Teacher Education Quarterly, Fall 1994

The Democratic Class:
Social Infrastructure
Developing Social Architects

By Darrol Bussler

During the past year, | have conducted an experiment with students in my
teacher education classes and with community leaders in workshops. Participants
are divided into small groups and told that their group is now the cabinet of
education in one of three countries: Cuba, Libya, or Iraq. Their task isto determine
the qualities and characteristics their systems will develop in studentsin order to
become citizensunder Castro, Gaddafi, or Hussein. Theresponsesare consistently
the same: devel op studentsto accept and to do what they aretold, not to think for
themselves, not to question, and to be passive. It is the next step that becomes
alarming. Participants are asked to raise their handsif they believe amajor part of
their education experience has been as the one they described for their dictatorial

system. Nearly all hands are raised, every time. That

[ isthe nature of the problem that causesmeto raisea
Darrol Bussler isan question: areour school systems, generally, devel op-
assistant professor in ing citizensto function in adictatorial society rather

educational foundations than ademocratic society? Inthisarticle| proposea
and communityeducation  theoretical framework for the practice of democratic
at Mankato State decision-making by teacherswith studentsasabasis
University, Minnesota. for learning. The framework has been developed
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through practice in elementary, secondary, and university classes, and in commu-
nity groups.

The problem identified above is not new. William H. Kilpatrick (1940),
colleague of John Dewey, saw the problem over 50 years ago when he stated: “As
it is, school-room and school system are but too often benevolent autocracies. A
line-and-staff administration, borrowed from the army, seeks to turn out a mass
productionof |earning, essentially onafactory basis’ (p. 3). My studentstel | methat
the majority of their educational experiences are as Kilpatrick described 50 years
ago: autocratic as the army and factory-like, resulting in passivity in the learning
process.

Thereisevidence that indicates that how we are schooling may be a cause for
producing passive Americans in our democratic process of government. First, let
us consider evidence of passivity in the democratic process and then consider a
possiblecause. Henry G. Cisneros(1991), whileserving aspresident of the National
Civic League! in 1991, reported that “...only 40 percent of Americans eligible to
vote do so in General Elections—down from 85 percent in 1952. It is a source of
shame that fewer young people have voted in every election, every year, consis-
tently since 1972” (pp. 10-11). A conclusion about the cause may be drawn from
research that indicates apossibl e correl ation between experiencesasastudent and
later behavior asan adult. RenéHersrud (1991) reports on research which indicates
that “...students who actively participate in the discussion and resolution of
problems at classroom, school, and community levelsare morelikely to participate
inthedemocratic processasadultsandto devel op moreaccuratesocial perceptions
which ground their thinking about the social and political environment” (p. 22).

The past experiences of passivity in the learning process reported by my
students and the statistics cited by Cisneros provide the basisfor achallenge. We
return to Kilpatrick (1940) who defined the challenge:

Only as it [democracy] is lived can it be learned. Specifically, every school
procedure must embody democracy, and al concerned with any decision should
share, actualy, in the making of it. On this basis alone should teachers work and
pupils study. From these various considerations we conclude that democracy isa
faith not yet thoroughly accepted, a hope as yet only partially justified, and a
program that largely remainsto be made. What is thus lacking exactly defines our

duty. (p.3)

Kilpatrick’s reference to learning democracy by living democracy is an echo
from earlier writings of T.V. Smith and Eduard C. Lindeman (1926) who advanced
the ideals of democracy in The Democratic Way of Life. They concluded their
discussion with seven propositions, the final one relating to democracy and
education: “ The modern democratic way of life can be realized in this age of self-
consciousness only if its precepts and way of living are incorporated in the
educational system” (p. 148).
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From the preceding referenceswe may conclude: if society isto bedemocratic,
schools must be democratic. From the perspective of reconstructionist philosophy,
adual challengeisin order: change our schools to change our society.

Reconstructionist Philosophy and Restructuring

Reconstructionist philosophy, by itsvery name, impliesattention to structure;
more specifically, restructuring with an accompanying action to achieve change.
Reconstructionists Theodore Brameld and George S. Counts referred to the dual
challenge. Brameld (1950), considered the primary spokesperson for reconstruc-
tionism, referred to theneeded changein school structurewhenhestatedthat “...our
central contention [is] that Americacan no longer afford to accept as satisfactory
theprevailing structure of itsschool s, and thereforethat somekind of new structure
must be erected in its place” (p. 2). Earlier (1932), Counts called for a change in
societal structure by having the school build anew social order inDarethe School
Build a New Social Order? The reconstructionists' call for change in school
structure and change in societal structure provides the basis for two structural
metaphors proposed in this article as a framework for decision-making from
planning to evaluation of action.

Thefirst metaphor isinfrastructure. Just aswerefer to physical infrastructure
such asroads, water and sewer systems, parks, and public buildings asabasisfor
community development, so | propose that we develop the social infrastructure
in our classrooms as abasis for development of change in school and society.

The second metaphor refersto the peopleinthisinfrastructure. | propose that
weview theseindividual s—students and teachersin the classroom, and citizensin
the community—as social architects who serve as the agents of change in
developing and workinginthesocial infrastr uctur eof our classroomsand society.

Basic to understanding the infrastructure for ademocratic classisadefinition
of democracy and areview of the research base for that definition.

Definition and Research Base

For many Americans, democracy isahousehold word, and timeisusually not
taken to define household words since it is assumed that everyone knows their
meaning. In regard to the meaning of democracy there is not a clear common
understanding. Evidence to support this assertion is consistently reported by my
graduate students who randomly ask several peopleto explain or to define demo-
cracy. They are asked not only to note the verbal responses but to observe non-
verbal reactions.

