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ABSTRACT
This exploratory study set out to quantitatively address the concept of Bildung and its 
associated dimensions of self-determination, co-determination and solidarity per the 
deliberations of Wolfgang Klafki. It used nationally representative European Social Survey 
(ESS) data from nine European countries representing Didaktik and curriculum education 
traditions. It was hypothesised that Bildung dimensions would be more present in 
Didaktik than curriculum countries. Applying mean comparison, two-sample Wilcoxon 
rank-sum test, t-test and multivariate regression analyses as quantitative methods, the 
results provide empirical evidence that dimensions of Bildung are indeed more present in 
countries with Didaktik than in countries with curriculum traditions. Further research is 
needed to address some of the limitations of the present study. 
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Introduction 
This article contributes to the numerical representation of the empirical outcome of 

the work of various educational traditions and practices in several European countries. 

The tasks of both teacher education and schools (teacher educators and teachers) are 

guided by distinct educational frameworks and societal settings. In Central and North-

ern Europe, the Didaktik tradition is dominant in framing teacher education, while the 

curriculum tradition prevails in Anglophone teacher training. In both cases, guidance 

for pedagogical decision-making based upon the two traditions is at the heart of the 

development of teachers’ pedagogical thinking. Accordingly, outcomes of teachers’ 
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enactment work are then traceable over a lifespan and might differ according to vary-

ing educational inputs and processes. Although we take a comparative approach, this 

is limited by the fact that our analyses are based on teacher education.

Through the development of this non-conventional approach, we address a few 

limited dimensions of the rich concept of Bildung by reanalysing quantitative data 

collected regularly through the European Social Survey (ESS). Like other quantita-

tive studies in education, we see the dataset and associated variables as social con-

structs. Through the development of certain quantitative proxies for a limited set 

of dimensions of Bildung – relying on theoretical conceptions developed within the  

Bildung-based Didaktik tradition – we aim to uncover what such an operationalisation 

reveals. We acknowledge that what we are doing is not common, because the Bildung 

tradition developed from philosophical and hermeneutical epistemological positions 

that understandably and traditionally have relied on inherent qualitative approaches 

as modes of research. However, in contrast to traditional approaches, we offer a new 

understanding of Bildung by addressing this rich and, at times, complex tradition 

quantitatively. 

Based on the above arguments, we proceed in the following section with a presen-

tation of our understanding of Bildung and the concept of literacy before moving on 

to a discussion of Aristotelian value sets as the basis of our operationalisation, which 

is strongly situated in the work of Wolfgang Klafki. We also elaborate on an empirical 

construction of the ESS. The state of art in Bildung-related quantitative research is 

presented in the two subsequent sections. 

Aristotelian understanding of human potential and  
human flourishing
On Bildung and literacy
While the discourse on education and curriculum in Europe has been mostly domi-

nated by educational buzzwords such as learning outcomes, skills-based education or 

competency-based curricula (to name a few), in this article we turn to an older and 

arguably elusive German concept – Bildung – in an attempt to quantify and compare it 

as an outcome of educational culture across nine European countries. Bildung is cen-

tral in the Didaktik tradition of education, and it is the dominant guiding framework 

in formal and informal education in Continental and Nordic Europe (Sjöström et al., 

2017). While considered impossible to translate into English, the German concept  

Bildung is a noun meaning something like ‘being educated, educatedness’ (Hopmann, 

2007). It also carries connotations of the word bilden – ‘to form, to shape’. Other terms 

used to translate the term Bildung include ‘formation’, ‘self-formation’, ‘cultivation’, 

‘self-development’ and ‘cultural process’ (Siljander & Sutinen, 2012). In the classical 

sense, Bildung encompasses the contents of assisting individuals to achieve their self-

determination by developing and using their reason without the guidance of others 

and acquiring the cultural objects of the world into which those individuals are born 

and in which they are situated (Klafki, 2000; Hudson, 2003). Further, Bildung, from a 
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Humboldtian perspective, is both a process and outcome in developing a person through 

education (Schneuwly & Vollmer, 2018). As a verbal noun, it is used either transitively 

or intransitively (Werler, 2010). Historically, Bildung became part of teacher education 

and school culture in the wake of the reorganisation of the German educational system 

(Jeismann & Lundgreen, 1987). Several authors have shown that the concept of Bildung 

has been highly relevant as a framework for both school and teacher education devel-

opment in both Central and Northern Europe (Kansanen, 1999; Werler, 2004; Hudson, 

2007; Pantić & Wubbels, 2012). 

In the Anglophone sphere, the curriculum tradition is dominant, and primarily 

based on the instrumental concept of providing various types of literacy, which on 

the surface is a ‘straightforward’ basic educational offer. The concept bears signs of 

utilitarianism, because it emphasises the teaching of useful knowledge and the devel-

opment of competences as promoted by the tradition’s dominant ideology of social 

efficiency (Deng & Luke, 2008; Horlacher, 2017a; Tahirsylaj, 2017). It is particularly 

important here that neither the process nor the outcome is emphasised. Of importance 

is the psychometrically measurable output in the form of test scores, learning out-

comes and/or competences (Ravitch, 2010). Literacy describes desired and quantifi-

able learning results (Werler, 2010). 

Currently, Bildung is often collected in a routine manner in surveys and analysed 

using statistical models (e.g. Bildung is operationalised as years of formal education, 

parents’ education degree (Kunter et al., 2014; Weinert et al., 2013), often without prior 

theoretical reflection. This can be shown by the Trends in International Mathematics 

and Science Study (TIMSS), which quantifies Bildung as achievement (Bos et al., 2013). 

