE curricula the research presented in this paper resulted by the following conclusions: 

1. In the analysed documents digital citizenship is not mentioned at conceptual level, i.e. the 

analysed curricula of CE and strategic documents do not show the origins and objectives of 

digital citizenship, nor the methods for its practical realization. 

2. On the contextual level, digital citizenship is placed within various sociological theoretical 

frameworks. 

3. Digital citizenship is not defined in the analysed CE curricula. 

4. Through the initial and final phase of formation of the first formal curriculum of cross-

curricular topic Citizenship education, the content of the curriculum does not indicate to the 

presence of digital divide among the citizens of Croatia, and its negative consequences for 

equal opportunities for education, professional progress and personal development of the 

individual. Analysis of the impact of technology in general, especially the consequences of the 

possibility of Internet access for self-determination of individuals, are completely missing from 

the analysed CE curricula. 

5. The strategic documents of national education policy that represent the framework for 

primary and secondary education in Croatia do not define digital citizenship. 

6. The Strategy for Education, Science and Technology underlines the strategic importance of 

access to the Internet on the national level for educational purposes. 

2.6 Discussion 

Digital citizenship is a part of the Citizenship education and within this context the results 

obtained in the research presented in this paper are analysed. Earlier analysis of the curricula 

of CE (Beroš & Pongračić, 2019) came up with results that show Croatian educational policy 
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declarative commitment to CE, which has almost no relevance for educational practice. In the 

case of digital citizenship, the situation is much worse since the concept of digital citizenship 

is present in only one (National Curriculum for Primary Education, MZO, 2017) out of five 

analysed documents. The absence of the concept of digital citizenship from the analysed 

curricula of the CE and strategic documents of the national education policy indicates that there 

is no interest in the subject of digital citizenship at the level of the educational policy. 

Educational policy’s lack of interest is accompanied by the lack of interest of the academic 

community. The exploratory search of the Catalog of the National University Library, the 

portal of Croatian scientific and professional journals Hrčak and the National repository of 

undergraduate and graduate thesis ZIR, with regard to the title and keywords 'digital 

citizenship' on 8th May 2020 resulted in one article on digital citizenship. Search through online 

search engine Google with the keyword ‘digital citizenship’ without limiting the time period 

resulted in four relevant sources among the first fifty results (Školski portal, 2016; Naranđa, 

2017; GONG, 2018; Udruga IKS, 2018), and Google Scholar search with same parameters 

resulted in three relevant sources among the first fifty results (Puzek & Krolo, 2014; Šagi, 

2015; Luatti, 2017). These results further strengthen the conclusion that there is practically no 

interest in digital citizenship in Croatia. 

The absence of interest in digital citizenship has practical implications. In 2019, 81% of 

households in Croatia had access to the Internet (Državni zavod za statistiku, DZS 2019), and 

therefore the basic precondition for digital citizenship is fulfilled by most citizens. However, 

the question is how many Internet users of the school age have developed the capacity to 

practice digital citizenship? The results of the international research on information and 

computer literacy have shown that every fourth school student in Croatia operates at the first 

level or below the first level of information and computer literacy (National Centre for External 

Evaluation of Education, NCVVO 2013) which means that students does not “possess basic 

skills in using computers as a source of information” (NCVVO, 2013, p. 3). If students do not 

possess the basic skills necessary to use computers and the Internet as a source of information, 

they cannot even try to become digital citizens. 

Since a concept of digital citizenship is absent from analysed documents that represent a 

framework for educational policy, results of analysis of dominant sociological context are 

pointing to a conclusion that within Croatian educational policy network society (Castells, 

1996) and globalization represent dominant sociological theories on which approach to digital 

citizenship is based. These two theories share many common features and represent the 

backbone for both global and EU policy of digital citizenship, that stress the importance of 

individuals’ connectivity on national and international level. Theories of globalization and 

network society are dominant sociological theories used for sociological analysis, both in 

Europe and on the global scale. Therefore, the analysis presented in this paper point to the 

identical sociological context surrounding the global conception and EU policy of digital 

citizenship. As a result of dominant sociological theories within which it originates, digital 

citizenship as it is conceptualized in two presented approaches is mostly oriented at global 

issues and/or is searching for regional and global solution for issues nurturing multi-

stakeholder approach. From the data presented in this paper, it isn’t possible to conclude which 

of two analysed conceptions of digital citizenship is dominant on the level of national education 

policy in Croatia. But since most efforts within national educational policy steam from 

recommendations and initiatives of EU for the educational system of member states (Cankaya 

et al., 2015) it is plausible to conclude that EU policy of digital citizenship represent a 

framework for the conceptualization of education for digital citizenship at national level.  
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In Croatia we have the following situation modelled by data presented in this paper: individuals 

of the school age mostly have access to the Internet, but each fourth is functionally illiterate in 

information and computer sense. This should be added to the fact that in Croatia the Internet in 

2018 was more expensive and less accessible in rural areas than the European average 

(Knezović, 2019). Furthermore, educational policy at the national level further affects the 

already poor outlook for digital citizenship by completely excluding digital citizenship from 

the CE curricula thus revoking its status of 'legitimate knowledge' (Apple, 2006; 2012). 