Studentsreport that the majority of the responsesrelateto voting, themajority
rules, and government of, by and for the people. Beyond that, there isno common
basi sfor definitionintheresponseswhich studentsreport. Reactionsof interviewees
raise a question. Students report that there is a tendency for interviewees to not
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mai ntai n eyecontact when responding tothequesti on. Somestudentsdiscover that
when they begin to write the verbal response on a pad, interviewees react with
statementssuchas” Don’ twritethat down...yet.” I sthetendency nottomaintaineye
contact and not wanting their response to be written an indication that they are
uncertain?Without exception, thestudentscometo concludethat most of thepeople
they interview cannot explain or define democracy.

The confusion is not without reason. One cause for confusion isevident in a
film series produced by Democracy Films Limited (1989) entitled “ The Struggle for
Democracy.” In one part, the host takes viewers to three countries, each country
reporting it is a democracy: Libya, East Germany, and the United States. After
observing practicesreferredtoasdemocracy inthesethreecountries, it appearssafe
to conclude that three different views exist, specifically, in the relationship of
citizens to the authority of the state. How does one define it?

If we encourage teachers to implement democratic classes, the basis for
practice must be grounded in definition. The following definition is offered:

Democracy is the practice of a social, ethical process of mutual influence in
decision-making toward positive ends for self and society.

A key wordinthisdefinitionissocial , sinceitisthebasisfor theprocessof influence
in ademocratic class. In short, areconstructionist explains the democratic way as
“social democracy.” A European coll eague hassuggested that abetter word choice
might be* sociable democracy,” indicating that participants aresoc able (Latin root
soc: societas, being associated in common purpose; sociare, to share; socius,
partner). The emphasis upon “ability” appears noteworthy sincethe research base
for this article is based on the concept of sociability.

The research base for social democracy, as described in this article, isrooted
in the 19th-century classical work of Russian Prince Peter Kropotkin. Theintent of
Kropotkin’s research was to support Spencer’s “survival of the fittest,” a phrase
based on Darwin’s view. However, Kropotkin's research of insects, birds, and
mammal's, along with research of human groupsranging from savagesto 19th- cen-
tury life, resulted in adifferent conclusion. According to Kropotkin (1902): “1 failed
tofind—although | waseagerly looking for it—that bitter strugglefor the means of
existence, among animal s bel onging to the same species, which was considered by
most Darwinists (though not always by Darwin himself) asthe dominant character-
istic of strugglefor life, the main factor of evolution” (p. vii). Rather than the strug-
glefor existence asthe main factor of evolution, Kropotkin concluded that cooper-
ation, or “mutual aid” (sociability), among animals belonging to the same species
or society was as much alaw of nature as mutual struggle, or competition. Indeed,
Kropotkin offers countless examplesin which sociability, which manifestsitself in
cooperation, isthedominant factor. Kropotkin observed that those specieswith the
highest sociability werethosewiththe greatest numbers; sociability appeared to be
abasisfor survival. The thesis of hiswork may be concluded as follows:
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the greater the sociability of a species, the greater its intelligence; the greater its
intelligence, the greater its chance for survival.

In other words, the more we talk to each other, the smarter we can become; the
smarter we become, the greater chance we have to make it. Although Kropotkin's
researchwasdone 100 yearsago, it continuesto be accepted and used. For exampl e,
sociologist Alfie Kohn inNo Contest: The Case Against Competition(1986) refers
to Kropotkin directly and echoes Kropotkin's theme of sociability as a basis for
development and survival (p. 21).

Sociability, or what | term “the social factor,” plays a significant role in the
democratic class. The social factor determines the nature of relationships, more
specifically, the means of social control. When | introduce the democratic class
concept in classes and workshops, | ask participants if they see a relationship
between control and democracy. Theinitial response from participantsisthat they
do not see arelationship, but do see one between adictatorial system and control.
Inorder to assist participantsto understand the social factor and itsrelationship to
social control, the following comparison has been helpful in pointing out that
democracy isaform of control and that implementing a democratic class requires
aform of socia control:

Social Factor in ThreeFormsof Social Control

dictator ship(autocratic) | democracy(democratic) laissez-fair e (permissive)
social factor: low to none | socid factor: high social factor: low to none

It should benotedthat thethreeformsof social control arebeingrepresentedintheir
absoluteformwiththerealizationthat there can be, and usually are, rel ative degrees
of the other forms within each, as will become evident in the discussion of social
control in the democratic class later in this article.

In the three forms of social control presented above, the degree of the social
factor isindicated. A dictatorship, generally, wants no interference fromthe public
and those in a laissez-faire system want no interference from the government; in
their absolute form, these means of social control are anti-social. In contrast, one
could say that democracy thriveson“interference”; thatis, it thrivesonbeing social
inorder to achievethebest possible outcomes. Democracy isbased ontheideathat
eachindividual has afair chanceto influence decisions, that those in the minority
have the right to challenge those in authority in order to influence decisions.
Democracy isbased ontheideathat moreintelligent decisionsare possiblethrough
the interchange of diverse ideas. Kropotkin’sthemeis evident: the more social,
the more intelligent.

Thereferencetothesocial factor |eadstoadiscussionontheroleof theteacher.
In order to help students examine the teacher’ srole, I’ ve devel oped the “ Teacher-
Student Relationship Model” that becomes a visual meansto show how weinflu-
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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ence and are influenced. For teachers, it can be a quick test to determine their
primary form of social control—their relationship with their students.

Themodel isbased ongrammar. Weknow that prepositionsaretherel ationship
wordsinthe parts of speech, such asover, from, around, through. If Sally givesthe
ball to Tom, then the preposition to shows the relationship of the ball to Sally and
Tom, and the preposition will probably give someindication about the relationship
between Sally and Tom.

In the “Teacher-Student Relationship Model” there are three choices of
prepositions: to, for, with. In the classroom my choice reveals my relationship with
my students. | can choose to do thingsto students, for students, or with students.
If | consistently chooseto do thingstoorfor students, | havemovedinthedirection
of adictatorial, autocraticformof social control. If | consistently choosetodothings
with students, | have moved in the direction of ademocratic form of social control.
Inthetoor for position, the social factor islow to none; in the with position, the
social factor is high.

