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I. Introduction

On March 10th, 2009, US-president Barack Obama held a speech before the Hispanic 

Chamber of Commerce on a complete and competitive American education. In this speech, 

Obama explains in which way the school system in the United States has failed in the last few 

years and that extensive reforms have to be implemented to change the educational and – even 

more  importantly  –  the  economic  situation:  “For  we  know  that  economic  progress  and 

educational achievement have always gone hand in hand in America” (“President Obama on 

Education”,  2009, p. 2). He realizes that the problematic situation is not due to a lack of 

resources, but, according to Obama, that new investments,  working ideas and reforms are 

necessary. In effect, the President wants to expand the school day and year, provide teachers and 

principals with better training and more money,  and last but not least, give students more 

responsibility for their own education. He is also asking for higher standards and assessments, 

but at the same time for skills such as problem-solving, critical thinking and creativity to be 

expanded (“President Obama on Education”, 2009). In addition to Obama’s plans to change 

some aspects of the educational system, the American government under George W. Bush, not 

long ago, introduced new standards a school has to fulfill in order to receive federal financial 

support (“No Child Left Behind”, 2009). Consequently, students have to meet certain scores in 

examinations, because otherwise schools do not obtain financial aid from the government. This 

is the reason why there is no more room for creativity, innovation or individuality; the only thing 

left to do is to study for examinations. Further, it is doubtful whether students learn anything at 

all or whether they merely memorize facts and figures for a certain amount of time and forget 

about them soon after the examination (Ackoff & Greenberg, 2008, p. 23). At this point, I would 

argue that it is of significant importance to ask what education exactly means and what purpose 

it should have.  Also, the definition of education influences the meaning and relevance of 

Obama’s reforms. Obviously,  the reforms are contradictory to Obama’s aim of supporting 

critical and creative individuals. Should education only be reading, arithmetic and the mere 

memorization  of  facts  or  should  it  be  more  than  that?  Standardized  tests  only  produce 

standardized minds.1 What is the solution to this problem, which not only the United States 

faces, but Germany and most other states as well? What kind of reform or alternative to public 

schools produces critical, creative, responsible and confident adults? Alexander Khost, parent, 

teacher and founder of a democratic free school claims that “What America must strive for is the 

removal of coercion and assumption in the American school system” (“Reactions to Obama 

Speech”, 2009). He thinks that “[n]on-coercive educational alternatives have historically proven 

1  At least, this is what Alexander Khost claims (“Reactions to Obama Speech”, 2009).
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to produce responsible, astute, happy, and confident adults” (“Reactions to Obama Speech”, 

2009).

In this paper, I will focus on three different models of democratic education. The first one 

is the Sudbury model which is fundamentally based on democracy rather than being “just” a 

method in a regular curriculum. In this kind of school, students are educationally free; the 

school’s philosophy is that if children are given respect and responsibility, they return respect 

and embrace this responsibility. This trust and the belief that children are free human beings 

qualify them to decide for themselves what, when and how they want to learn (“Sudbury Valley 

School”, 2009). The second one is the democratic free school model, which has democracy as 

its core value as well, but is not as “radical” as the Sudbury model. At democratic free schools 

there is no curriculum except for the all-inclusive democratic system with the weekly school 

meeting at  its  core.  Similar  to the Sudbury model,  democratic  free schools are  governed 

democratically,  which  means  that  every  member  of  the  school  community  has  a  vote. 

Furthermore,  democratic free schools offer different classes, which are non-coercive.  That 

means that there are courses students can be inspired by, however, students are still free to 

choose whether they want to take a class or not. Still, even if taking a class, students are not 

graded (“The Brooklyn Free School”, 2009). Finally, the third model is called Konstanz Method 

of Dilemma Discussion (KMDD), which is a method within the regular curriculum and is 

conducted in regular public schools by specially trained teachers. In the KMDD, students are 

confronted with a dilemma which they have to discuss with each other democratically and 

respectfully (“Konstanz Method of Dilemma Discussion (KMDD)”, 2009). This procedure will 

be described in more detail later on.

Considering that it is of significant importance to see the models in practice in order to 

fully understand them and to see whether they work or not, I visited several Sudbury and 

democratic free schools in the United States of America. Also, I watched video recordings of 

Prof. Dr. Lind conducting the KMDD in Germany. While visiting, I observed how the models 

operated, and I interviewed students, teachers, staff and parents. In the following paper, I will 

compare these three different approaches of establishing a more democratic way of learning. 

Firstly,  I  will  introduce  all  three  models,  starting  with  their  theoretical  background,  their 

educational ideal and their intention. That is, what do the different models aim for and what is 

their philosophy? Further, there will be a description of the realization of the models’ theory, and 

how they are put into practice at school, focusing on how accessible these methods are and 

where the limits lie, both from a pedagogical point of view as well as from a standpoint that 

takes into account the social problems and underlying social structures as a whole. Following 
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this, there will be a more detailed report on my research procedure presenting, among other 

things, important characteristics, as well as mentioning advantages and disadvantages of this sort 

of research method, before concentrating on the results of my observations. These results will 

demonstrate how successful the different models of democratic education are in supporting 

students in becoming autonomous, self-reflecting and critical individuals. The findings will 

discuss if these three different methods could benefit from each other, and how, if possible, 

certain aspects of either method could be adopted by the other one. Last but not least there will 

be a discussion on the different models, followed by a conclusion.

Before introducing the models in more detail, however, I think it apt to discuss what 

precisely is meant by the concept of education first. In his speech, Obama claims that education 

goes hand in hand with the economy and that education should have the aim to create good and 

economically useful citizens for a country. Opposed to that, the social philosopher Theodor W. 

Adorno (1971),  who,  because of his  studies  on the authoritarian  character,  addressed the 

question of education, developed a stronger and broader concept of it, and argued that education 

should be the basis for people to become critical, autonomous and self-reflecting individuals. In 

addition, he argued that it is a sociological rather than a psychological phenomenon that a person 

develops this way. In other words, a person is not born more democratic or focuses more on 

moral judgment by nature than another person, but the development of these skills rather 

depends on a person’s environment and education. To achieve Adorno’s ideal of education, it is 

necessary to avoid authority, strictness and toughness. Instead, it is necessary to give people 

freedom and the opportunity to be individuals rather than forcing them to be part of a collective 

and therefore become materialized. However, this does not mean that Adorno supports egoistic 

behavior. Rather, he warns against blindly following the collective instead of being an individual 

within a community. Moreover, according to Adorno, a working democracy is only possible 

with responsible and mature people who are critical and able to question the majority’s opinion 

(Adorno, 1971). 

Another understanding of education can be found in John Dewey’s book Democracy and 

Education. John Dewey (1968), who was a leading representative of the progressive movement 

in U.S. schooling during the first half of the 20th century, states that societies use education as a 

way of social control, while education itself has no clear meaning until people define the kind of 

society they want to have (Dewey, 1968; Kesson, 2004). According to that, an appropriate 

school system in a democracy2 would have to be democratic and non-autocratic, with clear rules 

2   Although Germany and the United States of America are democracies, it is questionable in which way 
these democracies are consistent with this paper’s and the schools’ understanding of democracy.
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and respect for the individual rights of the students. Having these criteria fulfilled in a school, a 

student would be ready for society (Dewey, 1968). 

This paper argues in favor of a broader concept of education than Obama’s and draws on 

Dewey and Adorno. In other words, this paper supports the idea that education should help 

people to become critical, autonomous but also happy and satisfied rather than passive and 

economically useful people who blindly believe what authorities or the majority tell them. 

However, Dewey’s emphasis that education can be used to control people and that critical 

people might not even be wanted, since their questioning can be a threat for authorities, is a valid 

point. Therefore, it is even more important for a democracy to have an education which is 

appropriate for a democratic society, which means that education has to be democratic itself. 

This again means that students need freedom, responsibility and respect without coercion, 

authority and unnecessary strictness. 

At this point, after having proposed a rough concept of education, it might be useful to 

step back even further and define the term democracy. According to Abraham Lincoln, for 

example, a democracy is “a government by the people, of the people and for the people” 

(Vorländer, 2003, p. 10). That is to say, every individual has the same rights and the people are 

the ones that make a democracy work, not the authorities. Rousseau goes even further and 

identifies the people with the constitution, which means that a law which was not created and 

passed by the people but by an authority or a representative is not a law at all. In other words, an 

essential  feature  of  a  democracy  is  the  universal  access  to  a  share  in  decision-making 

(Vorländer, 2003). Therefore, every individual should have the possibility to participate in 

making decisions, independent of age, gender, race3 or class.4 Last but not least, John Dewey 

makes the point that “[…] democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode 

of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience” (Dewey, 1968, p. 87). Therefore, 

this paper understands democracy as a form of society in which everyone has equal rights and is 

able to participate in decision-making processes. Again, a democracy relies on the community 

and the people rather than on authorities or representatives.

After having defined the term democracy, this paper argues that most traditional public 

schools  are  indeed  not  democratic.  They  are  actually  autocratic,  lacking  clear  rules  and 

3  In this paper, the notions race and gender are understood as socially constructed rather than natural 
concepts. Nevertheless, even though socially constructed, these categories strongly influence the 
experience, self-concept and possibilities of individuals within society.

4  Even though, Rousseau identifies the people with the constitution, he does not include every individual 
in the people. This is, neither Rousseau nor the founding fathers included, for example, women’s or 
non-whites’ participation in their idea of the people, however, their idea of equality is the basis for a 
true democracy, where actually any individual is allowed and able to participate. In other words, there is 
a contradiction between standard and reality. Therefore, in Rousseau’s idea, the standard is much higher 
than it is actually realized. Nevertheless, his idea can prove useful to a true democracy.
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guidelines which apply for every individual equally, having no respect for the rights of young 

people. Beyond, regular schools do not prepare students for their lives after school, since the 

public school system does not reflect the “real world” – at least in democracies (Greenberg, 

1992a,  p.  15-16).  Beyond that,  the public  school  system in the post-industrial  era  is  not 

democratic but rather autocratic since students usually are not able to choose – or only in a very 

limited way – whether they want to study a certain subject area or not. Instead, students are put 

into closed rooms with other students of their age, forced to learn what everybody is supposed to 

know – also known as the curriculum. In addition, even if there is a decision-making process 

that involves students, the final say is still with the teachers, which shows that students and 

teachers do not have the same rights because of their age and the given hierarchy in the school 

system. According to Greenberg and Ackhoff (2008), the educational system is not realistic or 

even suited to prepare students for society later on. One point they make is that students are 

supposed to complete tests or examinations in complete isolation with no access to any resource 

other than their own mind and memory, which is the opposite of what will be expected of them 

in society. There they will have to be able to find resources and work with them (Ackhoff & 

Greenberg,  2008).  This  position  corresponds  with  Dewey’s  claim that  schools  must  stop 

isolating themselves and their students from society and therefore from reality (Dewey, 1968).

Realizing that the educational system is not appropriate for a democratic society, one 

could wonder why such a system was created in the first place. Daniel Greenberg, the founder 

of the Sudbury Valley School in Massachusetts, USA argues that the school system and its mass 

education approach is a legacy of the Industrial Revolution. The Industrial Revolution required 

masses of people who were able to handle the machines they were operating. The problem 

nowadays is that the machines and methods in the 18 th and 19th century were different from 

those in practice today. The machines we work with today are much more independent and less 

limited as well as our methods in order to be as efficient as possible. In other words, in the 18th 

and 19th century, machine-like people were needed who performed monotonous functions. They 

had to be just as interchangeable as those machines, whereas today those people are not required 

anymore. Again, the educational system responded to the needs of the Industrial Revolution. 

This means that education was merely all about reading, writing and arithmetic. These were the 

basics to be able to handle those machines, read instructions and make the necessary basic 

calculations, but also, as Dewey (1968) claims, to control the people; for instance to make 

people identify themselves with a particular nation in giving them propaganda to read. This is 

how compulsory education was created. Also, it supports Dewey’s position that there is not a set 

definition of education, but that it rather is a concept that has to be filled by every single society 
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(Dewey, 1968). Today, in the so-called post-industrial era, machines and industry have changed, 

but the educational system has not, even though society nowadays does not need robot-like 

people anymore, but rather “[…] people who are self-driven, self-motivated, responsible on 

their own, able to conduct themselves in an intelligent, creative, imaginative way” (Greenberg, 

1992b, p. 32) .

Since, even in democratic societies, public schools are not democratic, people cannot be 

expected to become democratic or to understand the idea of a democracy when they grow up in 

an autocratic system and consequently never experience democracy themselves. Therefore, 

democratic schools or methods which focus on democratic education are required to give 

students the opportunity to learn how a democracy works, and how to be democratic themselves 

in a school environment, so that they will be ready to become a part of a democratic society 

when they leave school. 

However, is democratic education possible at all, and if so, how could it work? There are 

numerous examples  that seem to show that this sort of education is indeed possible. For 

instance, there are schools that include some democratic methods in their usual curriculum, and 

there exist certain projects that focus on democratic behavior. Beyond, there are schools that are 

fundamentally based on democracy and do not only consider it a method, but have adopted it as 

a core value of how to structure education and school itself. In these schools, students decide for 

themselves what they want to learn and when they want to do it.  

II. Methodological Basics 
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In the following part, I will examine the philosophy or the theoretical background of the 

Sudbury schools, the democratic free schools and the Konstanz Method of Dilemma Discussion 

(KMDD). In other words, this study will try to find out what students are theoretically supposed 

to learn for the short term and in the long term, and how precisely these goals are expressed. 

