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Abstract 
The teacher’s professional competence, unique qualities, and traits that he implements in the entire 
educational work with pupils determine his planning, implementation, and evaluation of the teaching 
process, the establishment of the classroom atmosphere and, in general, his relation to his pupils. In 
this context, each teacher differs in his classroom management style. Classroom management style is 
determined by the teacher’s characteristics and behaviors in teaching situations, but also by his 
competency to adapt his teaching to the pupils’ interests and needs in order to ensure that the pupils 
acquire knowledge, skills, and habits in a stimulating classroom atmosphere. The democratic style of 
classroom management is more demanding for the teacher because, among other things, he must be 
competent to establish positive relationships with pupils that are characterized by dialogue, openness 
to pupils’ experiences, encouraging and giving space for their expression of opinions, questions, and 
assumptions. In this process, teachers’ professional activity is aimed at educating for values, developing 
cooperation, honest and responsible relationships, and encouraging pupils to acquire quality knowledge. 

This research aimed to analyze the characteristics of the democratic classroom management style 
through pupil-centered teaching activities using the participatory observation method. An observation 
protocol was applied with the use of checklists and the recording of observed teaching activities in the 
areas of classroom atmosphere, interaction, and communication with pupils, pupil-centered teaching 
methods, and an individualized approach to teaching. Ten classes (first to fourth grade) from four 
elementary schools in the City of Rijeka, Republic of Croatia were included in the research. The results 
show that teachers are focused on a democratic style of classroom management. With their 
accessibility, tolerance, and empathy towards pupils, they create an atmosphere in which the pupil is 
supported, and through collaborative forms he develops responsibility for the group while adhering to 
the agreed rules. Dynamic, interactive, and collaborative methods of work during teaching encourage 
pupils to actively learn, express opinions, and develop responsibilities, which strengthens pupils’ self-
confidence. The development of an autonomous and reflective professional teacher, who, through a 
democratic style of classroom management, encourages the independent construction of pupils’ 
knowledge and their personal growth and development is a demanding but necessary process. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The modern teaching process with its outcome orientation is focused on pupils’ activities in which they 
take responsibility and initiative both for independent work and learning, but also cooperation. The goal 
is to encourage pupils to actively learn through collaboration and open communication that leads to 
agreement about ideas [1]. Teacher thereby play a significant role since they guide pupils through their 
teaching and teaching style while respecting pupils’ differences, which requires significant effort in the 
joint work of teachers and active pupils through all stages of the teaching process. According to [2], 
when the leadership style takes into account the differences among pupils, their individual abilities, and 
previous knowledge, this enables more creative programming of the educational process, with the 
dynamics of changing different forms, methods, and activities with incentives for learning based on 
internal motivation. In order for learning and teaching to be truly positive outcome-oriented and ultimately 
achieved, it is necessary to establish a positive classroom atmosphere in the learning environment. 
Vujičić et al. [3] highlight that an effective learning environment is aimed at encouraging optimal mental 
and emotional activity of each pupil but it is important that the teacher is trained for quality teaching that 
varies from systematic direct teaching to research-oriented teaching. According to [4], the term 
classroom management refers to the harmonization of all available resources to achieve the goals of an 
educational institution or school. It forms the backbone of activities in the institution itself, and its purpose 
is the successful achievement of educational goals with great teacher autonomy. 
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Each teacher possesses professional competencies, unique qualities that he implements in his entire 
work with pupils. They determine him in the organization of the teaching process, in his performance, in 
the relationship he builds with the pupils, in the establishment of discipline and atmosphere in general. 
In this context, each teacher differs in their style of classroom management. The definition of style starts 
from the way a teacher behaves, which includes personality qualities and behaviors that determine his 
teaching style, which influences pupils and their learning [5]. Classroom leadership style as a 
multifaceted construct includes the areas of teaching management, people management, and 
behavioral management. Teachers’ forms of teaching, classroom management, and the classroom 
atmosphere that is created are related to the way pupils experience teachers. Cowley [6] believes that 
if a teacher adapts his style to the pupils’ age, their personalities, time, mood, and other circumstances, 
he also manages the behavior of the pupils well. Two determinants are significant when observing the 
leadership style: clarity of acceptable behavior ranges from a fully imposed, authoritative leadership 
style to the absence of any constraints, and levels of relationships ranging from collaborative and caring 
to detached and indifferent, distinguishing four classroom leadership styles: authoritarian, democratic, 
permissive, and indifferent (spontaneous). 