Teacher-Student Relationship M odel

tostudents for students with students
dictatorial/autocratic dictatorial/autocratic democratic
social factor: low to none social factor: low tonone | socia factor: high

My work in the classroom and community reveal s that our present education
system is primarily doing thingsto and for students. When | asked students and
community members which preposition describes their educational experiences,
the responseis overwhelminglyto andfor . Many participantsreport that they have
never experienced ademocratic class? Their reportsreflect Howard Flantzer’ sview
(1993): “Educators see high school students doing hard work, while students see
themselves serving hard time” (p. 75).

The preceding discussion provides the basis for a reconstructionist view of
social democracy. In asocial democracy, the interpersonal relationships are based
onthe social factor where people do thingswith each other. In asocial democracy,
mutual influence existsin decision-making toward achieving positive endsfor self
and others. This decision-making process can begin in the planning stage and
continue through the evaluation of action.

The emphasis on relationship continues in this discussion, more specifically
with reference to an historical view of the teacher-student relationship and with a
proposal for a more holistic view.
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Teacher-centered, Child-centered:

Toward a Holistic Perspective

The movement toward a democratic class indicates that we are shifting to a
moreholistic perspectiveof theteacher/student rel ationshipineducation. Whenwe
scan the history of education we seethetraditional role of the teacher as practiced
by the essentialists where the focus is on the teacher, resulting in the “teacher-
centered classroom.” The shift to pragmatism in the late nineteenth century, and
later the progressive education movement in the early twentieth century, brought
thefocusto the other extreme with attention on the student, resulting in the“ child-
centered classroom.” From a social democratic perspective, neither of these
dualistic polaritiesissatisfactory sincetheform of social control iseither dictatorial
(autocratic) or laissez-faire (permissive). In a socia democratic structure, both
teacher and student are significant in the process of teaching and learning. A new
dialectic is needed which reflects a different philosophy from that of the essential-
istsand early progressivesin the progressive education movement.

Viewing the teacher/student relationship from a reconstructionist position, |
propose that a social democratic perspective of the teacher/student relationshipis
ashift fromtheteacher-centered classroom and the child-centered classroom to the
teacher-with-students-centered classroom. The plural is a result of the social
factor, sinceboth studentsand theteacher influence each other in decision-making:

Toward a Social Democratic Class

teacher-centered child-centered teacher -with-students-centered
essentialist progressive ed. reconstructionist: social democracy
movement

One may see the similarity of this perspective in the critical pedagogy of Paulo
Freire (1970) as expressed in the following:

Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher
cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with [emphasis added]
students-teachers. The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one
whoishimself taught in dial ogue with the students, whoin turn while being taught
alsoteach. They becomejointly responsiblefor aprocessinwhichall grow. (p. 67)

The teacher-with-students-centered classroom reflects some basic principles
in critical pedagogy. For example, David W. LivingstoneinCritical Pedagogy and
Cultural Power (1987) refersto the essence of critical pedagogy asthe“...empow-
erment of subordinategroupsthrough shared understanding of thesocial construc-

tion of reality” (p. 8). The teachers-with-students-centered classroom seeks to
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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“empower asubordinate group,” the students, which departs from the essentialist
position where power rests with the teacher, and departs from the child-centered
classroom since power, teaching, andlearning are“ shared.” Livingstonegoesonto
state that in critical pedagogy there are “...practical engagements in educating
oneself and others, and acting upon thisknowledgein particul ar social settings” (p.
223). Thecritical pedagogy emphasis on “educating oneself” and “acting in social
settings” refl ectstheimportancewhich reconstructionistsplaceon self-responsibil -
ity inlearning aswell as carrying learning into action, both in the school and inthe
society.

Basic to “acting in socia settings’ is decision-making which moves our
discussion to an examination of the social infrastructure which is necessary for
decision-making by teacherswith students.

Social Infrastructure

The social infrastructure for ademocratic class hasfour components: philoso-
phy, resour ces, structur e, and authority. Our discussion beginswith philosophy,
based on the view that our beliefs and values should influence our actions.

Philosophy: The philosophy for the social infrastructure of ademocratic class
isbased onthesocial ethic of democracy inwhichthereisadual focus: theintegrity
of the individual and the integrity of the group. This view is expressed in
reconstructionist thought beginning with Dewey (1916), who viewed democracy as
“an order of social relationships dedicated to the promotion of the individual and
collective interest of common folk” (p. 82). Brameld (1956) held a similar view:

Democracy is both individual and social. Each personality needs the greatest
possible equality of opportunity and freedom to solve problemsthat are distinc-
tively his; yet al so, heso much needs strength and experienceof other personalities
that, without them, his own freedom or equality is largely anillusion. (p. 47)

The dual focus in the social ethic of democracy—the individual and the
group—affects the second component of the social infrastructure in ademocratic
class: resources.

Resour ces: Theearlier discussion ontherol eof theteacher canbehel pful here.
Inthetraditional class, as practiced by esstentialists, the teacher isthe source and
resource; the teacher is the full mind. In contrast, resource becomes plural in the
teacher-with-students-centered class: minds of both students and teacher are
resources for information, knowledge, and skills as is evident in the earlier
reference to Freire.