Secondly, focus will shift to the methods required to achieve these goals and how they are 

realized. That is, what methods are used and how are these methods adopted.

II.1. a) Theoretical Background

Sudbury schools

The Sudbury model is named after the Sudbury Valley School, which was founded in 

1968 in Framingham, Massachusetts.5 In this kind of school, students are educationally free, for 

the school’s philosophy is that trust and the belief that children are free human beings qualify 

them to decide for themselves what, when and how they want to learn. Since children will have 

this responsibility to decide for themselves later on when living as adults in the “real world”, be-

coming empowered early on allows for them to have “real world” practice which will eventu-

ally make them experts in handling such responsibility. Moreover, the responsibility and free-

dom for one’s own education gives the students the opportunity to find an answer to the ques-

tion why one has to learn things at all (“Sudbury Valley School”, 2009).

The Sudbury philosophy is based on Aristotle, who argues that every human being is 

naturally curious. This means that the Sudbury model relies on the belief that learning is an 

innate part of living, which implies that people learn constantly (Greenberg, 1995). In other 

words,  people learn best when the motivation comes from within,  and not from external 

incentives like parents or teachers, which is why there are usually no classes offered at a 

Sudbury school. This kind of learning is called “student initiated learning” (Collins, 2006, p. 47) 

and can be observed in childhood development. For instance, a baby struggling to be able to 

walk and talk does not give up until it is finally able to take its first steps and pronounce its first 

words. According to the Sudbury philosophy, this inherent motivation to learn and develop does 

not end just by reaching school age (Collins, 2006).

The Sudbury model has a very unique understanding of boredom and learning. Boredom 

is not necessarily seen as a negative drive, because students only then can find out what they 

really want. Only when they are struggling with themselves and nobody tells them what to do 

are they forced to realize what they want from life. First of all, the model argues that children are 

5  Even though the original Sudbury school was founded in 1968 and therefore in a time of political 
movement and change, it insists on being apolitical. This however, applies only to the original Sudbury 
Valley School, but not to all Sudbury schools in general (Greenberg, 1992c). 
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learning constantly in everything they do. It is not automatically necessary to have a teacher who 

teaches students, but the main tool is the children’s curiosity and the outside world. 

[…] [I]n a Sudbury school, reading is seldom taught in the way we think of reading 
being taught. No teacher stands in front of 5 and 6 year olds and breaks down 
words into their phonetic elements. Instead, reading is part of the culture – just as 
talking is part of the culture (Collins, 2006, p. 46).

Secondly, this philosophy also claims that children will learn all they need and even more as 

long as they are left being themselves. Therefore, students at Sudbury schools do not differenti-

ate between play and work or learning and fun (Greenberg, 1995). “What is learned is the ability 

to concentrate and focus attention unsparingly on the task at hand, without regard for limitations 

– no tiredness, no rushing, no need to abandon a hot idea in the middle to go on to something 

else. This “lesson” is retained for life” (Greenberg, 1987, p. 81). 

All in all, it is very important for Sudbury schools to trust their students, grant them 

freedom and responsibility to satisfy their curiosity, and last but not least to prepare them for 

their adult lives. At the same time, students have to learn from the consequences of their  

decisions. This will make them aware of the power but also the dangers and difficulties of 

having a choice or a say in their own lives. The skill of mastering one’s life is therefore learned 

much earlier than in other schools.

Democratic Free Schools

In 1969, the time when the Albany Free School6 took shape, “[…] the diverse movement 

to bring about radical social change was more or less at its height” (Mercogliano, 1998, p. 1). 

Therefore, the school, which was founded in a time of political and cultural transformation, 

defined itself as being part of the progressive movement and is consequently influenced by 

several different alternative approaches like Summerhill, Montessori and others. This diversity 

of ideas and ideologies is consequently an important characteristic of democratic free schools 

and  underlies  the  position  that  there  is  not  one  single right  way to  approach  education 

(Mercogliano, 1998). 

Democratic free schools share several ideals and beliefs with Sudbury schools, but differ 

in many aspects as well.  In contrast  to  Sudbury schools,  democratic  free schools do not 

necessarily have an underlying method, but “mak[e] it up as [they] go along” (Mercogliano, 

1998). After several years of existence and after developing certain practices, those schools are 

6  The Albany Free School is the elementary program of the Harriet Tubman Free School (HTFS). The 
method of HTFS will be discussed in more detail later on.
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usually  very  flexible  and  open  to  change.  Furthermore,  those  schools’  style  is  more 

freewheeling and eclectic, which makes it impossible to put it in a concept. That means that 

there is no set methodology. Nevertheless, there is an ideal to be found at democratic free 

schools as well, namely to “[…] raise a generation of children free of race and class prejudice, 

free of an overdependence on material things as the basis for the good life, and […] embracing 

education as a process that encourages learning for learning’s sake and enables children to 

develop fully and authentically […]” (Mercogliano, 1998, p. 2).  Furthermore, social interaction 

is extremely important to democratic free schools: “We spend much of our time attending to 

emotional and interpersonal dimensions of everyday life in the school because we believe them 

to be the cornerstones of life and of all learning” (Mercogliano, 1998, p. xii). This statement 

reflects the similar understanding of learning in a Sudbury school, namely that one learns 

permanently in anything one does and that every person is unique and learns at his or her own 

pace. What should be noted is that even though many students7 of Sudbury and democratic free 

schools move on to college or university after graduating from school, and even though many 

staff members or teachers have a university degree8, academia is not the most important aspect 

at those schools. Instead, the academic world is often seen as artificial since education is rather 

grounded in living experience and the belief that life creates its own lessons for everyone. That 

is why “learning doesn’t require experts, […] college entrance doesn’t require prior formal 

schooling, and […] successful and satisfying lives don’t require college training” (Mercogliano, 

1998, p. xxiii). Also, the educators at democratic free schools believe that human lives are not 

externally programmed, but internally driven and directed. Eventually, democratic free schools 

are a living and dynamic context rather than a static structure or philosophy (Mercogliano, 

1998).  Moreover,  truth,  respect,  freedom, personal  power and responsibility are  important 

qualities in a democratic free school. However, this does not mean that the schools teach the 

students these qualities, but rather provide for and maintain an environment where students can 

safely work those qualities out for themselves. This represents the belief that every individual’s 

life belongs to him- or herself. In other words, those schools try to let the students be themselves 

and not to see them as projections of their own expectations. Last but not least, additional  

important  issues  at  democratic  free  schools,  for  example,  deal  with  handling  fear  and 

concentration. Beyond that, rethinking race and class, sexuality and gender are very important, 

which explains why democratic  free schools try to have as many students from different 

backgrounds as possible, regarding class, gender and race (Mercogliano, 1998).

7  For a more detailed number of how many students move on to higher education, consult: Greenberg & 
Sadofsky, (1992); Greenberg, Sadofsky & Lempka, (2005). 

8  For a more detailed description of the staff’s education, consult the schools’ websites.
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KMDD

The KMDD, developed by Professor Dr. Georg Lind, is a method of teaching democracy 

within an ordinary school curriculum. It has been inspired by Moshe Blatt  and Lawrence 

Kohlberg and is based on communicative ethics by Habermas and other methods (“Konstanz 

Method of Dilemma Discussion (KMDD)”, 2009).

Lind  argues that democracy is not based on individuals themselves but on the social 

environment, as well as moral principles and behavior suited to solve and settle conflicts. This 

is, democratic behavior is socially constructed and therefore can be learned, but it is not innate. 

Decisions in a democracy are not determined by one person who is in charge. Rather, they are 

determined by all of the members of a democracy, by discussing certain conflicts focusing on 

moral principles, which then become democratically decided laws. Developing moral principles 

this way leads to the willingness and the ability of people to act democratically in a consistent 

way in real situations. This means that people have to think about a problem and discuss it with 

others to then be able to solve it in the end, which is called moral democratic ability by Lind. 

This term implies the ability to make moral decisions that rely on inner principles to finally act 

according to these decisions (“Konstanz Method of Dilemma Discussion (KMDD)”, 2009). 

One of the KMDD’s main aims is to develop moral and democratic capacity to act, rather than 

just the ability to think. Moral capacity to act means the ability to use the moral and democratic 

knowledge gained at school or university instead of just being theoretically aware of moral 

thinking. In other words, the aim is to transfer theoretical moral thinking into real life moral  

judgment and behavior. Here, moral judgment means two things. First of all, it means to fulfill 

one’s moral principles by behaving according to them and secondly,  to judge and behave 

according to the particular situation even if the situation is emotionally influenced. This is why it 

is not helpful for instance to study how to argue and solve conflicts for an exam or homework, 

which usually is emotionally detached and unrealistic (Lind, 2003).

The KMDD is a method within the regular curriculum and is conducted in regular public 

schools. Furthermore, this method is performed by specially trained teachers, which will be 

discussed  in  more  detail  later  on.  In  general,  the  KMDD tries  to  bring  democracy  into 

classrooms and wants the lessons in a regular school to be more democratic. Therefore, in the 

KMDD, students are confronted with a dilemma, one which they have to discuss with each 

other so that they can find a solution democratically. To achieve this goal, it is very important to 

have an atmosphere where students are neither bored by nor afraid of learning. Further, in the 

KMDD, it is crucial that the person who leads the discussion chooses a suitable dilemma, which 

is intellectually challenging and enlightening at the same time. In contrast to the other two 
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aforementioned methods which deal with students’ real and everyday problems, a dilemma for a 

KMDD has to be semi-real. In other words, the protagonists are always fictitious, so that the 

dilemma activates moral feelings, but these feelings should not be too strong. These semi-real 

dilemmas with a high percentage of reality are the basis for being able to act according to 

someone’s  principles,  since those dilemmas support the moral  democratic  ability  the best 

(“Konstanz Method of Dilemma Discussion”, 2009). Also, it is significant that the focus lies on 

the conflict  itself  and not on a person. Therefore,  a basic rule is not to devaluate others. 

Nevertheless, it does not exclude emotions. In contrast, the method relies on the students’ moral-

affective attitude. Thus, it develops emotions of dilemma and conflict, but they are not focused 

on oneself like feelings of guilt, or on others such as feelings of hatred (Lind, 2003). Moreover, 

the KMDD’s focus lies on discussion on counter-arguments. This is because experiments have 

shown that arguments which disagree with one’s own opinion are supportive in developing 

moral thinking. Moreover, counter-arguments make people listen to other opinions and think 

them over. Consequently, these arguments should make people rethink one’s own arguments 

and opinions, and help them to consider revising them. Further abilities which are supposed to 

develop in working with the KMDD consist of being aware of one’s own principles and 

ideologies, to realize a situation’s circumstances, to find meta-principles or compromises if there 

are conflicts with principles on the same level, to be able to articulate one’s principles, and last 

but not least to listen to another person’s principles even if they are different than one’s own 

(Lind, 2003).

The KMDD can be conducted with people of almost every age. So far, the method has 

been practiced with children starting at the age of 7 as well as adults older than 70 years old. 

Moreover,  the group discussing a certain dilemma can be mixed as well.  For example a 

discussion  of  13-year-olds  mixed  with  16-year-olds  and  teachers  has  been  conducted 

successfully. Since diversity in age is one of the method’s aims, a more mixed group for a 

dilemma discussion should generally be organized. However, this might be hard to realize in 

traditional  public  schools,  since  students  are  usually  separated  into  age-groups.  Since  the 

KMDD is only a method within a usual school curriculum, it cannot replace any other subject. 

Even though the KMDD can be conducted with a focus on a certain subject it is rather supposed 

to sensitize people for democratic behavior in general and cannot be seen as a substitute for a 

subject’s content (“Konstanz Method of Dilemma Discussion (KMDD)”, 2009).
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Resume

Summing up, there are several beliefs in all three philosophies that are similar to each 

other. Firstly, all three models try to achieve a fear-free environment. Also, for all of the three 

models it is essential that students take on certain responsibilities, but have a large degree of 

freedom at the same time. Last but not least,  all three different approaches to democratic 

education support diversity. However, since the KMDD works within the regular school system, 

it  does not  have any influence  on diversity concerning age,  race,  class or gender  among 

attending students. The Sudbury schools and the democratic free schools, however, try to be as 

diverse as possible in all regards.9

At the same time, the models have a different understanding of learning and boredom. 

Both school models believe that people learn all the time in everything they do, but incorporate 

this belief differently. This is, the Sudbury model does not influence students at all, whereas 

democratic free schools offer students classes and activities, which, however, are non-coercive. 

The KMDD instead considers it important to have an institution where one learns democratic 

aspects; otherwise it is not possible to gain, for example, moral democratic abilities (Lind, 

2003). Furthermore, in the KMDD one tries to discuss dilemmas that are not boring, so that  

students do not lose interest in the discussion. At a Sudbury school on the other hand, boredom 

is not seen as exclusively negative as in traditional public schools. This is firstly because 

boredom is part of life and learning processes and secondly, only then can students find out for 

themselves what they want to do with their lives.

Last but not least,  a significant  difference is  that  the KMDD works with semi-real 

dilemmas for above mentioned reasons. In the school models, however, students are confronted 

with real conflicts and dilemmas in their everyday lives, since the models claim that one learns 

from reality the most (Greenberg, 1995). “For us at Sudbury Valley, exposure to reality is more 

important. For learning and growth, the everyday struggles, disappointments, frustrations, and 

failures are essential as – even more essential than – the happiness and contentment sought by 

others” (Greenberg, 1987, p. 101).  