In our view, two approaches are currently pursued in quantitative research. Socio-

structural operationalisation sees Bildung as a dependent variable. Typical indicators 

are education expenditure, school attendance rates and the proportion of the popu-

lation with a university degree or the average length of education in a country (e.g. 

TIMSS). The operationalisation typical of human capital approaches sees Bildung as an 

independent variable (e.g. the Programme for the International Student Assessment 

[PISA]). Because the knowledge and skills of a country’s population are not expressed 

through their schooling alone, it has recently become common practice to use the 

cognitive performance of the population, measured by psychometric approaches, as 

a measure of their Bildung (e.g. Programme for the International Assessment of Adult 

Competencies [PIAAC].

Summarising statements made over time, Tröhler (2011) documents that several 

authors (including himself) have judged that it is not possible to measure Bildung. A 

recent publication on ‘Bildung and Growth’ (Siljander & Sutinen, 2012) does not bring 

up the issue of operationalisation and the measurement of Bildung. Even Horlacher 

(2017b), presenting German discourse on Bildung between the 18th and 21st centu-

ries, avoids dealing with the topic. The authors of these texts possibly assume that any 

epistemological category (here Bildung) must be covered by a similar epistemologi-

cal capacity (here: ability to measure Bildung). In other words, the authors argue that 
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human beings do not have the epistemological capacity to investigate Bildung quanti-

tatively. To a certain extent, we agree with this idea. If the concept of Bildung describes 

both a holistic outcome and an educational process at the same time, then it is not 

accessible to human understanding because of its ambiguity. 

However, we assume that outcome perspectives of Bildung can be examined at a 

given moment in time. The central idea of our efforts is to create a mathematical rep-

resentation of Bildung as an outcome. For our project, this means that we understand 

Bildung as a scale-based measurable quantity, where items function as indicators for 

Bildung as an outcome, representing people’s education induced values and attitudes. 

To achieve this, we consider it necessary to develop a proxy for Bildung (as a holis-

tic outcome). The basic idea of such a proxy construction is that all education sys-

tems enact and practice education values as manifested by teachers’ work. Through 

that work/practice they create people’s continual value sets. Hence, even as qualitative 

expressions these value sets are accessible for quantitative measuring. To do so, we 

rely on a strong theoretical foundation developed primarily since the German Enlight-

enment in the 18th century and the modern psychology of ethics and values.

To this end, the article is as much qualitative as it is quantitative in nature. This 

means that we acknowledge that some outcome related dimensions of Bildung have 

measurable qualities (such as values and attitudes) in a quantitative way. In the fol-

lowing, we argue that it is possible to deconstruct outcome related aspects of Bildung 

into measurable variables relying on the work of the German pedagogue Wolfgang 

Klafki and the psychologist Shalom Schwartz, who both measured social values and 

attitudes. Both build their theories on Aristotelian ethics and focus their work on the 

development or measurement of human values. 

In our research model, we follow the Aristotelian approach that human potential 

and flourishing need human concepts of upbringing and education framed by political 

institutions. The advantage of this approach is that it allows for multiple rationalities 

and attentiveness to the individual, as well as to the community.

Next, we outline the basic outcome related aspects of the Klafkian concept of 

Bildung. In doing so, we limit the scope of this article and do not address people’s 

familiarity with epoch-typic key problems and their knowledge set regarding the 

multi-dimensionality of human life conditions (emotions, aesthetics, etc.).

The use of Klafki for our empirical endeavour is applicable because he views Bildung, 

in line with Aristotelian values (Aristotle, 1987) as the capability for self-determination, 

co-determination and solidarity (Klafki, 1998). This implies an operationalisation of the-

oretical constructs into measurable qualities relying on empirical and randomly col-

lected data and following quantitative approaches. 

Klafki explains that the self-determined person is in a position that allows her or 

him ‘to make independent responsible decisions about her or his individual relation-

ships and interpretations of an interpersonal, vocational, ethical or religious nature’ 

(Klafki, 1998, p. 314). Second, he elaborates on co-determination. He stresses that, to 

realise co-determination, all members of a society must have the right to but also have 
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to be enabled to ‘contribute together with others to the cultural, economic, social and 

political development of the community’ (Klafki, 1998, p. 314). In short, Klafki writes 

about individuals’ real participation regarding socially and individually significant 

issues. Finally, he points out that only the person’s ability to act in solidarity allows 

her or him to live a self- and co-determined life. Solidarity, for Klafki, is not only the 

recognition of equal rights but also the ‘active support for those whose opportuni-

ties for self-determination and co-determination are limited or non-existent due to 

social conditions, lack of privilege, political restrictions or oppression’ (Klafki, 1998, 

p. 314). In the following section we elaborate on the empirical construction and appli-

cation of Schwartz’s approach that also encompasses the Klafkian value set of self-

determination, co-determination and solidarity. 

Studying human values
Amongst other things, the ESS started in 2002 to study the development of human 

values (Jowell et al., 2007). It operationalises Schwartz‘s value theory (1992) with rep-

resentative and comparable population surveys across twenty European countries. 

Schwartz argued for universals in the content and the structure of individual values. It 

is measured by 10 distinct values and 40 items. Already in 1973 Rokeach (1973) showed 

that a person’s value system is stable over time, which is supported by research con-

cerned with value change in society (e.g. Inglehart & Baker, 2000; Inglehart & Welzel, 

2005). Further, a study has shown that teacher education does have an impact on value 

change (Hofmann-Towfigh, 2007). However, there are no published articles known to 

the authors that have investigated the change in student/population values in relation 

to values provided by distinct curriculum cultures and their enactment over time.