Although educational policy states that the Croatian educational system prepares students for 

future challenges, the analysis presented in this paper shows that the definition of future 

challenges of the Croatian Ministry of Education and Science does not include individuals 

engaged in traditional civic practices (Ishin & Nielsen, 2008; Beroš & Pongračić, 2019) nor 

digital citizenship practices. 

The argument that Citizenship education (Findak, 2019), and consequently digital citizenship 

as its integral part, is an important aspect of national education policy is unsustainable since 

digital citizenship is not represented in strategic documents of education policy and CE 

curricula. The results of the research presented in this paper show that neither the strategic 

documents of the educational policy nor the CE curricula define digital citizenship, which 

shows that digital citizenship is not discussed at the educational policy level. After rejecting 

the thesis of the educational policy on the importance of the CE (Beroš & Pongračić, 2019) and 

digital citizenship for a quality and modern educational system, we are faced with the question 

of motivation for such action by the national educational policy? 

Educational systems can take on various orientations: conservative, liberal and transformative 

(Apple, 2006; 2012) related to the dominant social values (Petričusić et al., 2017; Beroš & 

Pongračić, 2018). An analysis of the category of CE curricula referring to the vision of students 

pointed to the dominant understanding of students by educational policy as individuals active 

in local community (Beroš & Pongračić, 2019). Emphasizing the activity of students the CE 

curriculum from 2019 made a shift from conservative to liberal and transformative value 

orientation. The question is, what is the nature of student activity and does it stimulate the 

development of a liberal value system? The activities of the students listed in the CE curriculum 

from 2019 are aimed at political socialization in order to maintain the stability of the political 

system and society as a whole. Within the CE curriculum from 2019 students' political 

participation is construed as knowledge of certain political developments at national and 

international level, individual action driven by interest in certain political and social issues and 

participation in elections (NN, 2019; Ekman & Amnå, 2012). The above mentioned activities 

corresponds with the dominant values that influenced the process of educational reform in 

Croatia (Beroš & Pongračić, 2018), which resulted in the CE curriculum from 2019. 

Activism and protest, as a legitimate forms of direct political and civic participation (Verba et 

al., 1995; Norris, 2002; Zukin et al., 2006; Ekman & Amnå, 2012), are not present in the 

categories of knowledge, attitudes and values that CE curiculum from 2019 strives to develop 

in students. The absence of these legitimate forms of direct civic participation in democratic 

societies confirms the conservative orientation of the CE curriculum, and the Ministry of 

Science and Education. Since digital citizenship provides significant opportunities for political 

and social activism (Verba et al., 1995; Norris, 2002; Papacharissi, 2010; Giroux, 2011; 

Howard & Hussain, 2013) and for the exercise of direct democracy (especially for the group 

of citizens between fifteen and thirty years), it is not difficult to understand, taking into account 

the results of the analysis of the dominant values and views of students within the CE 

curriculum (Beroš & Pongračić, 2019), why digital citizenship is not present in analysed CE 

curicula and strategic documents of national education policy.  
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3. Conclusion 

Under the influence of social, political, economic and cultural factors (Stevenson, 2003; Miller, 

2007; Beaman, 2016) changes have occurred in the design of citizenship related to its content 

and scope. Technological development is one of the significant influences, and the emergence 

and rise in the importance of television has led to the theory of teledemocracy, the dominance 

of the Internet between different means of communication and digital media among the 

mediators of reality has prompted discussions on digital citizenship. Since there is not much 

research on digital citizenship in Croatia, the research presented in this paper was aimed at 

determining within which sociological context and theoretical conceptualization digital 

citizenship is presented in the initial and final phase of formation of the first formal curriculum 

of cross-curricular theme Citizenship education and in strategic documents of the national 

education policy. The research also tried to answer the question about the extent to which and 

in which ways the strategic documents of education policy and the CE curricula present and 

analyze the importance of digital divide for equal opportunities for education, professional 

progress and personal development of individuals. Research results should be considered 

critically since the analysis matrix is designed for the purpose of the research presented in this 

paper and the results obtained refer only to selected categories, which does not mean that there 

are no other relevant aspects of digital citizenship whose presence within the analysed curricula 

is not taken into account in the presented research. 

Research results show that digital citizenship is not mentioned or defined on the conceptual 

level in the strategic documents of education policy and in the curricula of the CE, and at the 

contextual level digital citizenship is placed within various sociological theoretical 

frameworks. Results of the research also confirm that there is no indication of the presence of 

digital divide among Croatian citizens within the curriculum of the CE and the strategic 

documents of education policy. Obtained results can help to explain the relationship between 

national educational policy and the CE, since digital citizenship is its integral part. The content 

of the analysed CE curricula indicates that digital citizenship does not occupy an important 

position within Croatian educational policy because it encourages active citizenship and 

underlines the importance of activism and political activity of young people, which are not 

values encouraged within the Croatian educational system and society in general. 

The research results also show that digital citizenship is neglected by educational policy and 

academia, which has implications for the education of future generations for the practice of 

democracy. If we want future generations to be competent citizens of modern democratic 

society changes at national and local level are needed. CE should in practice become an integral 

part not only of the school curriculum, but of the students lived experience in school, and the 

everyday life of students is the reason why it is necessary to act towards the development of 

the theory and practice of digital citizenship in Croatia at all levels. Whether we admit it or not, 

students have developed digital identities that represent integral parts of their global identity, 

and it is therefore necessary that educational system prepare them for a competent action 

guided by democratic principles within digital spaces. 
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