9  A discussion of diversity and why it is important for the theory of democracy and not only for reasons 
of equality, will be given in chapter 3.
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II.1. b) Realization 

Sudbury schools

As mentioned before, the concept of democracy is a central aspect at Sudbury schools and 

is reflected in the realization of the school’s program. The Sudbury philosophy is realized on 

several different levels. There is no higher authority and no principal. The students and the staff
10 have an equal voice and equal votes in the decision-making processes. Here the weekly school 

meeting and the so-called Judicial Committee (JC) are extremely significant. Since Sudbury 

schools are participatory democracies, everyone in such schools – students and staff – has an 

equal representation and vote in weekly school meetings. On these days all of the school’s daily 

decisions are made there. It is chaired by a student who is elected as chair for a certain period of 

time. This procedure is comparable to that of a New England town meeting. Further, every 

student and staff member is allowed to attend the school meeting, although it is not obligatory. 

The JC, the process in which the school’s rules are enforced, varies from school to school again, 

depending on the size of the school and the number of students and staff.

The JC has the responsibility of ensuring that the School Meeting’s laws and 
policies  are  followed.  This  body  resolves  issues  through  investigation, 
charges,  and sentences.  There are  thorough reports,  motions,  and pleas. 
Students have responsibility to this body through membership, testimony and 
honesty (Collins & van Burek, 2006, p. 26). 

This means that when a student or staff member observes that a rule has been broken, that 

person writes a JC report and describes what, where and when something has happened and 

whether there are any witnesses. The JC investigates every report and then decides whether a 

rule has been violated or not. If the JC is convinced that a rule has been violated, the committee 

determines a sentence against that person (student or staff member) who they think violated the 

rule. Hereupon the accused can either plead guilty or innocent. If the person pleads guilty, he or 

she gets an appropriate sentence by the JC. If the person pleads innocent, a trial follows. Just as 

in school meetings, every JC member has an equal voice and vote, both students and staff 

(Collins, 2006). Ideally, it takes place everyday and consists of three to five students (including 

10  In a Sudbury school, teachers call themselves staff members, since the philosophy argues that students 
indeed learn, but are not necessarily taught. Further, staff members do not see themselves as people 
who should teach someone else and who know more than others, just because they are older. Rather, 
students and staff are all on the same level and there are not necessarily traditional classes where a 
teacher is necessary (J. Collins, personal communication). “Staff members are friends and playmates, 
sounding boards, counselors, parental figures, and most importantly, they hold the space that allows for 
freedom, trust, and responsibility to flourish in each and every student” (Collins & Van Burek, 2006, p. 
27). Further, “teachers can be other students at the school” (Greenberg, 1987, p. 20).
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two  JC  clerks11)  and  a  staff  member,  with  each  age  group  represented.  The  students, 

representing the different age groups serve on a monthly basis and the staff member rotates on a 

daily basis (Collins, 2006; Collins & van Burek, 2006).12 Every student and every staff member 

has to be in the JC at some point.

Moreover,  Sudbury  schools  do  not  have  a  coercive  or  pre-determined  curriculum. 

Students are responsible for their own education and decide themselves how to spend their time, 

what to learn and when. In addition, students are also responsible for their learning methods, 

their  environment  and  their  evaluation  –  at  a  Sudbury  school  there  are  no  grades  or 

recommendations and therefore students have to evaluate themselves.  In other words, this 

proves that students decide for themselves what is important for them to learn. For Sudbury 

educators it is of particular importance that the environment is a fear-free one, which is why 

students are responsible for it themselves, and can develop their environment in a democratic 

process. Moreover, the model has a strong focus on reality, since students make the actual 

decisions  about  running  the  school  and  sort  out  real  conflicts.  Therefore,  limited  or  no 

involvement by the parents in the Sudbury model is expected (Collins, 2006; Collins & van 

Burek, 2006). Apart from the start and end of the school day, the JC and the school meeting – 

which both happen at a certain day and time – no other events are scheduled times at Sudbury 

schools. This implies that there are no bells, periods, classrooms, teachers or classes – except for 

student arranged classes. Further, it is possible to apply for the school all year long and start 

attending right away, instead of entering only at the beginning of a school year. The number of 

students and staff varies from school to school as well. The smallest school in my sample counts 

seven students and four staff members, the biggest one has approximately 160 students and 

eleven staff members. Again, there are no grades, no rating, no recommendations or evaluation, 

aside from self-evaluation. 

Students at a Sudbury school can be four years old, nineteen years old or any age in 

between. At a Sudbury school, the so-called “secret weapon” is age mixing, which relies on the 

belief that no two people are exactly the same and that every person learns at his or her own 

pace. The logic behind this is that age mixing represents real life, since after graduating from 

school one usually has to work with people of different ages. Therefore, in a Sudbury school 

students interact and work with people of all ages as well as with the staff members and in no 

way see them as their enemies or competitors. In other words, instead of segregation by age, 

there is a community with different skills, abilities and interests. That is why in contrast to a 

11  Usually, the JC clerks are students and are elected for two months by the school meeting (Greenberg, 
1995).

12  This however depends on the size of the school and the number of staff. If there are only two staff 
members, it rotates anyway, but is not as diverse.
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traditional public school, there is no competition at a Sudbury school (Collins & van Burek, 

2006). This implies that students help each other, so that they, as a group, do not fall behind but 

progress. The reasoning behind this is that it is fun to work with people with skills of different 

levels. Another just argument is that it is satisfying to help one another and succeed in it. 

Furthermore, the social side of age mixing is very significant as well, since older children serve 

as role models or as an ideal for younger students and they are conscious of that (“Sudbury 

Valley  School”,  2009).  “This  enables  every  child  to  be  both  a  learner  and  a  teacher” 

(“Longview School“, 2009). Moreover, the model supports the belief that students of any age 

are able to take this responsibility, which means that responsibility is not a pedagogical tool to 

motivate the students, but it rather makes the students mature and ready for real life after school. 

Therefore, the model gives students full responsibility and freedom at the same time, so that 

every student is able to pursue his or her own path (Collins, 2006; Collins & van Burek, 2006). 

Finally,  explanations from student to student are often simpler and better, for there is less 

pressure and less judgment. Additionally, for children it is fun to teach and the one who teaches 

usually learns at the same time. Therefore, age mixing supports both learning- and teaching-

skills. As a result, at a Sudbury school even little children look adults straight in the eye and talk 

openly (Greenberg, 1995). 

Last but not least, since Sudbury schools are not financially supported by the state, these 

schools depend on tuition fees and fundraising. Nevertheless, the model’s philosophy supports 

diversity  as  much  as  possible,  which  is  why  most  Sudbury  schools  have  sliding  scales 

concerning tuition fee ensuring that everybody is able to attend such a school. Therefore, in most 

Sudbury schools, students only have to pay as much as they are able to pay according to their 

parents’ income.13

Democratic Free Schools

Similarly to the Sudbury model, democratic procedures run democratic free schools and 

every person has a vote in decision-making. At a democratic free school there is a weekly 

school  meeting,  which  differs  insofar  from school  meetings  at  Sudbury schools,  as  it  is 

mandatory. Usually, there is no Judicial Committee (JC) at a democratic free school, since 

conflicts are solved through mediation or council meetings. Mediation sessions are like small 

group meetings involving individuals who are in a state of conflict with each other. In addition, 

there is usually a student present who facilitates the meeting – the chairperson or facilitator – a 

teacher or intern, and optionally friends of each party, as supporters, can be present as well. This 

13  Unless otherwise stated, all information concerning the models’ structure, methods and routines etc. are 
based on my own observations.
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group then tries to solve the conflict in discussing and mediating the issues surrounding it.  

However, if the conflict is not negotiable, that is if the person who called the meeting does not 

say that he or she is satisfied, which means that the case is not solved, the conflict goes to an all-

school mediation, which is also known as a council meeting. A council meeting in simple terms, 

is an emergency meeting after other conflict  solving alternatives have failed. In a council 

meeting one can also change a school policy, i.e. change old rules or make new rules, assuming 

this change is supported by a consensus. Such a meeting can be announced by anyone at any 

time. Whenever a meeting is called, everybody has to stop doing what he or she is doing and has 

to make their way to the meeting room. Then several persons are nominated and a chairperson – 

usually a student – is elected. This chair has to recognize speakers, keep the discussion going,  

and maintain order at the same time. The student who called the meeting presents his or her case 

and a discussion with a majority vote follows. The meeting ends when the meeting’s initiator 

considers the problem to be solved (Suchak & Root, 2006). Solving conflicts is handled very 

strictly  in  a  democratic  free  school  and  everybody  takes  meetings  very  seriously.  Since 

everybody is allowed to run such a meeting regardless of age, it is an excellent way to practice 

leadership (Mercogliano, 1998). Further, “the council meeting structure serves a number of 

important functions in the day-to-day life of the school, but its real genius is the way it keeps 

aggression from turning into a toxic force” (Mercogliano, 1998, p. 30). Depending on the school 

again, aside from the weekly school meeting and the council meeting, some schools have 

special meetings such as meetings for teenagers or a morning meeting to announce the day’s 

schedule. In contrast to Sudbury schools, democratic free schools usually have a principal who 

is responsible for administrative matters. Nevertheless, there is no higher authority either, since 

the principal still has the same voice and vote as everyone else. Also, democratic free school 

staff members call themselves teachers instead of staff. However “the teacher in the Free School 

is equally student, for leading children requires a fluid openness to the continually changing 

needs of the child, and a recognition of the great variation every child displays” (Mercogliano, 

1998, p. xii).

Like in the Sudbury model, in a democratic free school there are no bells or grades. 

Classes, non-coercive ones, are offered however. In other words, there is an offer of classes, but 

students still choose for themselves whether they take a class or not. Still, even if a class is taken, 

students are not graded. These classes are either initiated by a teacher or by the students 

themselves. Beyond, the graduation requirement is that every student has to be prepared for his 

or her next step in life. However, students themselves determine what the next step in life is. 

Therefore, every student has to set his or her own goals. A democratic free school therefore 
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gives the students the opportunity to set these goals in offering them different ways to graduate. 

Harriet Tubman Free School (HTFS), for instance, has three different graduation tracks. The 

first graduation track is a portfolio based independent study. This means that students write a 

plan about their goals and how they want to achieve them. If students take this track, they get a 

certificate of graduation, which is on the one hand not an official diploma. On the other hand, it 

is, according to the teachers’ experiences so far, still recognized by most colleges within and 

outside the USA (I. Graves, personal communication). The second track of graduation requires 

credit. This track fits students who are used to the traditional public school system and therefore 

need more structure. In this track, students have a schedule and are required to take a certain 

amount of classes in a certain number of subjects or to carry out independent studies for some of 

those classes. The last graduation track is very similar to the credit required track, but goes 

beyond in that students have to take several state tests, which are equivalences to the tests that 

are taken in all New York State high-schools. After taking this graduation track, students receive 

an official state diploma (I. Graves, personal communication).

Even though the number of students and teachers vary from school to school, in my 

samples there were 30 to 60 students, and three to ten teachers with additional volunteers or 

interns. These schools also believe in the importance of age mixing.14 The youngest student at 

these schools can be four years old and the oldest one nineteen years. Some classes are offered 

by full-time teachers, but there are also several classes offered by interns or volunteers who are 

otherwise not involved in the school. On the one hand, democratic free schools ask the students’ 

parents to back off and let the children be, rather than interfering with their development and 

education.  Nevertheless,  as  mentioned  before,  there  are  many  interns  and  volunteers  at 

democratic free schools, and students themselves go out into the world and complete intern- or 

apprenticeships. This implies that students are not isolated from the outside world and parents 

are welcome at the school to help out, volunteer or offer classes. However, beyond that every 

student has to be left to do and to be whatever he or she wants (Mercogliano, 1998).

Since democratic free schools are not or only minimally supported by the government, 

they are a form of private school. Similarly to Sudbury schools, democratic free schools are 

mainly financed by tuition  fees  and fundraising.  However,  this  does  not  mean that  only 

privileged children with sufficient funds can attend this kind of school. On the contrary, such 

schools try to work with as little money as possible, and again have a sliding scale for tuition 

fees. That means that children only pay as much as they can, often dependent on their parents’ 

14  The free schools in Albany, New York, however, are separated into elementary school (4-12 year-olds) 
and high school levels (13-19 year-olds). Nevertheless, within the elementary or high school there is no 
age segregation.
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income. Following this, there are some children who do not pay tuition at all. This also implies 

that everyone can apply for such a school, regardless of one’s social background and income. 

Besides this, students receive a free breakfast or lunch at democratic free schools, to be sure that 

every student has enough to eat, since there is a large variety of social classes present at the 

schools,  sometimes  including  students  who  cannot  afford  sufficient  amounts  of  food 

themselves. 