Against the backdrop of the project’s problems, we conducted a literature search 

(limited to peer reviewed scientific journals). For this purpose, the Web of Science, 

Scopus and Academic Search Elite databases were queried. Two questions were exam-

ined. First of all, the question of how values were studied using ESS data. Second, the 

question of how the human value scale is studied. The query resulted in 12 papers fall-

ing into two categories. The research primarily follows a policy approach, and meth-

odological studies form a broad category. The studies falling into the first category 

examined political questions on the broadest level. Researchers have asked what fac-

tors have an impact on people’s values. Alternatively, they approach the question the 

other way around: how do values affect an external variable like well-being, democ-

racy, religiosity or political attitudes (Lefter et al., 2010; Iluţ & Nistor, 2011; Kulin & 

Seymer, 2014; Carratalà Puertas & Frances Garcia, 2017; Reeskens & Vandecasteele, 

2017; Morrison & Weckroth, 2018)? Studies related to this category compared various 

cohorts, either on the national or international comparative level. Typically, the stud-

ies compared certain age groups or use the entire (national) data set. The studies apply 

multi-group structural equation modelling. However, the methodological studies were 

concerned with methodological problems, as well as with questions about the quality 

of the data sets (Davidov & De Beuckelaer, 2010; Bilsky et al., 2011; Cieciuch & Davidov 
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2012; Saris et al., 2012). The studies were concerned about testing for the comparabil-

ity of human values across countries and time. Further, studies have investigated the 

question of the intercultural transfer of knowledge and scales. The researchers used 

complex test methods to investigate these questions. Lastly, our search shows that no 

prior papers have used ESS human values variables for secondary analyses as proxies 

for exploring educational questions.

In search of dimensions of Bildung: A quantitative  
approach 
In this section we discuss if – and how – the measurement of aspects of Bildung as an 

outcome of a curriculum and education culture is possible. To understand the current 

use and/or operationalisation of Bildung as an outcome in the research literature, we 

performed a database query, including Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, EBSCO, Google 

Scholar and Pedocs.de covering German-speaking countries. All databases (title, 

abstract and keyword register) were searched for the search terms: ‘Bildung AND 

quantitative’, ‘Bildung AND qualitative’ and ‘Bildung AND operationalisation’ in both 

English and German. Surprisingly, the application of the search string ‘Bildung AND 

operationalisation’ did not produce useful results. The Scopus database query resulted 

in 134 documents containing the search terms ‘Bildung AND quantitative’. A closer 

view revealed that entries were primarily linked to German texts relating to disciplin-

ary research in the sciences (124) and social sciences, including education (10). Out of 

those 10 studies, one was loosely coupled to Bildung and its quantification. Frost and 

Brockman (2014) discussed the equation of performance measurement with Bildung 

within German universities. Another 57 texts were of a qualitative character, where 24 

fell into the area of social sciences and education. 

The Web of Science database query resulted in 609 documents relating to the search 

terms. However, it was not possible to characterise even one of the entries as quantita-

tive. Thirteen studies could be labelled qualitative. All other studies could be labelled 

as conceptual studies. The query revealed that the vast majority of the articles were 

of Anglo-American (110 US, 43 England, 5 Scotland and 4 Ireland), German (119), and 

Scandinavian origin (74, where 36 Norway, 22 Sweden and 16 Denmark). The same 

search carried out for the ERIC database resulted in 234 records linked to Bildung. 

Three of them were clearly labelled as qualitative studies and none as quantitative. 

A negative picture emerges with regard to the Google Scholar query. Limiting the 

search string to ‘Bildung AND quantitative’ (limited to title and English language), 

produced no results. Applying the search string ‘Bildung AND qualitative’ resulted in 

one hit. The query of the German database Pedocs.de regarding the keyword combina-

tion ‘Bildung AND operationalisation’, ‘Bildung AND qualitative’, ‘Bildung AND quan-

titative’ did not yield any results. 

Typically, the searches revealed that researchers have primarily published con-

ceptual studies that discuss various aspects of the Bildung concept. The research has 

focused on processes of meaning making in groups and in individuals. These findings 
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reflect that the Bildung concept emerged in a humanist tradition and stands out as a 

normative dimension of philosophical hermeneutics. 

Research questions, data and methods
The present study uses data from the European Social Survey (ESS), which has col-

lected data through random sampling in 36 European countries every two years since 

2002. The following two main research questions are addressed: How do Didaktik and 

curriculum countries compare in terms of self-determination, co-determination and soli-

darity, as well as Bildung across ESS rounds? What are the factors associated with the Bildung 

proxy across participating countries in the study? For the first question, our hypothesis is 

that Didaktik countries will show higher means of Bildung proxy and its associated 

variables than curriculum countries in our study. The second question is exploratory 

in nature, and a number of independent variables are tested for association with the  

Bildung proxy. The survey is iterative and all the data from all eight ESS rounds from 

2002 to 2016 are publicly available for researchers for secondary data analyses. The ESS 

survey covers the following topics: media and social trust; politics; subjective well-

being, social exclusion, religion, national and ethnic identity; climate change; welfare 

attitudes; gender, year of birth and household grid; socio-demographic and human 

values. In this study, the variables under the human values domain were used to gen-

erate proxies for our concepts of interest, namely self-determination, co-determination 

and solidarity. Responses were originally coded as ‘Not like me at all’ to ‘Very much like 

me’ in questions such as ‘how important is it for you to make your own decisions and 

be free’, which after recoding was converted to a 0–4 scale, where 0 is ‘Not like me at 

all’ & ‘Not like me’ and 4 represents ‘Very much like me’. Stata software was used to 

conduct the analyses. ESS collects representative data in face-to-face interviews from 

about 2,000 respondents aged 15 years and older per country, and our final sample 

from nine countries from all eight ESS rounds had responses from a total of 138,472 

respondents. Hence, the respondents hold values that have been moulded and created 

through their encounters and experiences with a specific educational practice. 