In order for the teacher and studentsto function asresourcesfor each other, a
structure must be developed to allow such interchange. Structure becomes the
third component in the social infrastructure.
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Structure: Structure is vital in a democratic class. R.L. VanSickle (1983)
contendsthat “...democratic classrooms are highly structured classrooms” (p. 49).
Rather than a closed system as in the one-way-communication system of the
dictatorial class, the democratic class is based on an open structure where ideas,
including divergent ideas, are encouraged and supported. Freire (1970) calls this
structure “critical and liberating dialogue” (p. 52). Brameld (1977) holds the same
view and calls it consensual validation: “a theory of experimental inquiry
supplemented by much more concern for truth-seeking as an active social or
dialogic...process’ (p. 70). Brameld's (1964) consensual validation is a process
which| proposeasa“critical and liberating” dialogical structurefor the democratic
class:

...aprocesshy which | expressto othersone or more of my own value preferences,
each of which | define as a want-satisfaction, in the richest possible dialectic of
cooperative, open, searching examination—a process by which | also seek their
own evidence and reasons for sharing or not sharing in my preferences, and by
which we then try to reach whatever agreements or disagreements that we can
together, with a view to actions that will overtly dramatize our judgments and
thereby help to check them. (p. 162)

The concept of consensual validation is further clarified by David R. Conrad
(1976) in Education for Transformation: Implications in Lewis Mumford’s Eco-
humanism. Conrad provides ideas about how the structure for a democratic class
servestheteacher and studentstogether:

To validate the consensus on this issue, members might question the sources of
evidence received, and perhaps the speed at which consensus was achieved. Was
intimidation or manipulation used to sway people? If so, to what extent would it
invalidate the decision? Did members communicate freely? Was the decision
made because it was popular or because it was morally right? What values were
accepted as good and which rejected as bad or wrong? Was the consensus
consistent with the larger needs of humankind? Through empirical retesting and
thorough probing the consensus could become validated, or invaidated, as the
case may be. (p. 151)

It may be helpful to note that Freire and Brameld use the word dialogue and
not discuss. There appears to be good reason. Dialogue comes from the Greek
meaning “through talking” whilethe Latin root for discuss means* dash to pieces.”
Asmentioned earlier, democracy, asdefinedinthisarticle, isbased onthe principle
that the best possible conclusions can result from being open to diverse ideas, a
“talking through.” The open structure in a democratic class encourages the
exchange of ideas without fear of suppression by authority, which is the fourth
component in the socia infrastructure.

Authority: Before discussing the authority component, adefinition of author-
ity is necessary. When discussing issues of power and authority, | am careful to
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distinguish between the two. Although the two terms often appear to be inter-
changed, they are not identical. | view power as energy (electrical power; power in
nature such asatornado or aflood; human power opening adoor); | view authority
as the given right to control use of energy. This view is shared by Kenneth D.
Benne (1943) in his discussion “ Authority, Power, and Coercion”: “...authority is
present in those behavioral situationsin which obedience is granted by men [and
women] to other men [and women], to humanly contrived rules or to the social
group of whichthey areapart” (p. 145). Inshort, authority isgiven and can betaken
away by those who have given it. The democratic process of electing those to
represent us is one example.

The question of authority is usually the first one raised in my classes and
meetings on the democratic class: who' s in charge? The question about who'sin
chargeisusually theresult of aconcernabout losing control. Whenfirst introduced
to the idea of implementing a democratic class, the skepticism of some teachersis
oftenaresult of their fear that “ studentswill takeover.” Studentspreparing for their
student teaching are more often concerned about their having control than having
concern about how and what students will learn.

Who isinchargeinademocratic class?Based onthephil osophic, resource, and
structure components above, the answer is everyone to the extent of their interest
and ability. If only theteacher isin charge, we have moved to adictatorial direction;
if only the students are in charge, we have moved to alaissez-faire direction. The
democratic form of social control seeks to include all in the authority component.
Remembering that the social ethic of democracy requiresthat attention be given to
both theindividual and the group, all can be given authority to determine how they
will usetheir energy (power). Again, | emphasizethat thisisviewing thedemocratic
form of socia control in its absolute form, an ideal toward which we are working.

Now that we have (1) aphil osophic base recognizing theintegrity of theindivi-
dual and the group (2) where all are resources (3) within an open structure utilizing
consensual validation and (4) controlled by authority which hasbeen givento both
teachersand students, abasic question emerges. What doesademocratic classdo?
From a reconstructionist perspective, this is fundamental, for action must result
from ideas.

A basisfor human action is decision-making. In itsvery essence, that iswhat
asocial democratic class does: makes decisions. But so do classes governed under
other structures. How does the democratic class differ? It differsin how and by
whom the decisions are made, which takes us back to the four components
described above. With the emphasis on the social factor, the participants in a
democratic class make decisions with the involvement of everyone. Walter C.
Parker and Theodore Kaltsounis contend that “. . . the decision-making processin
democratic classrooms is, to a significant degree, decentralized” (p. 24). In a
democratic class, decision-making is group achievement accomplished through
the social infrastructure:
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Social InfrastructureCircle
Democratic Class
Based onDas Geheimnisder Finf Ringe, Poth (1976)

resources structure

decision-making

philosophy

Decision-making through the social infrastructure becomesthe basisfor how
group process is carried out in a democratic class; the process can begin with
planning and movethrough action, evaluation, and cel ebration. However, decision-
making isnot an end in itself; it must have areason, purpose, or desired outcome.
Brameld stressed the importance of ends in education. Building on an earlier
Kantian aphorism, Brameld (1950) held that “ Ends without means are empty, but
meanswithout endsareblind” (p. 239). In other words, there must be arelationship
between our action and the intended result, and action must have direction or it is
without focus. Somewhat earlier, Counts (1932) expressed a similar view when he
stated, “If an educational movement, or any other movement, callsitself progres-
sive, it must have orientation; it must possessdirection” (pp. 6-7). Likewise, Dewey
(1916) stressed direction: “Unless we know the end, the good, we shall have no
criterion for rationally deciding what the possibilities are which should be pro-
moted, nor how socia arrangments [sic] are to be ordered” (p. 103).

Basedontheabove, it appearsnecessary to becognizant of thereason, purpose,
end, or desired outcome of decision-makinginademocraticclass. | proposethat the
outcome for social democratic classes and social democratic schoolsis preparing
social ar chitects who have dispositions, skills, and knowledge to think and to act
in developing a social democratic society. The ideas and actions of the social
architects lead to development of social-self-realization in self and others. The
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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concept of social-self-realization was devel oped by Brameld and an explanation of
the concept may be hel pful in understanding itssignificance and itsrelationship to
the social infrastructure model.