KMDD

In contrast to the previous models, the KMDD is a method within a  traditional public 

school  curriculum.  Several  things  need  to  be  considered  before  conducting  a  dilemma 

discussion. For instance, the dilemma must not be boring at all otherwise the students’ interest is 

lost very easily.15 In fulfilling this requirement, the dilemma has to have the right degree of 

difficulty. Moreover, the students should be presented with different levels of support on the one 

hand, and challenges on the other hand. Experience has shown that it is useful to start with a 

support stage first and then follow with a challenge stage for the students afterwards. Then, the 

two stages should rotate regularly in ten minute intervals to make sure that the students stay 

interested in the dilemma. The supporting stage includes, for instance, a clear explanation of 

theories, problems and tasks, the use and demonstration of movies and experiments, excursions, 

notes on the board, compliments and teamwork. The challenging stage on the other hand 

consists of discussions between students of different opinions, the request to solve certain 

problems and tasks on one’s own, to possibly plan an excursion, or for example to rephrase a 

theory without any help. Also, students in a dilemma discussion are supposed to moderate the 

discussion themselves in using the ping-pong-method. The ping-pong-method is a technique in 

which the person who is talking decides who will say something next. This method makes sure 

that the contributor can concentrate on what he wants to say without being disturbed by other 

participants. Beyond that, this method helps the teacher to take him- or herself out of the 

discussion as much as possible, and let the students solve the tasks themselves. This also 

develops the students’ ability to act democratically and considerate and not to interrupt others 

(Lind, 2003).

Secondly, a KMDD strives to make the students become more independent and able to 

discuss and argue through dilemmas, which is why a dilemma discussion should be as self-

regulated as possible. The perfect discussion would be regulated by the students without any 

15  Contrary to the Sudbury model, the KMDD does not use boredom as a tool to find out what students 
want to do with their lives. This would not be possible since a KMDD usually takes about 90 minutes a 
couple of times in a school year, which is why there is no time for boredom (Lind, 2003).
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interference by the teacher. Even though a teacher conducting a KMDD has to detach her- or 

himself as much as possible, he or she has to be well prepared to be able to interact if necessary. 

Also, a teacher needs certain training before conducting a dilemma discussion successfully. In 

other  words,  previous  knowledge  of  pedagogy  and  psychology  is  necessary,  as  well  as 

knowledge of moral philosophy, especially by Kant, Habermas and Apel is advisable. Here, it is 

important to have a good mixture of theoretical knowledge and experience (Lind, 2003).

Last but not least, it is important to have regular dilemma discussions. The best rhythm 

would be around once every two to three weeks. Significant is the fact that the KMDD is not 

conducted too often to prevent students from losing interest. The best length of a discussion is 

80 to 100 minutes.  Experience proves that four to five dilemma discussions improve the 

students’ ability of moral judgment and discourse already, assuming the method is conducted in 

a regular rhythm and not more than once a week (Lind, 2003).

A KMDD usually starts with getting to know the dilemma, which takes about 15 minutes. 

It might be read by a teacher or a student and then rephrased by a student. Next, the group tries 

to find out what the core problem of the dilemma is, and which principles get into conflict with 

each other. Following this, there is a test-vote held about the person’s behavior in the dilemma 

model. Was the person’s behavior right or wrong? According to the vote, pro- and contra-

groups are formed. The groups should be about the same size if possible, however, individuals 

should not be forced into another group just to make them even. Instead it is important that 

everyone can defend one’s own opinion authentically. This part usually takes about 15 minutes 

as well. The two groups are split again so that there are small groups of three to four students  

discussing the person’s behavior and finding arguments for and against it. These arguments 

have to be sorted according to their importance and meaning. After ten minutes there is a 

discussion in plenum. For this purpose, the teacher has to explain the rules for the discussion. 

For example one rule is that every argument is allowed. In other words, everything can be said 

but nobody is allowed to attack or judge someone else,  neither positively nor negatively. 

Another rule is the ping-pong-method, and that the teacher only interacts if necessary. This 

discussion can last approximately 30 minutes. Consequently, both groups classify and gather the 

other group’s arguments, deciding which arguments they found most striking and convincing 

and which arguments made them think about the counterpart’s opinion. Ten minutes later, there 

is another vote held on the same dilemma. Again, was the person’s behavior in the dilemma 

example right or wrong? At this point, the teacher should comment on the discussion, tell the 

students what a good job they have done in dealing with the dilemma, and give examples of 

moments where the students handled the situation extremely well. In the last five minutes, the 
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teacher should reflect with the students about how they experienced the discussion, what they 

have learned and what the purpose of the discussion was (Lind, 2003).

Resume

In summary, all three models have a different approach to conflict solving. The Sudbury 

model uses the Judicial Committee (JC), democratic free schools prefer mediation and in the 

KMDD a potential conflict is discussed, where a solution is not necessarily the goal, but rather 

the discussion itself. Both school models have at least weekly school meetings, although a 

meeting at a Sudbury school is optional whereas it is mandatory at a democratic free school. 

Further, all three models try not to have a higher authority, as far as possible, in giving students 

and teachers or staff the same voice and vote. In the KMDD, the ideal is realized through the 

ping-pong-method, which helps the teacher not to intervene in the discussion except if it is 

necessary and let the students lead the discussion as far as possible. In the Sudbury and the 

democratic free school model on the other hand, the meetings are usually chaired by a student 

who moderates rather than a teacher or a staff member. Moreover, all three models support the 

idea of age mixing, and are convinced that it has many advantages. Also, the relationship 

between adults and children is usually on a friendly basis, since nobody is in a position of 

inferiority or dependency, and nobody judges or grades anyone else. This is because of the non-

existence of grades or bells, which leads to a less competitive and less stressful atmosphere. Last 

but not least, the school models are not at all or only minimally supported by the government, 

meaning they rely on tuition fees, fundraising and donations. Still, they are not schools only for 

privileged children. Rather they try to be as diverse as possible concerning social background, 

which is why they have scholarships and fundraising enabling them to accept any person who 

wants  to  be  part  of  the  community,  regardless  of  his  or  her  parents’  income  or  social 

background. 

20



II.2. Research Procedure

To understand the different models of democratic education, it is crucial to observe the 

different methods first-hand. This is why I went to the USA for several weeks and visited 

different Sudbury and democratic free schools. Moreover, I think it is relevant to experience this 

way of teaching not only in a theoretical way, but in real life. After all, only then is it possible to 

see whether a theory can be realized or not. Furthermore, by visiting different schools with the 

same approach it was possible to see how different schools try to achieve the same educational 

ideal,  which in  my opinion is  very decisive  since only then it  becomes clear  whether  a 

philosophy works in general, rather than just for a certain group of people. This is why I went to 

four Sudbury schools and two democratic free schools and watched video recordings of Prof. Dr 

Georg Lind conducting a KMDD. Unfortunately, due to organizational reasons, I was not able 

to experience a KMDD myself. Therefore, I was only able to observe the KMDD according to 

the cameraman’s perspective, which results in a more narrow and focused perspective rather 

than in a broader totality of the discussion. However, this represents merely an insignificant 

problem, since the video recordings were sufficient material for the purpose of this paper, whose 

focus lies on the understanding of the method and its effects.   

The four Sudbury schools I visited were  Longview School (LVS) in Cortlandt Manor, 

New York (founded in 2001), Hudson Valley Sudbury School (HVSS) in Kingston, New York 

(2004), the original Sudbury Valley School in Framingham, Massachusetts (1968) and finally 

Mountain Laurel Sudbury School (MLSS) in New Britain, Connecticut (2002). The democratic 

free schools I attended were  Harriet Tubman Free School (HTFS) in Albany, New York 

(2006/2007) – which is the high school program of the Albany Free School (1969) – and The 

Brooklyn Free School (BFS) in Brooklyn, New York (2004).

Due  to  the  schools’  system  and  the  paper’s  subject  matter,  I  decided  not  to  use 

quantitative research and utilize, for example, standardized questionnaires to compile statistics. 

Instead, I chose qualitative research – participant observation with open-ended research and 

expert interviews in particular (Flick, 2006). Again, suiting the paper’s question, participant 

observation  “[…]  focuses  on  human  interaction  and  meaning  viewed  from the  insiders’ 

viewpoint in everyday life situations and settings. It aims to generate practical and theoretical 

truths formulated as interpretative theories” (Jorgensen, 1989, p. 23). However,  the data I 

collected cannot be generalized, since in contrast to quantitative research, qualitative research 

and especially participant observation helps to understand theories and enables the researcher to 

describe or interpret them but cannot prove generalizing coherence (Flick,  2006; Lamnek, 

2005). Furthermore, open-endedness is an important part of being a participant observer, which 
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means that the researcher should neither work with prefabricated hypotheses, nor be rigidly 

structured (Jorgensen, 1989). At the same time, it is important not to be naïve, unprepared or 

without knowledge of the models’ theories, but rather to stay conscious of the necessity to 

reflect one’s expectations so that reasonable results can follow from the observation (Jorgensen, 

1989, p. 26-40). Therefore, for this paper I had dealt with the models’ theories in advance, which 

helped me to focus on participant observation and expert interviews. Knowing the theories of 

the different  models  and experiencing it  in practice expanded my already existing list  of 

questions during the research. The criteria which will follow in chapter three were formed on the 

basis of both the definition of democracy and education in the paper’s introduction and my 

experience with the different models in theory and in practice. Also, as a result of the paper’s 

question, I focused my observations on whether or not and in which way democracy can be 

learned and observed in an approach to democratic education. Therefore, academics and a 

comparison with traditional public schools are only marginally discussed where relevant.
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III. Results
After  understanding  the basics about the three models of democratic education I will 

focus on the results of my observations according to the definition of democracy and education 

discussed  in  the  introduction.  This  also  implies  that  most  results  rely  on  my  personal 

observations rather than on statistics. Therefore, I will briefly discuss my observation criteria 

before focusing on all three models individually:

Autonomy: First of all I will focus on whether or not the three models support the 

student’s autonomy and democratic judgment. Whether or not there is an authoritative presence 

in these models, or if the particular model is indeed democratic will be looked at as well. 

Therefore, I will observe how the democratic atmosphere in the school in general and between 

students and staff can be experienced. This is because the aim of education is to give students 

the necessary environment to develop into autonomous, critical and self-reflective people (Lind, 

2003). Further, I will focus on the students’ participation in the specific school in general, which 

includes decision-making processes and how communication and interaction works in these 

models. After all, democracy is defined as a “government by the people” (Vorländer, 2003, p. 

10), which in reference to the school models would mean that a school system should be 

governed by students and staff together. Finally, I will take a look at the approach and reflection 

on rules and the breaking of them as well as solving conflicts, since these are core methods to 

the models. In other words, the schools’ ways of dealing with rules and conflict solving methods 

reflect  what democratic  education is all  about.  As will  be seen later  on, autonomy is an 

extremely important observation criterion, since it reflects the aforementioned understanding of 

democracy and democratic education best.

Diversity: The second observation criterion is the gender constellation, the racial diversity 

at the particular school and the socioeconomic make up in theory and in practice. This is 

because democracy means that every single individual should have equal rights, and should be 

able to participate in society no matter where they come from or how much material wealth they 

possess. Also, diversity in race, gender and class can enrich the students’ perspective and 

understanding of the world, making them more open to new ideas. Therefore, the advantage of 

diversity is that it offers a variety of interests and ideas that broadens students’ horizon. This 

again supports a democracy insofar as people can make decisions on the basis of various 

experiences by different people due to their diverse backgrounds. 

Integrated  Education: Thirdly,  I  will  focus  my attention  on  whether  there  is  an 

integrative education, which means that a moral education exists within the regular academic 

education. This is because traditional public schools usually focus merely on academic aspects 
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in education, while the social and moral aspects lack attention. This again can lead to anti-social 

or  anti-democratic  behavior,  which  is  why  moral  education  is  essential  for  democratic 

approaches to education.

Training of staff: The training of the staff, as well as their behavior in general,  is 

important to analyze as well, since, apart from the students, they are a very important factor in 

making democratic education work. When observing the three different models individually, it 

will become clear that there are different understandings of learning and different positions of 

what is important in life, which will have some influence on the criteria for becoming a staff 

member in a KMDD or in a democratic school.

Comprehensive, independent studies and evaluation: The last criterion is whether 

there are comprehensive and independent studies of the students’ learning process. This is 

because people’s concern in today’s society is about students learning enough and becoming 

successful adults after graduating from school. Last but not least, I will question if the particular 

method works for every child or if there are certain children these methods are not appropriate 

for. 