The Bildung-proxy construction
As noted in previous sections, our operationalisation of the proxies for Bildung and 

its three associated concepts follows Klafki’s definition of three Bildung-related 

dimensions relying on ESS data. Out of many perspectives on Bildung, such as a clas-

sical understanding of Bildung from the German Enlightenment, the critical Bildung 

developed by Klafki and other postmodern views on Bildung, we have developed a 

straightforward model summarising and generalising previous discussions from the 

German-speaking research landscape. 

Argumentatively, any educational practice influences and reflects the values of a 

society. Firstly, schools and teachers along with families, the media and peer groups 

are a major influence on the development of values in young people, and thus in soci-

ety. Secondly, schools and teachers reflect and embody the values of society. In other 
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words, education systems develop due to their social and cultural origins in ‘consti-

tutional mind-sets’ (Hopmann, 2008, p. 425). These mind-sets ultimately determine 

what content and teaching practices are considered important in a school system and 

central and significant for the future. 

In the present article, the central idea is that the formation of people’s values takes 

place at school. This is because teachers enact the values of the culture sphere that 

teacher education specifically and the education system in general rests upon. The core 

claim of the proxy construction is that teachers’ practice is framed and guided by the 

concept of Bildung (i.e. a value set). Primarily, student teachers and pupils encounter 

the concept of Bildung through their education, while it also frames their identity and 

schools’ culture. If student teachers and pupils are not exposed to teaching practices 

that are based on Bildung then a different value set is expected. It is thus reasonable 

to assume that these values must be detectable in people’s value mind-sets. To clarify 

this hypothesis, differences in comparison to other education systems must be inves-

tigated, and it seems worthwhile to compare human values reported by the ESS (Jowell 

et al., 2007). The applied concept is based on Schwartz’s theory of Basic Human Values 

(Schwartz, 1992). The studied values are defined as ‘desirable, trans-situational goals, 

varying in importance, that serve as guiding principles in the life of a person or other 

social entity’ (Schwartz, 1994, p. 21). The ESS questionnaire regarding human values 

builds upon a circumplex model of ten values (Schwartz & Huismans, 1995). The val-

ues measured by the ESS are security, conformity, tradition, benevolence, universal-

ism, self-direction, hedonism, achievement and power (Schwartz, 2003).

In this study, we operationalised the research questions by applying the variables 

under the human values domain of the ESS. We included data from the following coun-

tries in our study (in alphabetical order): Austria, Denmark, Germany, Great Britain, 

Ireland, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland. We used three variables from all eight 

rounds of ESS data collected every two years since 2002 (2002–2016) to correspond 

to one of our three concepts of interests, as defined by Klafki above. The ESS ques-

tionnaire related to human values includes short verbal portraits describing a per-

son’s goals, aspirations or wishes that point implicitly to the importance of a single 

value type. Respondents are asked to compare the portrait to themselves: ‘How much 

like you is this person?’ The portrait: ‘It is important to him/her to be rich. He/she 

wants to have a lot of money and expensive things’ describes a person that according 

to Schwartz (2003) cherishes power values. In short, the portrait responses capture a 

person’s values without explicitly identifying those values. 

The first variable (Impfree) builds upon the question of how important it is for the 

respondent to make his or her own decisions and be free: ‘Item 11: It is important to 

him to make his own decisions about what he does. He likes to be free to plan and 

to choose his activities for himself’. The item thus uncovers a person’s evaluation of 

independent thought and action and choosing ideas about creating and exploring; we 

use it as a proxy for self-determination that is described through persons’ autonomy, 

self-activity and independent decision making.
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Second, respondents were also asked to see themselves in relation to persons 

showing that it is important to be loyal and close to others: ‘Item 18: It is important 

to him to be loyal to his friends. He wants to devote himself to people close to him’ 

measures preservation and enhancement of the welfare of people with whom one 

is in frequent personal contact. We have used this for the second variable (Iplylfr) as 

proxy for co-determination determining persons’ common cultural, social and political  

relations. 

To operationalise the third item – solidarity – a variable measuring universalism 

(Ipeqopt) was applied. Respondents were asked to position themselves in comparison 

to a person who thinks that it is important that every person in the world is treated 

equally and believes that everyone should have equal opportunities in life. In doing 

so we capture not only individuals’ attitudes, but also their views towards collective 

rule of action by focussing on inclusion, responsibility and welfare. In short, this item 

addresses a person’s commitment towards people deprived of such opportunities. 

Despite some critique (see e.g. Davidov, 2008), research shows that operationalisa-

tion by the Portrait Values Questionnaire (PVQ; Schwartz, 2003) seems to be applicable 

across countries.