Brameld' sidea of social-self-realization is one ideawith three components. T.
M. Thomas (1987), aformer student of Brameld, made a special point of thisin an
interview | conducted in earlier research. Thomas recalled a class session where
Brameld made a specific point, emphasizing that the hyphenswere used to empha-
size the interrel atedness of the three separate concepts and their fusion into one.
Nobuo Shimahara (1973) used a metaphor to describe social-self-realization as
“our bifocal vision of culture-and-personality” (p. 10). The hyphenation may be
noted; itsformis parallel to Brameld’ s social-self-realization; there is emphasis on
both the self and the group (social) in keeping with the social ethic of democracy.
The reference to realization meansthereisadesired end in which the self and the
group work toward achieving fulfillment. The outcome, or ideal, for the democratic
classisto develop socia-self-realization in students—social architects, who will
serveto develop the same in themselves and othersin society.

OutcomeCircle: DemocraticClass

~

socia architects social democratic society

social democraticclass

The Democratic Class: A Definition

For the past several years, I’ve tried to develop a definition which will not
become lost in theoretical language, is easily understood, and, most importantly,
easily remembered. | believe that a definition for a democratic class should be like
amission statement of an organization: short and easy to remember in order for it
to be practical in carrying out day-to-day actions. The following definition is
offered:

As often as possible, teacher and students, together, make decisions which affect
them.

The definition reflects a basic demaocratic principle: those who are affected by
a decision should have the right to influence that decision. At the heart of the
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democratic class is decision-making. Seth Kreisberg (1992), associated with
Educatorsfor Social Responsibility, holdsthe sameview: “...studentsneed to have
a voice in decisions which affect them and a real share of the decision-making
process. Taking the idea of shared decision-making seriously and applying it
extensively in schoolsand classroomsisamajor step in democratizing education”
(p. 28). George Wood (1992), coordinator of the Institute for Democracy in
Education, isin agreement: “ Thelocation of decision-making, about the thingsthat
really matter—curriculum, school organization, the budget, the evaluation and
treatment of students—must bemovedfromthestatehouseand central officetothe
schoolhouse and classroom” (p. 8).

The definition of the democratic class reflects the components of the social
infrastructure: (1) asocial ethic stressing the importance of the individual and the
group, (2) anopenstructure, (3) teachersand studentsasresources, and (4) teachers
with students having the authority to make decisionstogether.

Theintroductory phrase of thedefinition, “ asoftenaspossible,” wasnot apart
of theoriginal definition but wasadded theday following my experienceinan urban
elementary school. The first hour of class went well. Suddenly, | saw a weighted
tape dispenser coming toward my head, a pole from a school patrol flag aimed for
theback of astudent, and af our-foot garbagecanflyingthroughtheclassroomdoor.
I thought | was in a bad moviel The experience quickly helped me to realize that
democracy, as| defined it, was not and could not function in this classroom at that
moment. The experience hel ped meto realize that we must start where the students
are. If they come from authoritarian homes and classrooms, modifications may be
in order.

If 1 work in an authoritarian school with an authoritarian principal, modifica-
tionsmay beinorder. Insuch situations| find it hel pful to be guided by adefinition
of freedom, the source of which is lost in memory: freedom is defining my
limitations.® Once we know our limitations, we are free to act within those
limitations. Even if an authoritarian principal demands certain behaviors and
actions, | am free to think and act within and beyond those limitations. Ilse
Aichinger’s “The Bound Man” provides an image to illustrate the point as
interpreted by Karl and Hamalian (1965). In spite of being bound, the Bound Man
“...adapts. He makes himself a free man by working within the restrictions of his
bounds” (p. 29). Likewise, if we are working in a dictatorial school or in a setting
which demandstraditional “law and order,” we can remind ourselves of the Bound
Man and adapt; we can make ourselves free by working within the restrictions of
our school. The application of this view is reported in an ethnographic study by
Dorothy Engan-Barker Scholtz (1991) which concludes that educators are able to
manifest their beliefs in having students involved in decision-making within the
expectations of ablue-collar neighborhood demanding “law, order, and discipline.”

There are times, however, when the teacher and/or students may find limita-
tions dehumanizing. The imposed limitations may be external (the community, or
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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the school), or internal (in the class). Rather than merely adapting, the teacher and/
or students may need to live their convictionsand, as Freire (1985) states, “ engage
in denunciation and annunciation” (p. 55).

The concept of freedom and its rel ationship to the democratic class as defined
above, was recently reinforced for me in a conversation with a German colleague
who was a student of the school at Schondorf am Ammer see in southern Germany
during the Third Reich. The teacher of the school, an opponent of Nazi ideas of
dictatorial control and indoctrination, began a process to establish “a new order”
reflecting a more democratic system which included a student board elected by
students; the board had the authority to elect the principal . Thefreedomwhichthis
school practiced is exemplified by the fact that even though classrooms of Nazi
Germany were to have pictures of Hitler, this school did not. My colleague
remembers a time when a visit was to be made by Nazi officials. The teacher and
students quickly displayed Hitler pictures to satisfy the expectations of the Nazi
officials and continued with their learning as usual. The teacher and students of
Schondor frecognized thelimitations placed on them, met them in the eyes of those
placing the limitations, and continued their use of freedom as they defined it. In
sharing this experience, my colleague was quick to express a view which teachers
and students may find helpful: “freedom is not given; it is taken” (Jung).