Sudbury Schools

Autonomy: The Sudbury school model extremely supports the students’ ability to be 

autonomous and independent while being responsible at the same time. The most obvious 

examples for supporting these skills are the Judicial Committee (JC) and the democratic school 

meeting16,  where it  can be observed that students of all  ages are not afraid of adults,  of 

interacting with them or of questioning things they say. Still, this does not mean that students 

like to have hostile confrontations with adults, but that they are able and willing to criticize 

things with respect and tolerance in a discussion. This shows that students are not obedient 

towards staff members just based on the fact that they are dealing with adults. What stood out at 

Sudbury schools is the fact that students come to school, sign themselves in (as a way to monitor 

the attendance which is required by the state) and even though there are no set classes or 

schedules students know what to do with their time without any instructions by staff members or 

anyone else. The fact that students must and want to find their own way of learning also 

emphasizes the students’ ability of being autonomous. This means that students are responsible 

for asking for a class,  for founding study groups with other students,  or to study all  by 

themselves. However, staff members are still considerate when seeing students in need of some 

help which proves that students are not left alone. Furthermore, students at Sudbury schools are 

16  I will give a more detailed example of what a JC and a school meeting looks like, what the topics and 
the attitudes where when I was visiting, later in this chapter.
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very proactive. They initiate many events themselves, organize activities to get new or special 

equipment for the school, or fight for equal rights on certain social matters. At Mountain Laurel 

Sudbury School for instance, students initiated a lobby for equal rights for teenage drivers by 

standing up for fair driving laws, having viewed the driving laws in Connecticut as unfair and 

discriminating towards teenagers.17 Another example of the students’ being proactive was when 

students from Hudson Valley Sudbury School (HVSS) in Kingston, New York planned on 

visiting the original Sudbury Valley School in Framingham, Massachusetts. Through organizing 

fundraisers, like for instance milkshake or pizza sales, they managed to raise enough money to 

cover all of their travel expenses. This shows that students at Sudbury schools are extremely 

autonomous. They realize that they are responsible for their own lives and for finding their own 

paths. This however can be a challenge for students, staff and parents. Staff members at a 

Sudbury school do not give grades or feedback, which consequently means that students have to 

evaluate themselves and parents have to rely on what their children tell them. Therefore, parents 

have to trust their children, and students have to learn to be responsible for their lives while staff 

members have to take themselves back by trusting the students. Another responsibility the 

students have is to fulfill cleaning chores. There is no standard cleaning staff present at a 

Sudbury school, meaning that every student has a cleaning chore which rotates on a weekly 

basis. Here students learn to have respect for school property and are careful with handling 

things which do not belong to them. Also, if they need new equipment, students and staff have 

to find a way of raising money in order to purchase it,  which is why they have a good 

understanding of the value of things. The Sudbury philosophy also supports the students’ 

autonomy in everyday occurrences such as eating. The position that every student learns in his 

or her own pace also implies that every student has individual needs, such as hunger. This is 

why everybody brings one’s own lunch or buys it at the school store, and is free to eat anytime 

and anywhere he or she wants to. This means that there are no special times at which all students 

are required to eat together. This again makes the students sensitive to their own needs and 

therefore responsible for their own good.

Students learn how the school system works by experiencing it for themselves, or through 

observing or by asking older students. After experiencing the system for a while, students take 

on considerable responsibility themselves and make the system work because they  want the 

system  to  work.  Scarcely  do  students  want  to  depend  on  staff  members  or  be  passive 

community members. This does not mean however, that students do not respect the staff. On the 

contrary, everybody respects every individual in the community, regardless of status or age. 

17  This example shows that even though, the original Sudbury school considers itself apolitical, other 
Sudbury schools who are based on the original philosophy do not necessarily hold the same view. 
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Everything else would be contradictory to the school’s philosophy and would be brought up to 

the JC or be discussed at the school meeting. Since the school system supports the students’ 

autonomy and their taking responsibility, it consequently supports the students’ moral judgment. 

Students apprehend to take responsibility for themselves but also for their peers and other people 

in general, which is why they develop the urge to act in a morally correct manner and want to be 

fair and just. Furthermore, since there is no higher authority, students are in someway forced to 

act responsible and autonomous, since it is them for the most part who make the school work. 

Still, there are representative bodies, examples being the school meeting chairperson, the JC 

clerks  or  other  school  clerks  who  are  responsible  for  certain  things.  Nevertheless,  these 

representatives are elected by the school meeting as well and rotate on a regular basis. 

Since students have the same voice and vote as staff members and are just as responsible 

as staff to make the school work, the students’ participation is extremely high. This does not 

mean that there are classes full of students participating in their respective classrooms, but rather 

a school full of students participating in the whole school community and system. They are a 

part of the school itself, not only passive objects who sit in one class after the other listening to a 

person trained in arithmetic or physics and being expected to recapitulate everything the person 

speaking in front of everyone said. Nevertheless, at the same time students are not forced to 

participate in the school’s issues. They have the opportunity to participate, discuss, vote, or 

make decisions. However, they are always free to choose whether or not they want to do this. 

But  if  they  do so,  they  know that  they  have  a  responsibility  for  others,  the  school  and 

themselves.

The rules at Sudbury schools are usually followed and respected since they are made by 

the whole community and can be changed democratically in a school meeting. This is because 

everybody has the same rights and therefore the power to change anything if the majority 

agrees. A regular school meeting takes place once a week. Students and staff can decide 

themselves if they want to be part of it or not. Every week there is an agenda, which consists of 

the weekly JC cases and topics students and staff want to address. The person responsible for 

the agenda collects all topics and multiplies the agenda, which is then accessible to every 

community member a couple of hours before the meeting starts so that students know what will 

be discussed and in which order it will appear. Then everyone can decide if or when to join the 

meeting. Everyone is free to enter and exit the meeting as long as they do not disturb others. The 

chairperson – a student – reads the agenda and makes sure that everyone who wants to say 

something has the chance to express her- or himself. Then, the meeting goes through each point 

separately. First, there are announcements, then JC cases are discussed if someone is not happy 
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with them, and finally there are motions where students or staff can ask the meeting to, for 

example, change things or to introduce new ideas. A school meeting might be over within a 

couple of minutes, but it can also last several hours depending on the agenda. 

At one school I visited there were some concerns about the qualification of a staff member 

by some parents and other staff. This case was discussed in the school meeting and was apparent 

on the agenda as well, so that everybody knew about it. Hereupon, almost all of the students 

were present and active in the meeting during the discussion about this very staff member, and 

defended this individual fiercely, since they wanted to make sure that he would remain on staff 

at the school. The discussion took more than an hour. After the case was resolved, many 

students left the meeting since the following items were not of their interest. Another example of 

high student participation in a school meeting was when new JC clerks were elected. JC clerks 

are important individuals in such a school, since they are the ones who are responsible that the 

judicial system at the school works and that everything proceeds in a fair manner. Since it was a 

significant decision who became JC clerk, many students participated in the meeting, waited 

patiently until the case came up, interviewed the candidate and asked questions which were 

important for them to bring up. After the case was decided, and there were no more agenda 

items which interested them, they were free to leave and go on with what they were doing 

before they made their way to the meeting. These examples demonstrate how democracy works 

at a Sudbury school. Everybody has the chance to participate in decision-making processes, and 

everybody has an equal voice while nobody is forced to participate. Also, this reveals that 

students are very motivated in things that interest them, since here they decide for themselves 

what these things are, instead of being forced to be interested in issues everybody else is 

interested in, as it is the case in traditional public schools. Beyond that, it also shows that 

students participate in school meetings when realizing that the decisions which are made can 

influence their lives. This emphasizes the idea of democracy in that students are able to be an 

active part of the decision-making, while being at the same time free to decide which items are 

important to them. At one point, students at Longview School (LVS) felt there were too many 

rules at the school and felt they were oppressed or controlled by the adults. Thereupon, the 

school meeting decided to eliminate all rules for a non-determined time, which caused chaos 

shortly after. Finally there was an emergency meeting where the community – especially the 

students – reinforced all their rules. This is why LVS goes through their current rules to see if 

the community still agrees with them (M. Jacobs, personal communication). This example also 

emphasizes  why  rules  are  generally  accepted  at  Sudbury  schools,  since  it  is  the  whole 

community, students included, who make these rules.
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 Even though rules at Sudbury schools are made by the whole school community and can 

be changed any time, they are broken as well and students receive sanctions for breaking rules. 

What is different compared to traditional public schools, however, is that the whole school 

community – represented by the rotating JC members – decides for every individual case what 

the sentence for a broken rule should be. Furthermore, the sentence depends on the rule which 

was broken, so that the student who broke it realizes why this certain rule is necessary, and why 

he or she should not break it again. Usually, the JC takes place once a day. JC members go 

through the different complaints one after the other, trying to find solutions, note everything that 

happens and recapitulate all JC decisions during the school meeting. These decisions either are 

approved or changed by the school community. If the JC cannot reconstruct the conflict which 

is described on the complaint it tries to find out what exactly had happened by asking the people 

involved. For every case, the JC asks the accused whether or not he or she agrees with the 

complaint. If the person, usually a student or staff member, considers him- or herself guilty, he 

or she gets a sentence. If the person does not feel guilty, a trial has to follow where the person 

has an advocate and where a neutral jury decides about the case; this happens rarely, however. A 

JC can last anywhere from a couple of minutes to several hours dependent on the number and 

difficulty of the complaints. This procedure sometimes asks students and staff for a lot of 

patience, since they strive to reach a just verdict. One example of a JC sentence is a case when a 

staff member at a Sudbury school had left the coffee maker switched on after leaving school. 

Consequently, he was found guilty, since he violated one of the school’s “policy and procedure” 

rules. His sentence was to not be allowed to use the coffee maker for the next three days during 

which he attended the school. Another example was when a student was found guilty for 

leaving food in the kitchen overnight. For this violation of the “littering” rule he had to complete 

additional cleaning chores. As far as I have experienced JCs, there were mostly complaints 

concerning, for instance, littering or personal safety. Further, a sentence can be anything from a 

warning to a suspension. If a student breaks certain rules again and again and does not learn 

from his or her sentences, he or she would most likely be suspended for a certain amount of time 

before he or she would be granted another chance to be reinstated into the school. In other 

words, students have to prove that they want to be a part of the school community and therefore 

have to show that they are capable of taking responsibility for their  actions.  Therefore,  a 

suspension can be seen as the most extreme case of conflict solving, which is to give students 

some time to think about what they really want. All in all, the JC has been an efficient way of 

solving conflicts for many Sudbury schools. However, the system has to be learned first before 

it can work properly, which is why even very small children are JC members. Even though they 
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might not understand every single thing that is happening in the meeting, they observe and 

understand the system after a while. Also, it represents the Sudbury philosophy of learning very 

well, since it affirms that children learn through experience, and that they indeed can  learn 

certain things, but that it is not necessarily possible to  teach them how a democracy works 

(Greenberg, 1995). Finally, being a JC member supports students’ autonomy but also, and more 

importantly, their moral judgment.

Diversity: As mentioned before, the school’s philosophy also aims for diversity – for 

instance diversity in social  class, gender and race.  Concerning social  class, most Sudbury 

schools have a sliding scale for tuition fees, so that everybody can afford to attend the school. 

Beyond this, the schools are extremely open and tolerant to every kind of religion, try to 

eliminate racism at least at their school, and support gender equality. At the schools I visited, I 

met students who described themselves, for example, as atheist, Protestant, Catholic, Buddhist, 

Muslim, Jew or Hindu. Also, I met students who were of different heritage. They were, for 

instance, students of North, Middle or South American, European or Asian heritage. In addition, 

I also met Native Americans, African Americans, students of mixed heritage and many more. 

Concerning gender, there was no discrimination noticeable. For example, I witnessed both a 

female, as well as a male chairperson at a school meeting. The same applies to the JC as well as 

those responsible for cleaning chores. All in all, I could not see any difference in behavior or 

respect towards female students. Therefore, everybody has to take his or her responsibilities for 

the school community equally. Of course, it is one thing to have certain beliefs and ideologies, 

but it is something different to carry them out depending on varying factors including, for 

instance,  financial  possibilities,  the  community  itself,  and  the  environment  one  lives  in. 

Nevertheless, at all Sudbury schools I visited, it was difficult to find a majority concerning 

heritage or race, class or gender.

Integrative Education: If it is possible to talk about “teaching”18 at a Sudbury school at 

all, then it is definitely not standardized. The way something is taught or rather learned, entirely 

depends on the student. Students can study on their own independently with the help of books, 

computers, etc. or they ask friends or other students at the school to help them. Also, students 

can always ask staff members to give them merely a hint, actually help them or even conduct a 

class in the traditional way with the teacher in the front. Moreover, students often choose to 

learn things by practicing them, as for instance cooking, playing music, or doing arts and crafts. 

Furthermore,  at  Sudbury  schools  students  have  the  possibility  to  do  internships  or 
18  In the Sudbury philosophy there is only few teaching but rather learning. According to Jeff Collins, 

who does not believe in the idea of teaching, the ultimate learning does not come from someone telling 
you something, it comes from understanding and experiencing (J. Collins, personal communication).
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apprenticeships  where  they  can  learn  things  theoretically  and  practically  from  experts 

(Greenberg, 1995).

Again, at Sudbury schools it is not possible to find a particular kind of education, class or 

methodology, which is why it is hard to tell whether or not it is integrative. Nevertheless, as 

mentioned before, students at Sudbury schools are confronted with real conflicts at schools and 

have a (personal) need to solve these conflicts. Beyond this, these conflicts support students’ 

moral judgment since they have to deal with conflicts which actually have an effect on their own 

lives and their  behavior. Therefore,  real conflicts  are consistent with the understanding of 

democratic education as it was discussed earlier on, in an environment where all have equal 

rights and voices, and therefore students have to learn to respect others and solve conflicts non-

violently. Real conflicts give students the opportunity to practice democratic behavior or to see 

how it works, instead of seeing democracy just as a theoretical system of rules which can be 

learned by heart but not practically applied. Further, the school meeting, the JC and other 

clerkships are a good way of learning to judge and behave morally correct and responsible. 

Concerning professional education, however, it always depends on the student and his or her 

needs and wishes. What is sure, is that at a Sudbury school students have the opportunity to 

acquire  professional  training.  However,  it  is  the  student’s  decision  whether  to  take  this 

opportunity or not. 

Training of staff: The staff at a Sudbury school does not need to have a special training. 