In the first step of our analysis, descriptive quantitative analyses were performed 

to address the first research question on how countries compare across the relevant 

concepts of the study. In line with our theoretical framework, we focussed on 9 out 

of 36 countries covered by the ESS survey: Austria, Switzerland, Germany, Denmark,  

Norway, Sweden and Finland as Continental/Nordic Europe and Didaktik/Bildung 

influenced countries and Great Britain and Ireland as Anglo-Saxon Europe and cur-

riculum tradition influenced countries. The grouping follows Tahirsylaj’s (2019) 

approach, where Didaktik and curriculum countries are categorised based on four cri-

teria: historical, cultural, empirical and practical. The historical criterion relates to the 

historical development of the Didaktik tradition within German-speaking contexts in 

continental Europe, which then spread to the rest of continental and northern Europe, 

while the curriculum tradition emerged in the United Kingdom and then spread to 

other English-speaking countries. The cultural aspect relates to prior studies on world 

cultures, and more specifically the Global Leadership and Organizational Behaviour 

Effectiveness research project (GLOBE), which grouped world countries into ten cul-

tural clusters based on data from surveys aimed at understanding organisational 

behaviour in respective societies (House et al., 2004), and the countries included in the 

present sample fall into Anglo-American, Germanic, and Nordic clusters accordingly, 

with Germanic and Nordic clusters forming the Didaktik countries, while the Anglo-

American cluster is represented by curriculum countries. The empirical criterion 

relates to empirical evidence from educational studies related to intraclass correla-

tion coefficient (ICC) values across schools within countries, which show that the cul-

tural clusters from world culture clusters referred to above could be a potential way to 

differentiate these clusters in terms of within-country school differentiation (Zhang 

et al., 2015). The practical element refers to the earlier Didaktik-curriculum dialogue 
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that took place during the 1990s when two groups of scholars were involved – scholars 

and researchers representing Didaktik that included both German and Nordic schol-

ars, and curriculum experts that included scholars mainly from the United Kingdom 

and the United States (Gundem & Hopmann, 1998). 

Next, we created a factor score of Bildung with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation 

of 1 combining the items used for self-determination, co-determination and solidar-

ity. We then applied factor analysis using varimax-rotated method to test whether, 

overall, all three items together showed any variation between Didaktik and curricu-

lum countries. This procedure allows for creating new continuous variables based on 

observable Likert-scale items, which in turn makes it possible to include the newly 

created variable as a dependant variable in a regression model. Cross-country mean 

comparison and two-sample Wilcoxon rank-sum test between Didaktik and curric-

ulum groupings were used to address the first research question. Table 1 provides a 

description of the key and independent variables used in the study.

Table 1:  Main study variables

SHORT DESCRIPTION FULL DESCRIPTION

Dependent variables

Self-determination Important to make own decisions and be free (0 to 4 
scale where 0 = “Not like me at all & Not like me”;  
1 = “A little like me”; 2 = “Somewhat like me”; 3 = “Like 
me”; and 4 = “Very much like me”)

Co-determination Important to be loyal to friends and devote to people 
close (0 to 4) scale where (0 to 4 scale where 0 = “Not 
like me at all & Not like me”; 1 = “A little like me”; 
2 = “Somewhat like me”; 3 = “Like me”; and 4 = “Very 
much like me”) 

Solidarity Important that people are treated equally and have 
equal Opportunities (0 to 4 scale where (0 to 4 scale 
where 0 = “Not like me at all & Not like me”; 1 = “A little 
like me”; 2 = “Somewhat like me”; 3 = “Like me”; and 
4 = “Very much like me”) 

Bildung score Factor score with mean of 0 and standard deviation of 
1 generated with varimax-rotated method combining 
self-determination, co-determination and solidarity 

Independent variables

(1) Gender Female = 1; Male = 0 

(2) Age Age in years 

(3) Citizenship status Yes = 1; No = 0

(4) Years of full-time Number of years education completed 

(5) Employment status Employed = 1, Not-employed = 0

(6) Employment status Self-employed = 1, Not-employed = 0

(7) �Belonging to a particular religion Yes = 1; No = 0 

(8) How religious are you From 0 = “Not at all religious” to 10 = “Very religious”

(9) Belong to a minority Yes = 1; No = 0 

(10) More education Improve knowledge/skills: course/lecture/conference,  
in last 12 months (Yes = 1; No = 0) 



In Search of Dimensions of Bildung

11

In the second step of the analysis – and to address the second research question – we 

relied on multiple regression methods to test which factors are associated with Bildung 

score as the dependent variable. Independent variables for these analyses are drawn 

mainly from the respondent’s background, including: (1) gender, (2) age, (3) citizen-

ship status, (4) years of full-time education completed, (5 & 6) employment status as 

employed and self-employed, (7) belonging to a particular religion, (8) how religious 

are you, (9) belonging to a minority group, and (10) more education received in last 

12 months (descriptive statistics of these variables are available upon request). The 

selection of the independent variables was arbitrary for exploratory purposes and in 

no way exhaustive, but the list includes variables that are routinely used in quantita-

tive education research (see e.g. Tahirsylaj, 2019) while still being limited to variables 

available in the ESS datasets. The base form of the multiple linear regression model is 

as follows: 

	 Bildung scorei = b0 + b1x1i + … + b10x10i+ ei� (1)

where b0 is the constant for the model, b1x1i to b10x10i represent the independent vari-

ables included in the model and ei is a respondent-specific error component. The model 

was run for each of the countries included in the study sample from all ESS rounds. All 

eight ESS rounds of data from 2002 to 2016 are explored in this study for all coun-

tries from which data were available in the ESS international dataset (e.g. Denmark did 

not participate in the latest 2016 ESS round). List-wise case deletion was applied for 

missing data, and appropriate design and sampling weights as suggested by ESS docu-

mentation were applied when running the statistical analyses and models to obtain 

unbiased estimates. 