A teacher with a democratic classroom leadership style encourages pupils’ involvement in the process 
of making agreed decisions and behaviors. He establishes high control and involvement, sets limits, and 
controls pupils, but at the same time there is a sense of satisfaction among them for having performed 
a task. Unlike an authoritarian teacher, a democratic teacher always strives to achieve cooperation, 
reciprocity, equality with pupils and leads them to active learning at all times. In teaching, he uses the 
dialogical method and explains his decisions and expresses his opinion. He encourages pupils' self-
confidence and self-esteem by exchanging collaborative and competitive social strategies [7]. Vizek 
Vidović et al. [8] confirm in their research that the democratic leadership style is important for creating 
cognitive structures and behavioral control mechanisms because they ensure the development of 
independence and responsibility in children. [9] point out that the teacher offers suggestions, provides 
support, and strives to gain cooperation, encourages and gives recognition to pupils, does not punish, 
but helps and tries to develop responsibility in the group to achieve the final result. 

The democratic style of classroom management is characterized by a model of responsibility towards 
the goal, principle, teacher behavior, and pupil behavior [8]. The ultimate goal is to teach pupils to make 
responsible decisions, guided by the principle that they should learn from their own behavior and 
decisions made. The teacher explains and applies logical consequences, while the pupils internalize the 
reasons for the existing rules and learn to self-regulate. According to [6], the advantages of the 
democratic style are that pupils automatically follow boundaries when they learn them and thus learn 
about appropriate behavior. Classes are mostly disciplined and hard-working, the style is less stressful 
and more relaxed for everyone, there are fewer opportunities for conflict, and more opportunities for 
creative and exploratory work. The style is also manifested by a kind of limitation observed in the context 
of setting the boundaries of the acceptable. 

Educational goals cannot be achieved with teaching methods and forms in which the teacher puts pupils 
in the role of passive participants in the teaching process. Teacher’s competency is necessary, which is 
observed in his active collaborative, advisory, educational role, skills of effective classroom management 
and communication with pupils, establishing a positive atmosphere in the classroom, rules and 
discipline, choosing forms and methods of teaching aimed at pupils’ continuous growth and 
development. This results in high demands for teachers’ continuous professional development for quality 
teaching, new roles, and challenges. 

In order for a teacher to properly apply his pedagogical knowledge and act at a high professional level, 
it is necessary to “Maintain a high level of teachers’ abilities to act in different fields of professional 
activity and their progress in critical, independent, and responsible decision-making and action” [10, p. 
250]. Reflexive practice is extremely important because, as the authors [11, p. 153] “only systematic 
analysis of one’s practice (experiences) can lead to the awareness of subjective teacher perceptions 
and a gradual change of educational activities in the classroom, as well as in other fields of teachers’ 
professional work (…) Only then will a teacher become a reflective practitioner and thrive in his / her 
critical, independent, and responsible decision-making and action.” 

Taking into account the above mentioned, this research aims to describe the characteristics of the 
democratic classroom leadership style during the pupil-centered teaching process in younger school-
age pupils. As part of this paper, a research segment is presented that refers to the observation of the 
characteristics of an exclusively democratic teaching style, given that the research established that the 
democratic teaching style is the dominant teaching style. The research tasks focused on the 
characteristics of the democratic teaching style were to describe the interaction relations between 
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teachers and pupils; identify forms and methods of teaching and learning aimed at pupils; list the 
activities of the present individualization of teaching; describe the classroom atmosphere that 
contributes to the teaching effectiveness. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Sample of participants 
The research involved 10 teachers from 10 classes, from first to fourth grade (N = 203 pupils), teaching 
in four primary schools in the City of Rijeka. Included are: two first grades, one second grade, three third 
grade, and four fourth grades. On average, there are 20 pupils in each class taught by one teacher. All 
teachers are (N = 10) female, grouped by years of service: up to 10 years (N = 2), from 20 to 25 years 
(N = 5), from 25 to 35 years (N = 3). 

2.2 Research methods and instrument 
The method of participatory observation and recording of the characteristics of the democratic classroom 
management style during the teaching process was applied using a structured observation pattern. 