They are, however, required to understand and respect the school’s philosophy, and empower 

the students through freedom and responsibility. In other words, staff members have to take 

themselves back and let students be what they want to be. Still they also have to be there if the 

students need them (Greenberg, 1995). That does not mean, however, that staff members at a 

Sudbury school lack any academic training. On the contrary, for example, Mark Jacobs (2006, 

p. 11) who is the co-founder and co-director of Longview School in Cortlandt Manor, New 

York, earned a Masters degree in Teaching English. In the past he has taught some of the most 

challenging students in New York State, as for instance in the Bronx. Another Sudbury school 

staff member, Jeff Collins who is a co-founder and teacher at Hudson Valley Sudbury School in 

Kingston, New York, graduated from Cornell University with a Bachelor’s Degree in Computer 

Science. Before co-founding HVSS, Jeff Collins worked in the computer industry for several 

years (Collins, 2006, p. 30). Vanessa van Burek – another staff member at HVSS – on the other 

hand has a Bachelor's Degree in Education from New York University (Collins & van Burek, 

2006, p. 30). Last but not least, Daniel Greenberg, one of the founders of the original Sudbury 

Valley School in Framingham, Massachusetts, received a Ph.D. in theoretical physics from 
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Columbia University, and served on the faculty of both the Physics and History departments 

before founding the school (Ackhoff & Greenberg, 2008). This shows that staff members at 

Sudbury schools do have certain academic degrees, and usually some experience in the working 

world, but not necessarily in education or any other specific or preconditioned field. This makes 

the variety of things students can learn at these schools even bigger. However, this does not 

mean that it is easy to work at a Sudbury school. On the contrary, it is extremely challenging to 

restrain oneself, trust the students and give them leeway instead of talking them into one’s own 

interests and influencing them to follow a specific way of life instead of finding their own path. 

As mentioned before, staff members do not regard themselves as authorities at Sudbury schools, 

nor do the students regard staff members as such. Staff and students are on the same level, learn 

from one another, and everybody has the same voice and vote. Again, this can be challenging 

for both parties. 

 Comprehensive, independent studies and evaluation: At some schools there is some 

form of evaluation of the staff, which means that the students evaluate the staff once a year and 

since the school meeting is the employer, the whole community evaluates the staff regularly. 

Even though the staff does not have to have undergone special training, they still have to fulfill 

certain requirements as mentioned earlier. Therefore, there is usually a probation time of about 

three months for staff before they actually are hired by the school meeting. Still, even after the 

probation time, the school meeting can decide to change staff at any time.

As mentioned before, there is no evaluation of the students’ learning progress aside from 

self-evaluation, since the Sudbury philosophy wants their students to learn that self-evaluation is 

the only evaluation that matters. Beyond this, there is a natural external evaluation present, 

which is not a substitute for grades, but a method of finding out whether or not students are able 

to solve certain material which gives them some feedback on how they are doing. Since there 

are no grades, tests or evaluations at Sudbury schools, there is no regular documentation of the 

student’s learning process. Also, such documentation would be contradictory to the school’s 

philosophy, since students indeed learn constantly, but in their own individual pace (M. Jacobs, 

personal communication). Therefore, it would not be possible to document the learning process, 

for there are no two people at the same level or following the same path. This is precisely why 

students  usually  evaluate  themselves.  Even  though  there  are  no  regular  comprehensive 

independent studies on the Sudbury model, there have been some studies on Sudbury alumni, 

performed so far by the school itself. The first study was conducted in 1972, the second one 

three  years  later  in  1975.  A new survey for  the  next  study in 1981-1982 was designed 

independently by two school community members. These results were published in 1986. In 

31



1992, the Sudbury Valley School Press published a study on Sudbury alumni “Legacy of Trust 

– Life After the Sudbury Valley School Experience”. The most current study “The Pursuit of 

Happiness – The Lives of Sudbury Valley Alumni” was published in 2005. In “Legacy of 

Trust” the authors consciously avoided questions which dealt with the opinions, character traits 

or beliefs of the interviewees, since the interviewers were too personally involved for such a 

purpose. In “The Pursuit of Happiness” however, these sorts of questions about values were 

actually  included  in  the  study.  Both  studies  represent  interviews  using  standardized 

questionnaires with open questions about the alumni’s situation after having attended Sudbury 

Valley School and in which way the school has influenced their lives (Greenberg & Sadofsky, 

1992; Greenberg, Sadofsky & Lempka, 2005). The principal conclusion of these studies is that 

Sudbury students 

[…] including both, those who started the school early in their primary years 
and those who started in their secondary years have not suffered as a result of 
attending such a school. They have gone on to good colleges and good jobs. 
[…] They are taking responsible positions in business, music and art, science 
and technology, social services, skilled crafts and academia (Greenberg & 
Sadofsky, 1992, p. 9). 

In other words, Sudbury Valley School graduates have gone on to all kinds of further 

education or occupations (Greenberg & Sadofsky, 1992, p. 15; p. 241-243). Further, Sudbury 

school students do not have fewer skills than students from public schools, they may simply 

have different (social) skills or more of them. Examples of them being, listening to others, being 

sensitive to their speaking habits or even more basic ones, since they know how to discuss and 

work  out  a  solution  democratically  and  non-confrontationally  without  interrupting  others 

(Greenberg & Sadofsky, 1992; Greenberg, Sadofsky & Lempka, 2005).

Last but not least, it is important to establish whether the Sudbury model is appropriate for 

every kind of child or if there are some people this model does not work for. Some staff 

members I talked to are of the opinion that there are indeed people for whom this model does 

not work.19 These are children who do not have the desire or ability to be responsible for the 

community, children who only think about their own rights without respecting those of others. 

Furthermore, children at Sudbury schools have to not only be responsible for others, but also for 

themselves. This means that it has to be possible to leave students by themselves without being 

afraid they might hurt themselves or others for it is not possible and not wanted to supervise the 

students all the time. Furthermore, the model sometimes does not work for parents rather than 

19  Although it could be argued that in general every child fits into a democratic school. If a child cannot 
deal with democracy, the child’s social environment and its past may be responsible for that.
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for children, since it is very difficult for parents to actually trust their children and in their 

children’s decisions, which is very much necessary for the model to work. Aside from this, the 

model is appropriate for anybody who wants to be part of such a community. This however 

does not imply that traditional public schools should be abolished and that Sudbury schools are 

the solution. 

Finally, I realized how different schools handle the same ideals and beliefs in different 

ways. The four different Sudbury schools I visited are good examples of this, since at two of 

these schools I was entirely free to interact with their students, whereas the other two strictly 

followed the original philosophy. This means that at two of these schools – as a non-member of 

the school community – I had to sign a contract not to interact or influence the students and that 

I was only allowed to approach students if they approached me first. Nevertheless, I had the 

opportunity to bring my case up in the weekly school meeting. My motion then passed and I 

was allowed to approach the students myself for a certain reason. Actually, this motion was not 

even necessary, since the students approached me right away after arriving there and tried to 

find out my reason for being at the school. 

In general I think that Sudbury schools realize their ideals and philosophies very well, 

although in different ways depending on the school and its community. The philosophy itself 

seems to be reasonable and efficient. Since they are democracies, every Sudbury school is 

different, meaning each one has to be modified depending on the particular community and its 

needs.

Beyond this, students at Sudbury schools are less stressed and under pressure than at 

traditional public schools, since there are no regular periods or a specific time at which they have 

to be at school. In other words, they can come to school and leave school whenever they want as 

long as they meet the state’s requirements. This again supports the students’ individuality, since 

it depends on the person when to work or learn best. It also gives the students the freedom to 

focus on their own issues and goals that interest them instead of focusing on bureaucratic, and 

even perhaps unnecessary guidelines that include being on time.
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Democratic Free Schools 

Autonomy: Democratic free schools share some ideals and democratic characteristics 

with Sudbury schools. At the same time, however, they differ in some significant aspects. In 

contrast to Sudbury schools, where students usually are not given feedback or state certificates, 

democratic free schools are less “radical”. However, similarly to a Sudbury school, a democratic 

free school supports the students’ development to autonomous human beings. This is because 

students are free and have the choice to learn whatever they want. At the same time, students 

must be responsible and are required to find out what they want to do with their lives for 

themselves. Furthermore, this autonomy also develops the students’ moral judgment, since they 

are responsible for themselves and for others.

Democratic free schools, similarly to Sudbury schools, have a weekly school meeting. 

This  provides  students  with  an  environment  where  they  can  develop  their  autonomous 

personalities. Before a school meeting starts, a chairperson is elected. Usually there are several 

people nominated to become chairperson for that very meeting. The chairperson, also called 

facilitator,  moderates the meeting and keeps it quiet so that everybody who wants to say 

something has the chance to do so at a given time. This procedure helps students develop their 

autonomy and self-esteem, and at the same time makes students sensitive towards and aware of 

other people’s needs and one’s own behavior while talking to others as well. Therefore, the 

school meeting provides students with practice for democratic and considerate behavior of 

discussing conflicts and other issues. Contrary to a Sudbury school, the weekly school meeting 

is mandatory to make the students understand that each and every one is extremely important for 

the school community, and that everybody has certain tasks and responsibilities. Apart from the 

positive aspect of a school meeting in general, it was noticeable that some students were easily 

bored at mandatory school meetings if things were discussed which were not interesting or 

relevant to them. Therefore, it seems to be consequential to make meetings non-coercive as 

well, since otherwise it would be contradictory to the philosophy that non-coerciveness supports 

people’s development into responsible, happy and confident adults. However, since the school 

meeting decides on consensus, a voluntary school meeting is impossible. 

Further,  democratic  free schools have a different  approach to  solving conflicts  than 

Sudbury schools. If a rule is broken, the default solution is mediation. There is no JC which 

solves  conflicts  in  a  neutral  way  and  decides  from  the  outside  about  certain  conflicts. 

Democratic free schools prefer mediation where such conflicts can be solved by and between 

those who are in conflict with each other. Moreover, there is still a neutral person present at the 

mediation – a facilitator or chairperson – who helps to solve the conflicts by moderating the 
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discussion on an unbiased and objective basis. Conflicts  which concern the whole school 

community are usually solved within the weekly all-school meeting. If it is an emergency, it can 

be solved in a council meeting, which can be initiated by anybody at any time. This council 

meeting can solve a problem as well as introduce temporary rules which are then discussed in 

the next regular school meeting when everybody is present for certain. Generally speaking, rules 

are respected and followed. This is because students have a say in making rules and changing 

them in a consensus vote, which implies that all the rules are made by students and staff together 

and  therefore  it  can  be  sure  that  the  rules  generally  are  respected  (I.  Graves,  personal 

communication).

A very important topic in a school meeting at The Brooklyn Free School (BFS), while I 

was visiting, was the attendance policy. BFS is a registered high school authorized to hand out 

New York state high school diplomas; this is as long as students fulfill the state’s requirements, 

which includes attending the school for at least five hours a day, five days a week. During my 

stay, some students did not fulfill this particular requirement, which was then discussed at the 

school meeting. Some students understood the information as a personal offense, while other 

students were able to relate to the problem and tried to explain how important it is that the 

school stays registered, since otherwise students would not have the opportunity to graduate 

with a state diploma. Thanks to a long discussion, the problem could be solved. On the one 

hand, this incident shows that students are able to make reasonable rules which go along with 

requirements that are put upon schools by the state. Furthermore, the example proves that 

students are not only able to understand the necessity of these requirements, but can relate to 

them as  well.  On  the  other  hand,  this  case  demonstrates  a  general  problem or  conflict 

democratic free schools have to face. There are several rules and requirements, which are not 

made by the school community or the students, but given by the state, which the schools do not 

have any influence on. Therefore, in some respects, the schools and consequently the students 

are limited in their freedom and in actually making decisions on their own.

Another example of conflicts, which appear in school meetings or call for mediations, is 

the formation of cliques and rowdy play between students. These conflicts  can be solved 

democratically between the students in explaining to each other what the problems and the 

reasons for their behavior are. Further, on a different occasion at a democratic free school, 

money was stolen from a student and a council meeting was called because of this incident. 

Even though the students condemned the theft, they found a way to solve the conflict creatively 

and gave the perpetrator an opportunity to return the money without having to reveal him- or 

herself. Once more, students at democratic free schools do not obey adults just based on the fact 
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that they are adults, but are open to everyone who faces them with respect. Also, students get the 

opportunity to think for themselves, which enables them to discuss conflicts democratically. 

Therefore, students at democratic free schools have a solid basis for becoming more democratic 

and are able to solve conflicts non-violently but rather rationally (Suchak & Root, 2006). 

Responsibility and autonomy are developed on different levels since students have to 

decide for themselves what to do with their time and whether or not they want to take or initiate 

a class. However, at Harriet Tubman Free School (HTFS), once a student has signed up for a 

class, he or she is expected to attend that class on a regular basis. Also, if a student decides to 

pursue a state diploma, he or she has to take certain tests and classes that prepare students for 

receiving a diploma. However, whether or not to take these classes or tests is the student’s 

individual decision and nobody urges students to take classes. Last but not least, the students 

have a say in putting up a class and a schedule. That means that everybody at these schools is 

extremely flexible and students and teachers discuss together when to do a class, what kind of 

class it should be and how it should be structured. This procedure also helps to establish an 

atmosphere where teachers and students, but also students among themselves know that there is 

a lot of respect for each other since everybody has the same rights and is as important as anyone 

else (E. Carivan, personal communication). Summarizing, on the one hand, students are free to 

choose what they want to do and all classes are non-coercive. On the other hand, classes might 

not be required by the school, but by outside standards, depending on what students want to 

achieve. If students decide to go to college, they have to have certain academic knowledge. 