Results 
Means of self-determination, co-determination, solidarity and Bildung 
across countries
In the following section, the results obtained through Stata software pertaining to the 

first research question on the comparison between Didaktik and curriculum countries 

in terms of self-determination, co-determination, solidarity and Bildung are pre-

sented. Then the results related to the second research question on factors associated 

with Bildung are shown. 

Figure 1 shows the mean scores of self-determination for each country, a variable 

coded on a scale from 0 to 4. Only results from ESS1-2002 and ESS7-2014 are shown 

here to avoid redundant information on otherwise over time stable and similar results; 

the results for other ESS rounds are available upon request. On this scale, a higher 

mean indicates that, for the respondents of a given country, it is important to make 

their own decisions and be free, and that they share that value.

A two-sample Wilcoxon rank-sum test (also known as the Mann–Whitney two 

sample statistic) was used to compare Didaktik and curriculum countries as two groups 

because the data are of an ordinal nature and a t-test cannot be applied. According to the 
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results, Didaktik countries have a higher sum of ranks compared to the expected rank 

sums under the null hypothesis than curriculum countries, and there was a significant 

difference of z = 6.53 with p<0.001 in ESS7-2014. The z-value is higher than 1.96 which 

means that the null hypothesis of no difference between the two groups of countries 

can be rejected. Taken together, the result indicates that, on average, respondents in 

Didaktik countries share higher levels of self-determination than respondents in cur-

riculum countries. In ESS1-2002, Wilcoxon rank-sum test results showed higher sum 

of ranks for Didaktik than curriculum countries, but the difference was not statistically 

significant (z = 0.95 and p>0.05).

In Figure 2, mean country scores in ESS1-2002 and ESS7-2014 for co-determination  

are shown. Here, a higher mean value indicates that, for respondents of a given coun-

try, it is important for people to show commitment towards people deprived of such 

goods and to devote oneself to other close people, and that they share that value.
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Figure 1:  Means of Self-Determination across countries in ESS1-2002 and ESS7-
2014.
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Figure 2:  Means of Co-Determination across countries in ESS1-2002 and ESS7-2014.
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Overall, almost all countries, with the exception of Ireland, report higher mean values 

for this variable than for the other two variables. Two-sample Wilcoxon rank-sum test 

resulted in Didaktik countries having a higher sum of ranks compared to the expected 

rank sums under the null hypothesis than curriculum countries, and there was a sig-

nificant difference of z = 18.12 with p<0.001 in ESS7-2014. Similar results were found 

with ESS1-2002 data with a statistically significant difference of z = 12.22 and p<0.001 

in favour of Didaktik countries.

Figure 3 shows the mean country scores in ESS1-2002 and ESS7-2014 for the proxy 

for solidarity. A higher mean value indicates that, for respondents of a given country, 

it is important that people are treated equally and have equal opportunities, and that 

they share this value.
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Figure 3:  Means of Solidarity across countries in ESS1-2002 and ESS7-2014.

Here, we observe that the mean scores show a higher variation between 2002 and 2014 

in five of the nine countries, namely Germany, Sweden, Great Britain, Norway and 

Denmark, where in 2014 respondents reported higher associations with the solidarity 

value. Two-sample Wilcoxon rank-sum test resulted in the Didaktik countries having 

a higher sum of ranks compared to the expected rank sums under the null hypoth-

esis than curriculum countries, and there was a significant difference of z = 6.59 with 

p<0.001 in ESS7-2014. In ESS1-2002, the curriculum countries had higher sum of 

ranks than Didaktik countries, but the difference was not statistically significant of 

z = -1.77 and p>0.05.

Next, in Figure 4 and Figure 5, the mean country scores for the Bildung factor score 

as a composite of self-determination, co-determination and solidarity in ESS1-2002 

and ESS7-2014 are presented. 

In ESS1-2002, the three Continental Europe and Didaktik countries, namely  

Switzerland, Austria and Germany, had the highest positive values. T-test results 

comparing the means of Didaktik and curriculum countries as two groups showed that 
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the mean was higher for Didaktik countries, and the difference was statistically sig-

nificant, where p<00.1; t = 6.42; and degrees of freedom = 17,383.

As in ESS1-2002, the means of the Bildung factor score in ESS7-2014 were the high-

est for the three Continental Europe and Didaktik countries – Switzerland, Austria, 

and Germany. Overall, t-test results comparing Didaktik and curriculum groupings 

showed the mean was higher for Didaktik countries, and the difference was statisti-

cally significant, where p<00.1; t = 16.30; and degrees of freedom = 17,603.

To paint an overall picture regarding our first research question, Table 2 sum-

marises the differences in Bildung scores between Didaktik and curriculum traditions 

in all eight rounds of ESS data. 
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Table 2:  Bildung across Didaktik and Curriculum traditions across eight ESS rounds

ESS1-2002 Didaktik Higher (Statistically Significant) 

ESS2-2004 Didaktik Higher (Statistically Not Significant) 

ESS3-2006 Didaktik Higher (Statistically Significant) 

ESS4-2008 Didaktik Higher (Statistically Not Significant) 

ESS5-2010 Didaktik Higher (Statistically Significant) 

ESS6-2012 Didaktik Higher (Statistically Significant) 

ESS7-2014 Didaktik Higher (Statistically Significant) 

ESS8-2016 Didaktik Higher (Statistically Significant) 

In line with our hypothesis, the Bildung values were indeed higher for Didaktik than 

for curriculum countries in all ESS rounds, and the difference is statistically significant 

in all but ESS2-2004 and ESS4-2008. 