The observation form was divided into four categories: interactional relationships, forms and methods 
of teaching and learning, individualization of teaching, and classroom atmosphere, with pre-defined 
observation items on a checklist and with space provided to record the observed activities. 

In the category of Interactional Relationships, the overall verbal and nonverbal communication between 
teachers and pupils and pupils with each other was observed, (non)existence of humor, teacher’s level 
of allowing pupils to ask questions, teacher’s willingness to answer questions, suggestions and opinions, 
relationships during interactions, joint agreements on the implementation of activities, teacher’s focus 
on motivating pupils, and active participation in the work. 

In the category Forms and methods of teaching and learning, it was observed which forms and methods 
of work are used during teaching, whether activities are aimed at pupils, the teaching style with which 
the teacher leads activities, whether teaching contents and subjects are correlated, existence of clear 
instructions, explanations, and teacher’s questions.  

During the observation of Individualization of teaching, it was observed whether the activities were 
focused on pupils’ individual needs, adapting teaching materials to pupils, providing time for work 
according to pupils’ abilities and task complexity, involving all pupils in activities, and evaluating pupils’ 
answers, products. 

In observing the Classroom atmosphere, the relations between pupils and with the teacher, pupils’ and 
teachers’ educational actions, cooperation, respect, teacher’s actions on certain pupil behaviors, and 
adherence to classroom rules were observed. 

Participatory observation was conducted during the researchers’ stay in each class and by observing 
the style of classroom leadership during teaching during the course of five days according to the teaching 
schedule. 

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The teacher structures the teaching process with his professional competencies but also with his 
characteristics, attitudes, and skills. In doing so, he must pay attention to many factors that directly and 
indirectly affect the teaching and classroom management process: how to achieve successful 
interaction, what forms and methods of work to apply in the teaching process, to harmonize them with 
curriculum outcomes and pupil needs, how to create a positive atmosphere but not neglect the 
establishment of discipline for harmonious work, respect the individuality of pupils and their different 
abilities, etc. Given the research aim to describe the characteristics of the democratic classroom 
leadership style, the following are structured observations about the pupil-centered teaching process 
through the four leadership areas. 

3.1 Interactional relationships in the teaching process 
Interactional relations between the pupil and the teacher are dynamic, pleasant, and effortless. Pupils 
have the opportunity to express their lack of understanding of what is presented, present their own ideas, 
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opinions, attitudes, and suggestions and seek additional explanations with regards to the presented 
facts. Teachers respect pupils, accept suggestions, and try to adapt to pupils with additional 
explanations and encouragement to communicate in accordance with the pupils’ expressed motivation 
or interest in certain activities. In teaching, the explanation method significantly contributes to the clarity 
and systematic nature of basic conceptions and rules, and the conversation and discussion methods of 
teaching help verify pupil’s understanding, putting the contents in different perspectives, opening 
unsolved questions [12], while including inter-subject connections. In each class, the interaction is 
accompanied by laughter and cheerfulness, but humor is not used by teachers in all classrooms. 
Sometimes there is multidirectional communication in which pupils talk to each other and during which 
there is a murmur, pupils complement and correct each other, and discipline can be disrupted. However, 
in most classes, two-way verbal communication between pupils and teachers prevails according to the 
agreed rules of raising one’s hand and looking for opportunities to speak. Pupils are the most active and 
very motivated during the interaction regarding their experiences, expressing opinions, and recounting 
experiences. Very often they forget to follow the rules of listening to the interlocutor, so they occasionally 
interrupt each other. Teachers calm them down with verbal silencing or non-verbal signs such as 
directed glances, raised hand, and the flickering of fingers, a time-out sign with their hands, or a calm 
attitude without using speech. During the interaction, most teachers use kind words addressed to pupils 
and thus achieve warmth and accessibility, but also encourage pupils with words and support them to 
try and persevere in their work. 