Therefore, non-coerciveness even asks for more responsibility than traditional public schools do 

where students are merely asked to study what they are told. At democratic free schools it is the 

students’ choice and therefore their responsibility to make a decision and eventually achieve 

their goal. This is why students at democratic free schools are more motivated and interested in 

classes than students generally are at traditional public schools, since they decide for themselves 

whether or not to participate. Beyond, students are not only responsible for themselves but also 

for the community and the existence of the school. As mentioned before, students, for example, 

have to fulfill the requirement of at least five hours attendance a day, five days a week – just like 

students at a Sudbury school. Otherwise, the schools would first of all not be allowed to hand 

out  state  certificates  and  they  also  would  not  be  approved  as  a  school  (I.  Graves;  L. 

Mercogliano,  personal  communication).  Again,  this  requirement  supports  students’  moral 

judgment, since their behavior influences their own and the school’s future and therefore the 

future of the whole school community. Apart from the moral education students receive at 
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democratic  free  schools  through  experiencing  democratic  values,  they  also  get  a  lot  of 

inspiration from the teachers and the community in general. 

In contrast to Sudbury schools, staff members at democratic free schools call themselves 

teachers instead of staff members and their students depend on the teachers to a certain degree 

to get a state diploma. However, teachers generally do not have more power than their students. 

At democratic free schools, there is usually a director who, from outside, might be seen as an 

authority. Nevertheless, the director is usually responsible for administrative affairs and still 

does not have more power than any student. Therefore, students and teachers are on the same 

level and have the same voice and vote. The teachers' and students' common goal is to support 

the students to achieve what they want for their lives (I. Graves, personal communication). 

The student’s participation in school plays a big role. As mentioned before, the school’s 

success to a certain degree depends on the students and their participation. Therefore, students at 

democratic free schools are very proactive, which means that they usually find a way to get 

what they need in being creative and active. This means that when an event comes up or if new 

equipment is needed, students – sometimes together with teachers – organize activities where 

they can raise money.  For instance,  several  democratic  free schools planned on going to 

Washington D.C. on January 20th, 2009 to see Obama’s inauguration live. Therefore, they 

organized several activities, for instance cookie sales, so that everybody who wanted to go was 

able to do so regardless of their parents’ income (A. P. Berger, personal communication).

Diversity: Concerning diversity in general, democratic free schools can fulfill their ideal 

very well since there is a huge diversity in class and race which is consciously supported by the 

schools. Diversity here does not only apply to someone’s racial or social background but goes 

beyond  that  and  also  refers  to  all  the  different  perspectives  and  experiences  which  the 

community members bring with them into the school.

Students at democratic free schools are not only in touch with people of a different age but 

they also seem to be more familiar with the other sex, for students seem not to be segregated as 

much as in traditional public schools. Here, I have not experienced any difference in respect or 

attitude towards, for instance, a female chairperson or mediator. Even in this aspect, everybody 

seems to have the same rights, not only theoretically but practically as well.

Concerning class, at BFS, for example, 80% of the students receive tuition assistance, 

while 35% of the students pay less than 10% of the full tuition. This shows that these schools try 

to give everybody the opportunity to go to a democratic free school if they wish, regardless of 

their parents’ income and therefore regardless of their class affiliation. Also, at democratic free 
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schools every student gets a free lunch or breakfast every day to make sure, everybody has 

something to eat during the day (A. P. Berger, personal communication).

Finally, there is a tremendous racial diversity at democratic free schools. First of all, there 

are students from, for example, Asia, Africa or Europe. But I also met Native Americans, 

African Americans and many second generation Americans whose ancestors came from all over 

the world.  Beyond that,  even teachers  at  democratic  free schools are  not merely “white” 

Americans  who claim to support  diversity.  At schools I  have visited  I  met  teachers  and 

volunteers with for example American, Taiwanese, European or African background (“The 

Brooklyn  Free  School  people”,  2009;  “HTFS  people”,  2009).  A  very  interesting  and 

representative example for the staff’s diversity and open-mindedness can be seen at BFS where 

it is possible to meet teachers of a broad and diverse background, since there are for example 

people who grew up in the rural New England area, lived and studied there and now work at the 

democratic free school. On the other hand, there are teachers with totally different experiences at 

BFS.  One  of  them,  for  instance,  

[…] grew up all over New York City and beyond, from the Bowery, Little Italy 
and SoHo, to Bedford Stuyvesant, Crown Heights, and Hunts Point, from Martha's 
Vineyard  to  East  Africa.  [This  very  teacher]  received  a  B.A.  from  Brown 
University in English and African American Studies and a Masters degree in 
Education from Bank Street College. [She] studied Swahili in Tanzania, Spanish in 
Guatemala and Mexico, aromatherapy in Morocco, ayurveda in India and reiki in 
Manhattan (“The Brooklyn Free School people”, 2009). 

This emphasizes the aforementioned idea that diversity does not only rely on a person’s 

birthplace but also on people’s perspectives of the world and their different living conditions. 

Therefore, the advantage of diversity is that it offers a variety of interests and ideas and broadens 

students’ horizon. This again supports a democracy in so far as people can make decisions on 

the basis of their discussion of a variety of experiences due to their diverse backgrounds. 

Further, it supports the ideal of a democracy where everybody has the same rights and is not 

discriminated against or disadvantaged because of their social or racial background. 

Integrative education: At HTFS classes like  English Basics,  World History,  Debate, 

Criminal Justice, Literature, Spanish, Craft Arts, Physical Education, Math, Religious Studies, 

Women’s Studies,  Alternative Energy,  Music and much more are offered (“HTFS courses”, 

2009). Similar to Sudbury schools, students at democratic free schools have the opportunity to 

do internships or apprenticeships whenever they are interested in a particular field. Moreover, 

students at democratic free schools also have the opportunity to do self-studies, to study with a 

friend or ask a teacher. Last but not least, the classes that are offered are not standardized, but  
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can be discussed among the participants. Courses range from traditional classes with a teacher in 

the front to one on one classes or opportunities for learning by doing. At democratic free schools 

there are no mandatory classes, tests or evaluations. However, students are offered classes and 

have the opportunity to initiate or to ask for classes which they, according to my observations, 

regularly do. For instance, at BFS I experienced several students and a teacher discussing a class 

on conspiracy theories. Before they discussed what to do in this very class, they, all together, 

figured out a time where everybody who was interested, was able to participate. Beyond, as 

mentioned before, students at democratic free schools can also take tests and then get a state 

high school diploma. Finally, it is no question whether there is moral education within this 

academic education – which becomes clear in the parts autonomy and diversity – since moral 

education is an extremely important part of democratic schools and which happens all the time 

in every interaction at the schools.

Training of staff: At democratic free schools, many volunteers and interns can be 

found. There are several advantages in not being instructed by the same teachers all the time but 

also by people from outside, since different volunteers can offer a broader range of classes, 

perspectives and methods than at traditional public schools. This is because volunteers come 

from different areas or fields and were therefore not forced into the limited specifications or 

guidelines of teacher training colleges. Similar to a Sudbury school, democratic free schools do 

not require a certain degree or training for a teacher. Everybody is welcome to offer classes 

either as a full-time teacher or as a volunteer or intern. Again, this does not mean that teachers at 

democratic free schools do not have any degree or training. It just means that there is not a 

particular training necessary. Teachers at democratic free schools hold degrees, for example, in 

English  Literature,  History,  Fine  Arts  for  Film and  Television  Production  or  Philosophy 

(“HTFS people”, 2009; “The Brooklyn Free School people”, 2009). Even though teachers at 

democratic free schools do not need particular degrees, they have to understand the school’s 

philosophy, be able to relate to children and they have to be committed to the school and its  

students (J. Collins; M. Jacobs, personal communication). Further, teachers need to have good 

communication skills, be interested in many things and willing to learn from others – children 

and adults – and lastly need to be fairly self-confident (A. P. Berger, personal communication). 

This is an even more important skill needed in a teacher, since she or he is an advisor at the  

same time. This means that at BFS every teacher advises a certain group of kids, depending on 

the students’ age. At HTFS the group of students every teacher has to advise depends on 

sympathy and on how each student gets along with a certain teacher. This advisee system helps 

to create a more personal atmosphere at a democratic free school since students are actually seen 
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as individuals rather than merely a mass of people. Further, students can be sure that there is at 

least one specific person – which is the advisor – for every student at the school they can always 

go to. In more detail, it means that every teacher at BFS has, for example, about ten students to 

advise personally and academically, whereas at traditional public schools there might be – if at 

all  –  one  person  who  advises  everyone  at  the  entire  school  (L.  Mercogliano,  personal 

communication). This emphasizes that fewer students are left behind at democratic free schools, 

academically and socially (L. Mercogliano; I. Graves, personal communication).

Comprehensive, independent studies and evaluation: Even though, there is no regular 

evaluation of the students’ learning process, there are ways for students to evaluate themselves 

on the basis  of classes,  tests  and feedback.  In other words,  students are  able to  evaluate 

themselves based on class material and their results, but beyond that they can get feedback from 

the teachers (Mercogliano, 1998). At HTFS, there are two parent-teacher conferences during the 

year, during which the teachers tell the parents how their children are doing academically and 

socially. Further, there is a mid-year and an end-of-the-year evaluation for the parents, which is 

similar to the parent-teacher conference, but in written form. These evaluations and conferences, 

however, are discussed with the particular student beforehand to be sure that he or she agrees 

with the teacher’s evaluation (I. Graves, personal communication).

At BFS there is a descriptive evaluation process which includes objective observation by 

the staff according to five categories. These categories are the students’ physical presence and 

gesture,  their  thinking and learning process,  their  communication with others,  their  strong 

interests and preferences and finally their disposition and temperament. The staff members 

observe the students according to these categories and try to gain a deeper understanding of 

what or how a particular child is and how it can be supported. Beyond, there is a staff evaluation 

as well in that all the staff members give each other feedback, which automatically requires a lot 

of interaction between the staff. Since students are part of the hiring committee, they indirectly 

evaluate the staff members as well (A. P. Berger, personal communication). 

In general, it is always hard to say whether or not there is a certain group of children who 

do not fit into a democratic free school. However, generally speaking, a democratic free school 

can be attended by anybody; there are, for example, so-called troublemakers but also A-students 

and students who do not agree with the public school system or who do not accept the status 

quo. Moreover, democratic free schools are open to anybody except to people who do not want 

to be at the school. This is, students at democratic free schools have to be willing to participate 

in  the  community,  they  have  to  be  respectful  and  follow  the  rules  which  maintain  the 

community. Also, students have to be independent and responsible to a certain degree since it is 
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not possible for a teacher to be one on one with everybody all the time (I. Graves, personal 

communication).

KMDD

Autonomy: The KMDD, similar to the other models discussed before, supports students 

in becoming autonomous and responsible individuals. According to my observations, the groups 

in a KMDD learn to discuss independently and without fear of rejection because of the ping-

pong-method, but also because everybody respects the rule that not students as persons are to be 

discussed or criticized but the students’ arguments. Because of the ping-pong-method, the 

teacher conducting the KMDD is usually able to hold him- or herself back as much as possible 

and let the students discuss and moderate the discussion themselves and only interferes and 

mediates between the parties who, for instance, have a conflict with one another if necessary. 

Here, students learn to be sensitive for their own speaking habits and to respect others and their 

opinion and finally  to  let  others  finish  before  saying  something  themselves.  Further,  the 

students’ moral judgment is supported by the KMDD very well. According to Oser (1986), 

moral judgment is developed through solving dilemmas not only in one’s own mind but with 

others in a moral discourse. This discourse should be an open discussion where all arguments 

get discussed and partly criticized, where everybody has the same rights and where a group tries 

to find a just solution for everyone. Beyond that, the method as well as the content supports the 

student’s moral judgment since he or she learns to use one’s moral beliefs even if they disagree 

with one’s own opinion. Lastly, students learn to listen to counter-arguments, to take them into 

account and maybe even rethink their own positions (Lind, 2003).

So far, in all KMDDs I have watched, students and teachers treat each other respectfully 

and take the dilemmas seriously. This is, the students really try to think about the dilemma and 

try to find a just solution. Generally, there does not seem to be an authority in a KMDD. 

Certainly, the teacher could be an authority if necessary, however, the idea of the dilemma 

discussion is that it should be conducted on a democratic and equal basis, so that ideally there is 

no hierarchy and the teacher is merely the instructor and helps wherever it is necessary. 

Further, students usually participate vividly and almost all students are involved and like 

to discuss the dilemma. However, there is a reason that the dilemmas are semi-real instead of 

being real or an actual personal dilemma since Lind (2003) argues that a dilemma discussion 

supports moral judgment best when students are not too involved in the conflict so that feelings 

like fear or guilt do not appear. Nevertheless, the teacher has to be aware of the possibility that 

students may lose track of the original dilemma and try to find themselves in it. Also, as usual 
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there are some students who participate more than others, but theoretically everybody is able to 

say something, which is supported by the ping-pong-method. Nevertheless, the ping-pong-

method can intensify certain informal hierarchies since students might only call on their friends 

and ignore less liked students even though they might want to say something as well. This 

problem is avoided in the other models since they have a student chairperson who runs the 

meeting and makes sure that everyone has the chance to say something in the order of notices. 