The above example can helpillustrate the movement that existsin ademocratic
class. While the school generally practiced democratic principles, the teacher and
students quickly shifted to following directions of a dictatorial system, and then
returned to democratic practice. The democratic classis like aliving organism. It
isaways developing. It isnot athing. It isan ideal toward which we strive. Boyd
H. Bode (1935) captured thisideal in an article in The Social Frontier: A Journal
of Educational Criticismand Reconstruction:

[The] teacher has fulfilled his obligationsif he provides the conditions for sincere
and careful thinking, without assuming responsibility for theoutcome. (empha-
sisadded) Faith in democracy requires submission to thistest, without hedging or
qualifications. If weprofesstotrust theintel ligence of thecommon man, we cannot
refuse to risk the application of this test...If such a faith in intelligence is not
justified by theresults, wecan concludethat our belief indemocracy wasamistake.

(p-22)

If the democratic classis an ideal, a developing “organism,” should we not
view ourselves and our students similarly? We must begin where we are; and as
mentioned earlier, we must begin where our students are, realizing that we are
working toward the ideal of what we, individually and collectively are becoming.
For some time, | tried to develop images of the teacher-centered (dictatorial),
student-centered (laissez-faire), and teacher-with-students-centered (democratic)
classes. The teacher-centered and student-centered were easy; the teacher-with-
students-centered class seemedimpossible. Oncel remembered that the democratic
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class is living, | realized why | was having trouble; trying to “set it” was the
antithesis of what it is. One does not have a democratic class. One is democratic.
One does democratic decision-making. With the idea of the democratic classas a
developingideal, I’ veconstructed animageto support thisview. It hasbeen hel pful
to beginning teachers as well as experienced teachers to remind them of the
movement in the democratic class, including teacher-centered, student-centered,
and teacher-with-students-centered practice. Thedemocratic classcanmoveinand
out of all threeforms. But, always, thereistheideal of the students and the teacher
making decisionstogether, which may include decisions, at times, to havethefocus
ontheteacher or on the students.

DevelopingDemocraticClass

teacher-centered

teacher-with-
student-centered

student-centered

Adding the phrase, “as often as possible,” to the definition of the democratic
classprovidesthereminder of reality: studentsmay not beready, | may not beready.
More likely, however, being ready isamatter of degree. VanSickle holds the same
view:

...teachers and the classroom environment can be viewed on a continuum from

more to less democratic. Rather than attempting to set up an ideal democratic

classroom, it will be more useful for teachers to think about how to move from a

less democratic position on the continuum to a more democratic one. Given that

democracy isrelative, it should be useful to clarify the endpointsof the continuum.

(p.52)

Therefore, we begin where we are—experimenting, which is in keeping with the
nature of democracy itself. Once students and teachers begin to experiment,
positive changes can begin to happen asis evident in early research findings.

Early Research Results

A recent research effort was completed in which 37 teachers, including ele-
mentary and secondary teachers in urban, suburban, and rural schools, were
introduced to the concept of the democratic class using the definition given above.
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It must be emphasized that thisintroduction was only apart of oneclasssessionin
agraduate course with no specialized study of democratic methods. There was no
formal expectation that teachers would implement the concept, nor did they know
aquestionnaire would be sent ayear after they were introduced to the concept.

The teachers were asked to identify their beginning teaching as primarily
dictatorial, democratic, or laissez-faire. Over 75 per cent reported that they began
asdictatorial teachers. When asked if they had changed, 94 per cent reported that
they were using democrati c practicesbased onthedefinitioninthisarticle. Thenext
guestion focused on quantity and quality of work by students, and behavior of
students. Nearly 60 per cent reported that quantity of work increased when using
democratic practices while over 80 per cent reported that quality of work had
improved, and over 70 per cent reported that student behavior improved. Teachers
indicated that varied methodswereused todraw their conclusionsincludingtesting,
art work, portfolios, and observations. All teachersreported that they based part of
their conclusions on observation.

Teachers were given five areas to indicate when they utilized democratic
practices: making rules, enforcing rules, deciding what will betaught, deciding how
teaching/learning will be done, and evaluation. Over 80 per cent of the teachers
utilized democratic practicesin making classroom rules while 70 per cent enforced
the rulesthrough democratic practices. In the areaof content of teaching/learning,
democratic practices were used by over 37 per cent, while 59 per cent used demo-
cratic practices in deciding how teaching/learning would be carried out. Nearly 55
per cent utilized democratic principles in evauation.

The final question focused on teachers' perceptions of what students and
teachers were thinking/feeling about themselves when democratic practices were
used. Nearly 90 per cent of the teachersreported that students appeared to think or
feel better about themselveswhen the class used democratic practiceswhile 83 per
cent of the teachers reported the same about themselves.

From these early results, which | recognize are self-reports, the teachers have
increased their use of democratic practices and report:

> quantity of student work increased.
> quality of student work improved.

> student behavior problems decreased .

Democratic practiceswere used most oftenintheareaof making and enforcing
rules, and |l east often in determining what would be taught. The latter, no doubt, is
a result of school-designed curriculum with teachers expected “to cover” the
material.* This raises a question about who determines what is taught. How can
democratic practices be increased in determining content?

It seemsimportant to notethat while many teachersdid notinvolve studentsin
determining what would be taught/learned, many more teachers saw their freedom
to exercise democratic practice inhowteaching/learning would be done, and inthe
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evaluation of student work. These teachers appear to have practiced the definition
of freedom cited earlier: defining their limitations and then practicing freedom
within the limitations. The “bound teachers” increased their use of freedom.

Especially noteworthy is the response of teachers concerning how they and
studentsfelt or thought about themsel veswhen using democratic practices. The 83
per cent responsein teachersthinking/feeling better about themselvesprovidesan
indication that the practice of democratic principles will continue. Theincreasein
quantity and quality of student work would indicate the same. In a time when
behavior problems (control) seem to take so much time from teaching, the reports
from theseteacherswould indicate that more democratic practicescan significantly
improve how teachers and schools respond to the problem of negative student
behavior. One might conclude that rules become internalized rather than remaining
an external imposition.