Factors associated with Bildung across countries 
Now, we turn to the exploratory second research question on potential factors asso-

ciated with Bildung across countries, where a non-exhaustive list of 10 independent 

variables were examined in a series of within-country multiple linear regression mod-

els. Only the results for ESS7-2014 are shown here; the rest of the results are available 

upon request.

Because the dependent variable of Bildung is a factor score, the estimates of inde-

pendent variables (b1 through b10) need to be interpreted as either having a positive 

or negative association with Bildung (i.e. a one unit increase in any of the indepen-

dent variables is associated with an increase or decrease in Bildung score). Overall, the 

results were underwhelming for the exploratory question for ESS7-2014 shown here, 

as well as in other ESS rounds, as there were only a few cases where the independent 

variables statistically and significantly associated with the Bildung proxy. R2 values 

were dramatically low across countries ranging from 0.03 to 0.05, indicating that the 

model only explained between 3% and 5% of the variation in Bildung scores, leaving 

a larger chunk of 95% of the variation unexplained. This is not surprising, consider-

ing that influential factors are difficult to locate in social science research – including  

education – and because socio-economic status (SES) largely explains educational 

outcomes, but the SES variable was not available for inclusion in our models.

Examining independent variables individually, the results show that being female 

(b1) is positively and significantly associated with Bildung proxy in all nine countries, 

indicating that, on average, females share higher human values associated with Bil-

dung than males in all countries included in our sample. Age (b2) was significant and 

negative only in Switzerland, Norway and Great Britain, and positive and significant 

only in Sweden, and not statistically significant in the others. This indicates that, in 

some countries, as respondents grow older, they report lower values of Bildung proxy. 

From an educational perspective this is explained by older respondents being more 

removed from the primordial educational experiences of their formal schooling. 
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Interestingly, citizenship status (b3) was significant and positive only in Sweden, while 

in all other countries it was non-significant, indicating that irrespective of citizenship 

status, respondents within the countries on average shared the same levels of Bildung 

values. Years of education (b4), as expected, was positive and significant in all coun-

tries but Norway and Ireland, showing that if respondents had completed more years 

of full-time education, on average, they shared higher values associated with Bildung 

proxy. The employment status variables of being employed and self-employed (b5 and 

b6) when compared with the reference group of being non-employed were both posi-

tive and significant in the two curriculum countries of Great Britain and Ireland, and 

positive and significant only in Denmark among Didaktik countries when respondents 

were self-employed, and negative and significant only in Austria when respondents 

were employed. Two religion-related variables (b7 and b8) were significant only in 

Austria (both) and Ireland (belonging to a religion), indicating that, overall, religion 

was not associated with Bildung proxy as per the model fit and covariates included 

in the analysis. Belonging to a minority group (b9) was positive and significant only 

in Great Britain and not significant in all others. More education (b10), by improv-

ing knowledge/skills through a course/lecture/conference in the last 12 months, was 

positive and significant in four of the nine countries – namely Switzerland, Austria, 

Germany and Ireland – and not significant in the others. Interestingly, more educa-

tion was positively associated with Bildung in the three countries that showed higher 

Bildung values in the first place – including Switzerland, Austria, and Germany –  

suggesting a stronger correlation between education and Bildung value in countries 

typically associated with stronger Bildung-based Didaktik education traditions. Simi-

lar trends in associations of these ten independent variables with Bildung proxy were 

observed across all eight rounds of ESS data.

Discussion and Conclusions 
Differences and similarities between Didaktik and curriculum education countries 

have been studied quite extensively, albeit qualitatively, since the 1990s (e.g. Gundem  

& Hopmann, 1998; Westbury et al., 2000; Tahirsylaj et al., 2015). The most consistent 

finding in these comparisons is the presence of Bildung in the Didaktik tradition and 

the lack thereof in the curriculum tradition. In this study, we set out to explore the 

presence of Bildung among a number of Didaktik countries in comparison with two 

curriculum countries by applying quantitative methods using ESS datasets – hence 

In Search of Dimensions of Bildung in the title of the paper. If our three key assump-

tions hold – that is, if Klafki’s operationalisation of Bildung as a capability for the 

three dimensions self-determination, co-determination and solidarity captures the 

contents of Bildung; if our Bildung proxy based on ESS data and the Klafki approach 

stands; and if formal schooling truly affects an individual’s set of values, – then 

our results provide empirical evidence that the three dimensions of Bildung as out-

comes of education are more prominent amongst the populations in Didaktik coun-

tries than in curriculum countries. Therefore, we argue that in Didaktik countries 
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the educational practices that are in place seem to offer educational processes that 

end up in Bildung. It must be reemphasised that while our execution of the study is 

quantitative, it is entirely built upon a qualitative understanding and theorisation of 

Bildung. 

To explore the research hypothesis that Bildung would be more present in Dida-

ktik countries than in curriculum countries, we applied Klafki’s definitions of self-

determination, co-determination and solidarity as capabilities representing a selected 

few dimensions of Bildung (other dimensions include cognitive, aesthetic and practi-

cal capabilities). We used Klafki not only because his work encompasses the core ideas 

of the pedagogical philosophy of antiquity (Aristotle), scholasticism (Master Eckhart), 

organology (Paracelsus) and the Enlightenment (Kant, Herder, Humboldt; Werler,  

2010), but also because Klafki makes these ideas accessible to teacher education. Inde-

pendent from this reasoning, the history of schooling in Central and Northern Europe 

reveals (Werler, 2004) that the above-mentioned philosophies of education are also 

reflected as the guiding concepts of school development, primarily as realised in 

teacher education programmes, school curricula and education laws. For about two 

hundred years, prospective teachers have been familiarised with these philosophies, 

which therefore form the core of their professional identity as well as their pedagogi-

cal practice. The school and teacher education history of curriculum countries (Curtis, 

1967; Walsh, 2012; Raftery & Fischer, 2013) differs conceptually to Didaktik countries. 

