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Equitable Schools for a New Dema

by Dennis Littky with
Samantha Grabelle

IRCLE, an organization focusad on the political

participation of young Americans, found that in
the presidential election year of 2000, only 42%
of all 18-24 year-old citizens voted, and in the non-presidential
election years of 1938 and 2003, just ower half as many vated
in local and state elections. CIACLE cites that nationally, youth
voting dedined by 13 percentage points fram 1973 to 2000.

Why don't poung people vote? I'l tell you. By the time tradi
tional high school students turn eighteen, they have had
minimal contact with demooracy. They have not experienced,
as it is defined by Wehstar's, an “eqquality of rights, opportu-
nity, and treatment,” nor participated in any form of “a
governmant by the people.” in school - the place where
young people spend so much of their lives — thiey hawve virtu.
ally no say in the real dedisions that affect their lives. Okay,
sure, they may get 1o dedide what play the theater troupe
will put an this year, or what the theme will be for the Spring
dance. But by the time they are old enough to cast thedr first
political vota, most kids have had absolutely no say in the
Eind of political and policy decsions that are made euery day
by principals, superintendents and boards of education They
hawve had no say in how the school budget i spent, no say in
the school's rules, no say in the way they're treated. And,
more impartantly, they have very little say in anything to do
with tha reason they spend all those hours in schoal in the
first place - their own paming. When it comes te demaocracy
in schools, student council elections and homecoming queen
ballats are not enough o prepare our youth to become actie
aitizens of a true democratic system, We are failing our stu-
dents when we give them these “fake” exercises in

Voting for Homecoming Queen Does No
Prepare Students for Democracy

demacracy. We are failing our future when we graduase mal-
ligas af young people who have so little understanding of
what it means to take control of their ewn lves that they
don't evan bother to show up at the vating booth when
impartant decisions are baing made about how thesy wil five
those lives.

50 Mt do wee bring real democracy inte our schoob? The
mest important way is by giving kids an equal vaice in deter-
mining the education they will recene there, Students must
ba given the opportunity to help detormane their awn cumiculz
All stisdenis must participate in the development of their awn
individualized learning plans. With the support of teachers
and others, students must be allowed 1o decde how they wall
reach the leaming goals sat by the school and how they will
reach thair own personal leaming goals, At The Met schaols
in Frovidende (and our similarly-modeled Big Peture Schools
around the country), every student sits down with hister
teacher and family and dewelops a learming plan based ansund
the school's formal set of kaming goals - goals ENCOMpassing
social, emgirical and quantitative reasoning, as well & persona
qualities and communication — that have been determingd 1o
be the student's best route to swcoess in college and the resl
world. These leaming plans form the basis of 2 personalized
curriculum that alleaws students to identify and work on ther
academic weaknasses, while developing and partac pating n
real world leaming expariences that match their strengths
ared interests.

Motice that | said the family is there too, contributing to the
deselopment of their child's lea ritinig plan, While we baliovs



sonses from the CES Nebtwork

andd respect that the child®s awn voice must be the koudest
because it is their life and ther future, we alsa respect the
parent’s right to participate in determining their chakd's
learndndg. If we truly balieve that the parent is the child's first
teacher, then we must respect them enough to allow them to
continue that robe throughout their child®s schooling. Their
right to help decide what hagpens te thelr chabd should ot
be taken away ance their child climbs aboard thesr fiest schoal
bus, And it goes further. When The Bet opened in 1996, i
was aur first group of parents who decided {within the con
fires of state and local policies, of cowrse) many of the
structures swe now take for granted. They were the ones wha
voted that schood should start for their chaldren at 2:00am.
They were ewen the ones who

decidad that they and

their chibdren should be

on a first-name basis

sl chocd sat The most important attitude that can
majority of them be formed is that of the desire to go
wanted, and in a

democratic schood,
that &5 what they got.

Every Mt school oper-

ates as a democracy, not just

im its relations with paremts and in the development of each
childs cwrriculum, but in the very day-to-day structures and
cultural practices. This year, one Met school made it dear 1o
the students on the very first day that this was thelr schoal,
ard it wiould be run anly with their ful ana' commitfed paric-
ipation, By the end of that August day, committees had been
farmed to focus on everything from schood spinit to discipline.
From that point forward, these students will know what it
means lo live, and vote, in a dernocracy. They will be asked o
make real decisions about the issues that affect them and
their felbow students. They will vote far change, and they will
decide when things are working well just the way they arc.
And they will see the results of their decisions {including seme
repencusshons they rmay not have anticipated). What better
baarning experience o prepare students for what it means to
e in a demacracy, and mare impartantly, parficisate in ane?

T create a democracy within a schoaol, those n power must
be willing to turm some of that power over to those for whom
the swchool was bullt in the fist place, and this must not be
wicwed as a boss. Teachers and principals who witness students
taking control over their own learning have ahways spoken of
these times as some of their greatest achicvements, & schoaol
dedicated to creating a system of dermocracy is a school that
will graduate elghiesn-year obds who will not only understand
the value of woting, bul will believe in the power of thelr own
woices 1o determine the course of their own lves, the haalth
of thair commumnity, and the future of socety

on learning. —tohn Dewey
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