Theissue of control isatheme which deserves special attention> Beyond the
research project cited above, | have been carrying on informal research in my
classroom with teacher education students. Many of my students practi ce democ-
racy in their roles as coaches, tutors, parents, and workers in child-care centers.
Studentsreport that when peoplearegiven morecontrol intheir learning andliving,
behavior problems decrease. The age of students does not appear to be a factor.
Severa students who are working with three-year-olds in child-care centers are
finding that behavior problems decrease when children are given choicesand have
some control in their experiences.

Theidea of choiceisbasic in democracy. For those beginning to think about
moving inthedirection of ademocratic class, making decisions about the available
choicesisafirst step.

Choices: Steps Toward the Democratic Ideal

Thedemocratic classisanideal, asisthe democratic state. Reconstructionists
view such ideals as utopian; however, a word of explanation is in order. The
reconstructionist concept of utopiais described by Shimahara (1987) as “...what
doesnot exist, or whatisto be.” Thereconstructionists’ utopiaispossible. Brameld
(1965) states that it is not

“...an escape from reality—to castles in the air or dreams of heaven on earth.
Rather, the utopian attitudeis, in Hegelian terms, akind of adialectical polarity to
theideological attitude. It may, indeed, function both as critique of and corrective
for the obsol escences and distortionsthat it discoversintheideological portrait of
agiven culture.” (p. 151)

Some may describe the reconstructionist view as radical, meaning extreme. A
reconstructionist view of radical is given by Shimahara (1987): “By radical is
meant going to the root, asking fundamental questions.” Reconstructionists con-

tend that we must “go to the root”; we must practice what we say regarding
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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democracy; we must question how we are educating for a democracy.

For the traditional teacher, a democratic class may appear impossible. Others,
such as Mary Anne Raywid (1976), contend the democratic classisa* mistake, or
misnomer” because of “incompatible, self-contradictory notions’ (p. 38). Raywid
and those of similar mind may consider ademocratic classan oxymoron; it need not
be. It may be helpful to remember that we have freedom within our limitations; we
can choose to begin with a beginning we choose, working toward theideal . There
are at least seven general choices available to ateacher-with-students-class:

1. Settingrightsand responsibilities(rules, guidelines). Thisisthedeparture
fromtheteacher-centered classinwhichtheteacher says, “ Herearetherulesfor this
class.” Itisalso adeparturefrom the child-centered classwhichisbased on “ What
would you like to do?’ In the teacher-with-students-centered class, mutual influ-
ence determinestherightsand responsibilitiesfor the class. Shelley Berman (1990),
former secondary teacher and a founder of Educators for Social Responsihility,
begins his classes with this question: “What guidelines could we establish for
ourselvesthat would not only makethisaproductive classbut would al so makethis
asafe place for peopleto share what they are thinking and feeling, and asafe place
for people to make mistakes and learn from them?’ (p. 11) The pronoun we
indicatestheteacher-with-students-centered approach.

2. Enforcing, monitoring rights and responsibilities. When students are
given authority to determine guidelines or rules in a democratic class, it is not
uncommonto find that students often enforce decisionson rightsand responsibili-
tieswith little or no assistance from the teacher. One teacher in the research cited
above called this “positive peer pressure.” For example, a high school teacher
colleague recently had such an experiencein her family living class. Studentswere
givingreportsontheirfood projectswhenastudent | eaned over tomy colleagueand
burped in her face. The traditional teacher would “take charge” and the conse-
guences might be detention or expulsion. In this class's social infrastructure, my
colleague didn’t haveto do anything. The studentstook action by recognizing the
behavior of the student as inappropriate and reprimanded their peer. Later in the
year, my colleague told me about one of the best holiday gifts she received: abag
of cookies made by the burping student.

Once rights and responsibilities are established, the teacher-with-students
must also monitor the process. This can be accomplished through community
forums, set at regular times or called as needed. Forums provide the community of
learners the opportunity to evaluate how the group is functioning, to determine
whether any changes need to be made, and to recognize and to cel ebrateindividual
and group achievement.

3. Deciding what to teach, what to learn. This may be the most difficult
choice to make since many of us are given a curriculum to implement, material “to
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cover.” Again, when remembering “freedom within limitations,” teacher-with-
studentscan discusswhat isrequired of them by the system, achieveit, and usethe
remaining time for other choices. Asthe early research project revealed, quantity
and quality of work increased when students worked in classrooms using demo-
cratic practices.

An additional point needs to be made in regard to content. From a
reconstructionist perspective, merely continuingtoteach what oneistold may need
to be challenged when the content is no longer viewed as useful, or appears
dehumanizing. Teachers and students may need to “ denunciate or annunciate” for
change through a social democratic process.

4. Deciding how to teach, how to learn. The research of Howard Gardner
(1988) in multiple intelligences can be helpful here, reminding us about the varied
preferences students have in how they learn. The work of William Glasser (1969,
1984, 1986, 1992, 1993) can be helpful, too. Glasser’s emphasis on self-responsi-
bility in learning reguires that students make decisions about their learning. In a
recent workshop, Brad Greene (1992), consultant for the Quality School Consor-
tium, wasasked what hesuggested whenteachersaretold theoutcomesstudentsare
expected to attain. He replied, “ The teacher and students determine how they’re
going to meet the outcomes.”

5. Deciding how to evaluate teaching and learning. Again, thisis adeparture
from the teacher-centered class where the teacher, alone, evaluates student work.
In ademocratic class, students are actively involved in the evaluation process of
their work and the teacher’s work. Glasser’s (1993) view, based on W. Edwards
Deming, is that no human being should ever evaluate another human being.
Glasser’ sintentistodraw attentionto student self-eval uation of work and behavior.
For my purposes, | have redefined his reference to Deming as “no one has aright
to judge another person.” | do give feedback to students, but only after they have
evaluated their work. At the beginning, thisis difficult for some students. Periodi-
caly, I will receivean eval uation from astudent who states, “ We' redoing hiswork;
that’ s what he’ s hired to do!” However, over time, nearly all students approve of
theirinvolvementintheprocess. They beginto seetheval ueof processand product
asopposedtomereproduct. Alongwith self-eval uation, theincreasing emphasison
authenticassessment appearsto beapositivechangeinhow eval uationispracticed.