If the central consideration of theories of teacher professionalism is correct, then 

teachers have had a value-forming influence on the students of numerous generations 

(Tenorth, 1986). The results of these generations of value-building processes can ulti-

mately be measured using the model developed by Schwartz, which roughly covers the 

educational processes of three generations. 

Education-related variables in the multivariate regression models in the second 

research question provided further evidence of their contribution to higher values for 

Bildung proxy in core Didaktik countries such as Switzerland, Austria and Germany, 

which indicates that education does play a positive role for Bildung as an outcome of 

education, especially in countries where the Didaktik and Bildung-based education 

tradition is more influential than in the curriculum countries in our sample. In other 

words, our results suggest that a nation’s education culture and practice makes a dif-

ference in shaping and moulding people’s values, beyond other family and/or other 

institutional and societal factors that are at play in any given society. In the continen-

tal European countries, as well as in the Nordic countries in the sample, Bildung as 

conceptualised by Klafki and its influence on teacher education programmes seems to 

have had and continues to have an impact on the extent to which people in these coun-

tries share the values of self-determination, co-determination and solidarity. Ulti-

mately, based on the findings of this study, other influences beyond formal schooling 

on shaping human values cannot be excluded, as other confounding out-of-school 

factors such as political and economic systems and institutional arrangements con-

tribute to how individuals develop and behave within a given society. Still, the evidence 
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of our study suggests that the contribution that education makes in shaping human 

values must be recognised. 

Next, the results suggest that a slightly different grouping other than Didaktik and 

curriculum might be at play, because the results of our analysis for the first research 

question suggested a separate cluster of Nordic countries, situated somewhere 

between continental Europe and the two Anglophone countries in our sample. Further, 

the positioning of the Nordic countries on the Didaktik-curriculum continuum sug-

gest that Didaktik and Bildung-based education traditions might not be as strong in 

the Nordic countries as in continental Europe, where the Didaktik approach first origi-

nated. Norway in particular was an outlier, showing lower Bildung values consistently 

across all ESS rounds, and as such it requires further attention and analysis in future 

research. Nevertheless, it is a striking finding of our study that Bildung values were 

higher in Didaktik than curriculum countries, even when a country such as Norway 

(with lower mean values) was kept in the model. This indicates that if we had only kept 

the three core Didaktik countries from Central Europe (Austria, Germany and Swit-

zerland) in the sample, the differences in Bildung mean values between Didaktik and 

curriculum countries would be even larger and more significant. In sum, our results 

suggest that Bildung as an outcome of education is indeed more present in coun-

tries where the Didaktik and Bildung tradition is more influential and that credit for a 

higher Bildung score in the Didaktik tradition may be attributed, at least partially, to 

the educational experiences individuals go through as part of their formal schooling.

Lastly, our research contributes to the discussion on the secondary use of previ-

ously collected quantitative data on the outcome of education systems (Meyer et al., 

1992). Although this is not an experimental study, it used comparative data as a substi-

tute for experimentation because actual experimentation would be impossible (Arnove 

et al., 1982). In doing so, we attempted to give meaning to the data and to drive a dif-

ferentiated ideographic background analysis (Werler, 2011). Further, the analysis con-

tributed to the identification of a universal, educationally induced structural context 

for people’s mind-sets. Through inductive control (the proxy construction), empirical 

evidence was obtained that reveals that growing up in a specific pedagogical environ-

ment contributes to the shaping of certain human value constellations through the 

work of teachers. 

Limitations of the study and further research
There are a number of limitations of this study that need to be recognised. First, the 

data used here is cross-sectional and observational, and were not meant to show cau-

sality. Additionally, the study relied on secondary data analyses, so it was not pos-

sible to control what data were collected. The key variables used from the ESS datasets 

served as proxies for self-determination, co-determination and solidarity, and those 

three taken together as a proxy for Bildung. Further, the approach in the selection of 

variables applied here was straightforward in its attempts to get more directly to the 

three core theoretical concepts of self-determination, co-determination and solidarity 
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based on Klafki’s definition of Bildung as a capability for these traits. In this sense, our 

attempt here is only a tentative approach to get to the three core concepts associated 

with Bildung using an empirical quantitative approach, recognising that the measures 

we used from ESS datasets were not originally meant to measure Bildung or its associ-

ated dimensions. In turn, future research projects could be conducted to address some 

of these limitations and potentially explore the topic from other perspectives. 

Future research could focus on identifying other available datasets that might get 

closer to the concept of Bildung, or if resources are available, to collect their own data 

that could serve as a better measure of Bildung either as a process or outcome of edu-

cation or both. Other factors related to respondent’s family background could also be 

tested to check whether they are better predictors of Bildung. However, the deviating 

results from the Scandinavian countries suggest that their school systems are guided 

by a culture different from but somehow similar to Bildung culture. Further research 

should explore more extensively the differences between Central and Northern Euro-

pean concepts of Bildung. Methodologically, future research projects might turn to 

some of the more recent quasi-experimental research methods such as propensity 

score matching (PSM) or regression discontinuity (RD) to point to more precise esti-

mates of factors associated with Bildung if or when Bildung is researched through a 

quantitative endeavour.
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