School Democracy and problems of Intolerance and Social Exclusion

My own research in state secondary schools in England suggests that where schools are what I describe as ‘more than usually student participative’ or ‘more than usually democratic’ there is less intolerance and antagonism due to age, gender, sexual orientation or ethnicity. Unfortunately there are not many such schools yet – perhaps no more than 10%.

In these ‘more democratic’ schools students are respected by staff  and each is entitled to his/her point of view. All students have the opportunity to take responsibility and share in making significant decisions in many aspects of school life. This seems to produce a positive social climate. Some of the schools that I have studied have been in very poor parts of inner cities such as London where there are high levels of social deprivation and considerable threats of violence in the wider community outside the school. These schools stand out as being havens of tolerance and inclusion when compared to their neighbourhoods and to other schools in their areas. The number of students being excluded from school for serious anti-social behaviour is much lower in the ‘more than usually democratic’ schools. These schools work hard to make all students feel that they belong and are of value and create many opportunities for democratic participation for all students. There are many opportunities for students of all social and ethnic backgrounds to express their views and to have them taken seriously by other students and adults. The curriculum is built around the interests, ideas and capabilities of the students as much as possible within the rather rigid English system of courses and examinations.

I am looking for evidence of similar results from other countries. One very interesting study carried out in Florida compared the amount of inter-ethic sharing of tables at lunchtime and the number of inter-ethnic friendships in ‘more democratic’ high schools’ and ‘less democratic’ high schools in similar ethnically mixed areas. The social  mixing and the number of friendships across ethnic groups was much higher in the ‘more democratic’ schools.

From my discussions at OBESSU events and at seminars with school student organisations in a number of countries this correlation between high levels of really effective democracy and participation and low levels of intolerance, violence and exclusion seems to be the case. Unfortunately this is usually only the opinion or the wishful thinking of those that I talk to and is not very often based on real research. Perhaps OBESSU would like to organise a project that would carry out similar research to mine in England in a number of other European countries? This would greatly support the Council of Europe’s ‘European Charter for Democratic Schools Without Violence’ which was drawn up in Strasbourg in 2004 with the help of OBESSU.

I travel all over the world looking at how democracy in schools works. School systems vary widely and perhaps the Scandinavian countries (including Finland – is that OK Finland?) have the best developed systems for  state secondary schools as a whole. But even in these countries the democratic participation does not work equally well in all schools. Research in Norway for example suggests that perhaps no more than 25% of upper secondary schools are fully implementing the opportunities for students to have greater control over their own curriculum that ‘Reform 94’ made possible. I wonder if these 25% of schools are more tolerant and inclusive than most. That would be an interesting piece of work for EON to carry out!

In my travels I find a few schools in a number of countries that are what one might call ‘truly democratic.’ Examples might be Sands or Summerhill schools in England, Oslo Forsoksgym in Norway, the Copenhagen Frei Gymnasium in Denmark, the Budapest Politeknikum in Hungary, the Hadera School in Israel, the network of Sudbury Valley schools in the USA, Calgary Alternative High School in Canada, Lumiar School in Brazil, Tamariki School in New Zealand, Tokyo Shure school in Japan, Currambena School in Australia, etc etc etc.

In these schools, some of which are funded by the national schools systems in their countries and some of which are private, a very high level of tolerance and inclusion seems to exist. The fact that students in these schools have almost total control over what, where, how, when and with whom they will learn seems to produce a very unstressful social climate in which few students feel that that they are failures and of less value than others. This seems to reduce aggression.  But of course human beings are not perfect and conflicts and anti-social behaviour inevitably occurs even in these schools. It is the way that these conflicts and anti-social acts are dealt with that seems to be at the heart of why these schools appear to be so inclusive and tolerant. This is not just my opinion but has been said to me by students in such schools on many occasions all over the world. There are usually two channels available for a student who feels badly treated by other students or a member of staff. Many of the democratic schools have conciliation procedures whereby another student listens to both sides of the situation and tries to bring about reconciliation and understanding between both parties. Of course this does not always work even in the schools that have such a procedure. The next step common to all the democratic schools that I have visited is some form of Judicial Committee or School Court where the democratically agreed school laws designed to protect the human rights of all students and the community as a whole are enforced. At Sudbury Valley school for example anyone in the school of whatever age, including adults, can be brought up before the school Judicial Committee for a suspected breach of a school law. The Judicial Committee or ‘JC’ consists of several students of various ages and one adult ‘staffer.’ The JC proceedings are conducted by two ‘clerks’ who are always older students. The JC deals with nearly all the cases that occur unless the penalty might be exclusion from the school in which case the case will be heard by the full School Meeting or Parliament – something else that exists in all the democratic schools that I have visited where one person (of any age) has one vote. When I visited Sudbury Valley school no-one could remember the last time that any student had been excluded. But – and this is the point - students who had transferred to the school after being bullied very badly at regular high schools in nearby towns said that the one single thing that made them feel safe at Sudbury Valley and that they belonged was the JC.

I am running out of space now and must bring this article to a close. I will do so by just saying how pleased I am that the question of how to make our schools and school systems much more effectively democratic is being taken so seriously by OBESSU, many national school student organisations and of course the Council of Europe. Those who do not value democracy should try living under some of the other regimes that have only too recently existed and still do exist on this planet of ours!    
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