6. Discovering the why of what to teach, what to learn. While much
emphasis appears to be placed on motivation in teaching and learning, a basic
method for motivation is often overlooked: discovering the why of what we are
expected tolearn. My studentsreport that they rarely have been given areason for
their learning other than “you’ll need it some day” or “because | said so0.”

Viktor E. Frankl in Man’s Search for Meaning (1962) provides a reminder
about the power of thewhy. In hisdescription of World War 11 concentration camp
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situations, Frankl reportsthat those who found ameaning in their existence tended
to survive longer than those who had no why. Frankl refersto Nietzsche' s words:
“He who has a why to live for can bear with almost any how” (p. 76). Alfie Kohn
(1993) relates the power of why in teaching and learning:

Last, and most frequently overlooked, is the need to involve students in talking
about why they arelearning. Few aspectsof education aremoreimportant than the
“participation of the learner in the formation of the purposes which direct his
activities in the learning process,” as Dewey put it. Children should be given a
voice not only about the means of learning but also the ends, the why as well as
the what. Even very young children are “curriculum theorists,” according to John
Nicholls, and there may be no better use of classroom time than a sustained
conversation following someone’ s challenge: “Why do we gottado thisstuff?’ (p.
13)

7. Developing democr acy liter acy. Regardless which of the above choicesare
made, | find it necessary to use language which | refer to as“democracy literacy.”
We have computer literacy, work-place literacy, cultural literacy and so forth. The
attentionto literacy isbased onthe belief that one must understand thelanguage of
asubject in order to function effectively and efficiently in that subject.

Democracy literacy isabasi c tool which can hel p students connect democratic
practicesin school with experiences outside of school. Because | find that many of
my students are not used to transferring what they learn in the classroom to their
lives outside of the classroom, democracy literacy provides a tool to make the
connections. The first word on my democracy literacy list is democracy. An
example from a community workshop can make the point. After the concept of
democracy was introduced as a basis for action in the community, a participant
shared her nugget during reflection: “Now | know that’ swhat I’ m doing, and noone
canpossibly beagainstitwhen| explainthatit’ sdemocracy!” Her awarenessof the
concept, and equally important, her plan to use the language (democracy literacy)
became atool to help her in her community work. | propose that we—teacher and
students together—begin to identify words and phrases such as democracy,
specifically social democracy, which is based on dialogue to achieve consensus
indecision-making, and usethesewordsto devel op democracy literacy inbringing
about change in how we teach, learn, and live.

Theseven choicesdescribedinthepreceding paragraphsaredesignedto assist
theteacher and studentstoincreasedemocratic practice; the choicesaredependent
on where we are. VanSickle suggests “...a planned sequence of expanding demo-
cratic experienceswill be necessary. The precise nature of the sequencewill depend
onagiventeacher’ sexperience, self-confidence, and skill in using group processes.
Itwill also depend onthe age, maturity, and social backgroundsof the students” (p.
63). The following visual can serve as an aid in determining direction.
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Circleof Choices
DevelopingDemocraticClass

what toteach/learn

enforcement howtoteach/learn

decisions

rights/responsibilities
(rules/guidelines)

evaluation
celebration

why of what/how

Conclusion: Time on Relationship

With the emphasis on educational reform, change, restructuring, improve-
ment, and transformation, a question emerges: Can the democratic class be one
means to improve the quantity and quality of student work while decreasing
behavioral problems and having students and teachers think and feel better about
themselves? Early research resultsindicate that the democratic class could be one
means to achieve such endsWhat | propose is that we move from teacher
education centers and schoolsthat place a singular emphasis on “time on task”
and begin to place equal, if not greater, emphasison “time on relationship.” |
propose that relationship is basic to content and that the developing democratic
class is a means to practice time on relationship.

If weareto survive asademocratic society, it seemslogical to believethat our
schoolsmust prepare democratic citizens. John Dewey remindsusthat “ democracy
hasto be born anew every generation and educationisthemidwife” (cited by Curti,
p. 499). In the democratic class, the midwife thinks and acts within the social
infrastructure, to develop social architectswith dispositions, skills, and knowledge
to develop the social democratic society.
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Notes

1. The National Civic Leagueisanon-profit, non-partisan educational association of indivi-
duals and organizations which seeks to promote the active involvement of citizensin
the governance of their communities. Their offices are located in Denver, CO.

2. William Glasser discussestheto-for-with concept inControl Theory: A New Explanation
of How We Control Our Lives (see pp. 188-189). William A. Lofquist discussesyouth
as objects, recipients, and resources which corresponds to the to-for -with framework
in New Designs for Youth Development (see pp. 3-6). Alfie Kohn aludes to the same
in Choices for Children: Why and How to Let Students Decide, Phi Delta Kappan, p.
10.

3. The definition of freedom in this article is based on “the power of effective choice.” For
adiscussion of definitions of freedom see Vynce A. Hines, A Summary of Democracy
in Theory Into Practice.

4. There are severa curricula available which focus on the democratic process in the
classroom. The following are recommended: We' ve Got the Power: Skills for Democ-
racy, 1992, League of Women Voters of Minnesota Education Fund, 1992; Taking
Part: An Elementary Curriculumin the Participation Series, 1991, Educatorsfor Social
Responsibility; Making History: A Social Sudies Curriculum in the Participation
Series, second printing 1987, Educators for Social Responsibility.

5. Democractic decision-making in the class is considered a basic means for socia control
in aschool. Other meansinclude students being involved in site-based decision-making
teams, andinworking directly with boardsof educationin policy-making asispresently
being practiced in Minnesota public schools which were legidatively required to
involve youth in policy-making in 1991. Future articleswill be devoted to this subject.
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