3.2 Forms and methods of teaching aimed at pupils 
During teaching, teachers alternate different forms of work from frontal, individual form of work to 
collaborative forms of work in pairs or groups. As underscored by [3, p. 29] “Effective learning setting 
requires a meaningful combination of individual, frontal and group learning forms, intertwining pupils’ 
independent work with group work, team cooperation among teachers and other professionals, 
establishing partner relationship between school and broader environment.”  Within one lesson during 
teaching, the teacher applies different methods of work, but sometimes there is a lack of creative 
activities and games that would additionally motivate pupils and to which pupils respond well. The 
observed activities highlighted competitive games in solving tasks, making posters and smart maps, and 
solving tasks through interactive quizzes. Based on the pupils’ reactions, teaching guided by discovery 
and conversation accompanied by visual records and activities with prepared didactic materials motivate 
pupils to participate in the teaching process both in learning new contents and repeating teaching 
materials. Encouraging pupils’ creative thinking and implementation of innovative learning and teaching 
practices are related to teachers’ initial education and professional development and it is important to 
establish policies, practices, and systems that will enable teachers’ continuous professional 
development at the individual, team, and organizational level, as well as creation, sharing, and 
innovation of knowledge [13]. Professional development is subject to constant change and, therefore, 
as the author [14] points out, continuous research of educational needs, conditions, and possibilities is 
crucial, including the curriculum planning of teachers’ professional development in the changing modern 
educational context. 

Teachers announce to pupils the goal of the lesson and give clear and precise instructions for solving 
tasks, engaging in activities, asking thoughtful questions to guide interaction, and encouraging thinking 
and independent reasoning. Classes are structured, interactive with the use of collaborative forms of 
work in which pupils’ active participation in independent discovery of new content is expected, and at 
the end of the lesson, there is almost always a system of learning in which the pupil's independent 
conclusion is expected. Emphasis is placed on attaching importance to connecting new concepts, 
content with existing experiences, and knowledge. In only a few classes has it been observed that micro-
breaks are introduced when pupils show signs of exhausting. These are applied in the form of an 
exercise through music while in other classes, perseverance in completing the work is encouraged. The 
teachers proved to be mediators and helpers in the processes of knowledge acquisition by designing 
interesting activities and moderating the learning process. According to [15], the emphasis of modern 
teaching should be on problem solving, pupils’ active involvement in the teaching process and 
expression of their creativity. 

3.3 Activities of teaching individualization 
The formation of efficient and innovative learning environments requires professional and well 
considered selection and complementation of various didactic strategies, teaching methods and ways 
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of working, combining various teaching methods and forms of learning to reach predefined goals. This 
enables the individualization of the learning process to adapt classes to different pupils [16].  

In the work with pupils, several segments of teaching individualization were shown, but no complete 
adaptation of teaching to different learning styles in pupils was observed. Teachers use different 
teaching materials and learning resources, e.g., worksheets, textbooks, workbooks, maps, number 
lines, PowerPoint presentations used by all pupils, and activities are often accompanied by oral 
instructions or teacher explanations aimed at all pupils. The individualized approach is most evident in 
structuring different types of tasks according to complexity depending on pupils’ abilities, and the pace 
of teaching is somewhat adjusted in terms of longer repetition of what pupils find difficult to master or 
deepen the content that pupils show interest in. More withdrawn pupils are motivated by asking 
additional questions, invitations to engage in interaction, while pupils who master tasks faster rarely get 
additional tasks or are involved in other activities. It has been observed that individual teachers direct 
successful pupils in helping less successful pupils, which is greatly accepted within the classroom. 
Teachers are approachable and try to help every pupil who needs help, try to direct pupils to engage in 
work by providing clearer instructions, observe the accuracy and speed of solving tasks and, if 
necessary, extend the time for the realization of activities. They always provide feedback on 
achievements and praise pupils for their efforts and work. 

3.4 Classroom atmosphere contributing to teaching effectiveness 
During the teaching process, a number of factors affect the success of the educational process, which 
due to their complexity pose a challenge in studying the classroom atmosphere [17]. Collaborative 
learning is the most effective way to redirect the teaching process from teacher to pupil. [18] confirm 
with research results that a positive classroom atmosphere is a key predictor of school success, 
emphasizing thereby the importance of collaborative learning, which directly affects interpersonal 
relationships. Participatory observation led to conclude that classroom atmospheres were relaxed, 
dynamic, cheerful, and cozy. Teachers continuously urge pupils to adhere to responsible work rules and 
behave politely. Through interactions and their own examples of educational activities, teachers invite 
pupils to cooperate. They most often remind pupils to listen to their interlocutor, to be patient when 
choosing the words if they wish to share something with others, to sit properly and the positioning of 
their hands while writing. They direct pupils to maintain the orderliness of the equipment and space in 
which they carry out activities, respect for all teachers and the elderly, but also their friends, the need to 
look at the person whom they are addressing. The pupils are often reminded of the importance of 
camaraderie, providing support and encouragement, rather than highlighting individual achievements. 
A stimulating atmosphere prevails given that pupils with a democratic style of leadership are constantly 
invited to express opinions, make suggestions, present ideas, retell experiences, express feelings in the 
classroom. Although minor conflicts were observed among pupils in a few cases, they were always 
resolved by talking, apologizing, and learning to take responsibility for their actions. In all classrooms, 
pupils are encouraged to cooperate, respect, and accept diversity, tolerance, respect the rules of games 
or tasks, respect agreed time frames, etc. Teachers are sensitive to pupils’ demands, they are 
empathetic, enthusiastic in their work, have a pleasant interaction, and approach pupils with joy and 
gladness, smiling faces. In the spatial environment, different formations of bench layouts were observed 
that encourage pupils to cooperate, reading corners and corners with stimulating materials and didactic 
games were separated. Arranged billboards with pupils’ literary and artistic products contribute to the 
atmosphere. Posters with the agreed rules of work were noticed in all classes. [19] highlights that 
satisfaction with the classroom atmosphere is subject to change because once the desired level is 
reached, it requires new changes, so it is necessary to continuously think about the possible ways of 
influencing the atmosphere and to continuously act in accordance with them. 

In the literature, we are faced with different views on the questions of what quality knowledge is and how 
to achieve it. Interesting is the research of the New Zealand researcher [20] who obtained data on the 
significance of the influence of various factors on pupil achievement through meta-analysis. He 
expressed this with coefficients from 0.25 to 0.60, where the coefficient 0.25 means low impact, the 
coefficient between 0.25 to 0.60 medium impact, and above 0.60 high impact on achievements. 
According to Hattie, pupil achievement is relatively most influenced by realistic pupil expectations, prior 
knowledge, teacher-pupil relationships, timely feedback provided to pupils and teachers, problem-based 
teaching, introducing pupils to successful learning strategies, and quality teachers’ professional 
development. [21], who has dedicated 50 years to research and education on quality learning and 
teaching, in considering conflicting opinions and dilemmas in introducing constructivist principles, points 
out that deciding on a traditional or truly dialogical, constructivist-based conversation it is not an either-
or, but a reasonable combination of both. She further points out that “we must avoid unproductive 
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oppositions and try to establish a productive synthesis – a balance between these two approaches in 
theory and practice.” Based on the previously analyzed characteristics of the democratic style of 
classroom management in four areas, it is not necessary to additionally emphasize that the main 
attention should be paid to the question of how to encourage professional development and train 
teachers to be better in their professional activities. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Analysis of the characteristics of the democratic classroom management style through pupil-centered 
teaching activities in four areas (interactional relationships, forms and methods of teaching, 
individualization of teaching, and classroom atmosphere) found that teachers succeed in creating 
stimulating atmospheres in which pupils are supported. Through collaborative forms pupils develop 
responsibility for the group while adhering to the agreed rules. Dynamic, interactive, and collaborative 
methods of work during teaching encourage pupils to be active participants in the learning process, to 
express opinions and develop responsibilities, which strengthens their self-confidence. Understanding 
a teacher’s professional role as a transmitter of knowledge or a stimulator of the pupil’s active learning 
and potential, i.e., pupil-centered teaching, largely determines the way of teaching and the quality of the 
pupils’ achievements. 

The key role is played by well-educated, competent, responsible, and autonomous teachers. In order to 
ensure a better understanding of classroom management, the goals to be achieved in the teaching 
process, their own behavior and pupils’ behavior, it is necessary to focus on the quality of study 
programs of teacher education and their continuous professional development. At the same time, in-
depth professional reflection, systematic analysis of one’s own practice, and the experience of managing 
a class leads to awareness of one’s own notions of teaching and to gradual improvement of educational 
activities in the classroom, as well as in other areas of professional activity. The development of an 
autonomous and reflective professional teacher, who, through a democratic style of classroom 
management, encourages the independent construction of pupils’ knowledge and their personal growth 
and development is a demanding but necessary process. The democratic style of classroom 
management respects the freedom of choice and decision-making, but also the responsibility for the 
undertaken obligations, which requires effort on the part of pupils, and teachers’ professionally 
competent action. 
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