Therefore having a chairperson is a more transparent and a more clearly arranged method to 

give students the chance to express their thoughts. However, this method can be misused as 

well, since also a chairperson can lose sight of the correct order of notices or the chairperson 

could even – consciously or unconsciously – ignore people. This is, because even though the 

chairperson is elected, he or she has a certain power which other students do not have at this 

particular moment. Apart from that, having a chairperson in a KMDD would be inefficient, even 

if it was represented by a student, since a chairperson’s tasks and responsibilities have to be 

learned and experienced which is not possible in 90 minutes. The alternative would be to have 

the teacher as the chairperson which would not lead to an autonomous discussion by the 

students  since  the  teacher  would  be  an  authority  who would  lead  the  whole  discussion. 

However,  the  agreement  of  criticizing  the  students’  arguments  instead  of  the  students 

themselves helps to avoid conflicts since the discussion stays more neutral and rational than, for 

example, personal which also prevents the misuse of the ping-pong-method (Lind, 2003).

 Diversity: In contrast  to the other two models,  the KMDD is a method within the 

traditional public school system, which means that diversity in every aspect (gender, class and 

race)  depends  on  the  school  itself  and  the  KMDD  does  not  have  any  influence  on  it. 

Consequently, this means that the already existing hierarchy within a traditional public school 

class cannot necessarily be excluded while conducting a KMDD which can make it harder for 

the teacher to guarantee that every student has the same voice, since usually there are students 

which are more dominant or powerful than others. In other words, a teacher conducting the 

KMDD is forced to work within the already existing structure of a traditional public school 

which usually lacks diversity depending on the community and the type of school.20 This 

shortage of diversity leads to a limited view or perspective on certain topics which may lead to a 

narrower discussion. Even though the KMDD has been conducted with different age-groups at 

the same time, a traditional public school class usually consists of students of the same age, 

which limits the perspectives of the participants as well. At a democratic free school or a 

20  In Germany there is a strong segregation regarding class and race, depending on the place of residence 
but also on the German school system, in which students are separated in different forms of schools, 
starting with fifth grade (Geißler, 2006, p. 287).
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Sudbury school, this would be different since even students at the same age may have different 

perspectives since they are free to deal with all kinds of things which interest them. Traditional 

public schools, however, force students of the same age to learn the same things at the same 

time, so that they usually have a similar perspective.

 Integrative education: A KMDD is an academic and a moral education at the same time. 

A KMDD can be conducted in any subject, which means that the dilemma can deal with a broad 

and general topic, but it can also deal with particular topics of that very subject, so that students 

deal academically with it, but morally at the same time. For instance, when in biology the topic 

“gene technology” comes up, it offers a perfect opportunity to conduct a KMDD before or after 

dealing with the topic itself. This example also shows that a KMDD can be interdisciplinary 

since the teacher of biology could, for example, work with the teacher of ethics or religion. 

Again, a KMDD can enrich a regular class but it is not a substitution for it (Lind, 2003).

 Training of staff:  To achieve the KMDD’s goals of democratic education it is very 

important to conduct the discussion in a standardized way, which is why it is significant to have 

a special training before actually performing a KMDD. Further, teachers are not supposed to 

teach certain moral concepts, rather they should give room and the opportunity for discussions 

and discourses in class. Therefore, there are special courses where people can learn how to 

conduct a KMDD successfully, in which participants learn the ideas, the methods and the goals 

of a KMDD. This training is the basis for achieving the results a KMDD aims for, which is, for 

instance, to provide an atmosphere of equality for the KMDD should be seen and treated as a 

discussion between people on the same level. This means that both students and teachers have 

the same voice and the same right to announce their opinion, which usually is not the case in 

regular  classes.  Hence,  moral  education in  a  democratic  society needs a different  attitude 

towards learning and teaching since also children are equal human beings who have an own 

opinion and learn from life rather than from teachers alone. That implies that teachers have to 

offer a good learning environment where students feel supported and equal. In other words, 

"[teachers] never teach […] pupils; [teachers] only attempt to provide the conditions in which 

they can learn" (A. Einstein). Another important thing for the KMDD is to know the method’s 

underlying philosophical, psychological and pedagogical basis. Beyond that, the teacher should 

observe other KMDDs regularly, know what happens in the world and focus on the moral 

problem of  the  happenings  and  finally  realize  when students  are  able  to  judge morally. 

Therefore, in order to be able to conduct a KMDD, certain training is required. The course itself 

takes about half a year with 30 hours of training (Lind, 2003). Since evaluation is an important 

tool for improving the KMDD, the teacher already gets evaluated during the training. This 
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evaluation is called a classreport (Klassenbericht), in which the particular KMDD – conducted 

by a teacher in training – is documented and evaluated (Lind, 2003, p. 91). A KMDD training 

addresses teachers of all fields, teachers for adult education, management instructors, social 

workers, educators in general, and mediators (“KMDD Info”, 2009).   

 Comprehensive,  independent  studies  and  evaluation:  For  the  KMDD,  it  is  of 

significant importance to document the learning process, which is why it emphasizes the need 

for evaluation. For example, a KMDD always includes a reflection by the students about what 

they have learned during the discussion (“Konstanz Method of Dilemma Discussion (KMDD)”, 

2009). Beyond that, after every KMDD there is an evaluation (Improvement of Teaching 

through Scientific Evaluation – ITSE) which helps to improve oneself as a teacher but also the 

method itself (“ITSE”, 2009). Further, there are several practical and experimental tests about 

the KMDD’s efficacy which prove that the method has a high efficacy concerning moral-

democratic  competence (“KMDD effects”, 2009). One of those tests is the Moral Judgment 

Test (MUT – Moralisches Urteil-Test), which can measure the ability for moral and discourse 

judgments. Also, with the help of surveys before and after the KMDD, it compares the moral 

development  recognizable  in  the  students’  estimation.  However,  this  test  requires  certain 

knowledge in psychology. Another possibility to measure the students’ moral ideals is the 

moral atmosphere questionnaire (MAF – Moralische Atmosphäre-Fragebogen), which has to 

be filled out by the students. Again, certain knowledge in psychology or education is necessary 

to evaluate this particular questionnaire (Lind, 2000, p. 85-101; 2003, p. 89-94). Also, studies 

have shown that the method is most effective with students between the age of eleven and 

sixteen. This applies if the KMDD lasts longer than 45 minutes, and if there are three to five 

KMDD sessions in total. Finally, the KMDD achieves best results if the teacher of the particular 

class conducts the session instead of someone else (“KMDD effects II”, 2009).

Apart from the aforementioned problems of the given hierarchical structure at traditional 

public schools, the KMDD can be conducted with any class, at any age and at any school or 

even with other groups outside of school. An example would be the medical university in 

Monterrey, Mexico where the KMDD is part of the training for medical students or the German 

military where the KMDD has been incorporated into the schooling as well. In other words, 

even though the efficacy varies depending on the group, there is not a particular group a KMDD 

could or could not be conducted with (“KMDD feedback”, 2009; Lind 2003, p. 73-93).

According to students themselves, most feel the KMDD is an important method and 

should definitely be conducted in schools. Moreover, they say that they learn several skills by 
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discussing dilemmas like how to behave in certain conflicts, just by thinking about a situation 

and discussing it. Also, students learn how to express themselves and to find the right words to 

discuss with others. Another strength they learn is to fight for one’s own position, which does 

not mean that students suddenly become stubborn or even violent and think they are right all the 

time. On the one hand, it was possible to observe that students are open and willing to listen to 

other people’s arguments and to think over their own opinion. On the other hand they are 

confident and try to convince their peers as well in finding reasonable arguments for their own 

position. This effect strengthens their self-confidence, but also their ability to be tolerant towards 

people who think differently (Lind, 1999). 

Last but not least, the KMDD seems to motivate students to become more active during 

class in general, so that many teachers have reported that dilemma discussions lead to more 

participation among the students and that they are more motivated in other subjects as well 

(Lind, 2003, p. 82).  
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IV. Discussion 
When I visited the different schools, one question I asked almost every staff member and 

teacher was what they see as the aim of education and what they want the students to be after 

school. Almost everyone’s answer was that they want the students to be happy during and after 

school and that they want them to be successful according to their own individual understanding 

of success. Furthermore, the schools want the students to be prepared for their next step in life 

and to be ready to step into society. Still, students determine themselves what this step will be. 

Also,  the  schools  want  the  students  to  become  responsible,  autonomous,  thoughtful  and 

effective adults. This does not mean, however, that students need to know certain things, or that 

academia is the most important thing to achieve. Rather, it depends on the student’s definition 

individually. Moreover, the schools also think that education should help students to be able to 

evaluate  themselves,  to learn about themselves  and others and what they want from life. 

Beyond, a school should create an environment where students can learn how to become 

successful in their world (Mercogliano, 1998). 

However, generally speaking it is extremely difficult to compare the three models because 

even though they do have some things in common, they differ in significant ways as well. Also, 

there is not the right model, since every person is different and has individual needs. Further, 

people’s individuality is the reason why the same philosophical ideal can be realized differently 

which can be seen in the different Sudbury schools. They all believe in the same ideas but act 

according to their community’s needs. Beyond, it is even more difficult to compare the two 

different school models with the KMDD method, since the schools are an integrated approach to 

democratic education, whereas the KMDD is a method within the already existing public school 

system. In other words, one could argue that integrated democratic schools are alternatives to the 

traditional public school system, while the KMDD can be seen as an addition to the already 

existing school system. 

Even though it is difficult to compare the three approaches with each other or to argue that 

one is better than the other one, there might be some strengths or weaknesses. For example, the 

two school models discussed earlier are a way of an integrative democratic education, which 

means a new school has to be started to make an education like this possible. In contrast to that, 

the KMDD is an addition to the already existing school system, which means that a KMDD 

does not require much change in the system itself while students can still be confronted with 

democratic education. Therefore, a KMDD can develop democratic behavior without major 

reforms in the school system. On the other hand, students are confronted with democracy only a 

couple of times during a year if it is conducted in an ideal way. This means that students are not 
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able to really experience democracy. Also, one may question whether the school system should 

remain the way it is with some minor improvements like the KMDD or whether it is necessary 

to change it significantly.  This means that the aim of a KMDD is not to make the whole 

educational  system more  democratic  but  merely  the  students  and  their  judgments.  Here, 

democracy is just one aspect of education, but the method does not question the system itself 

and its hierarchical structure. In other words, a KMDD is a good way to get in contact with 

democratic education although students’ decisions in a dilemma discussion do not have any 

direct influence on their own lives. True, it makes them reflect on their moral behavior but their 

decision or their vote in the very discussion does not change anything in their life right away 

since the dilemmas are semi-real. This is, students may be able to discuss gene technology 

nevertheless it will not directly influence their own lives. A school meeting on the other hand 

has a real impact on the students themselves and their environment which makes democracy 

more concrete. Therefore, democracy at a democratic school is not only a theoretical system of 

rules but rather real practice and experience.  

When comparing the three different models of democratic education, one may wonder 

whether they can benefit from each other. So far, democratic free schools already have learned 

from other methods and models and are still open to change. For example, The Brooklyn Free 

School’s (BFS) philosophy relies on the ideas of Summerhill but also on the Sudbury model. In 

the beginning, BFS even tried the JC method but realized that it does not work for their 

community which is why they changed to mediation which works very well for them (“The 

Brooklyn Free School”,  2009). Further,  the schools are still  open for improvements,  new 

methods as well as changing ideals depending on the community.

Apart from that, Jeff Collins (personal communication), staff and co-founder of Hudson 

Valley Sudbury School (HVSS) answered to my question whether he sees any weaknesses in 

the Sudbury model that a democracy is generally an unstable system and that it needs to be 

protected. That is, a democracy is not an easy system to maintain and there are a lot of threats to 

it, which is reflected in the number of Sudbury schools that have started and then died.  

Moreover,  the idea of the Judicial  Committee (JC) at  Sudbury schools needs to be 

discussed as well. It may be argued that a JC avoids conflict solving between individuals. In 

other words, there are always people who judge over things they are not really involved in. 

Those who are involved write people up right away rather than try to discuss and solve the 

conflict between them. At the same time, there were some students at the schools who disliked 

the JC system anyway and solved problems themselves without making use of the JC. This 

again shows that the JC is merely a possibility to solve conflicts if it has become impossible 
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between the involved parties. Therefore, it is not necessary to make use of the JC if a student 

does not support it. At the same time, everybody has to be JC clerk at a Sudbury school in a 

rotating way. Here, students can experience a way of democracy and can learn how to deal with 

problems in a just and fair way. Mediation, which the democratic free schools use, on the other 

hand is far more personal and private as long as the conflict does not affect the whole school 

community. In general, both mediation and JC try to find out why a rule was broken and what 

was going on in  the  community  that  a  rule  was violated.  Also,  people  try to  make  the 

consequences logical and comprehensible. Both aspects are usually missing at traditional public 

schools. Beyond that, at democratic schools there are all-school-lawbooks made by the whole 

community which apply for the whole school community. At traditional public schools there 

may be all-school-lawbooks as well but in addition, there are individual – sometimes unwritten 

and also random – rules made by the individual teacher or authority. Consequently, students 

cannot know which rules apply with which authority and cannot comprehend why there are 

certain additional rules since students do not have a voice in making rules at traditional public 

schools (Gabbert, 2005).

Furthermore, a critical aspect is the Sudbury policy not to influence the students in any 

way. This is because it may be questionable if it is possible or if it is not even artificial to keep 

away any influence so that the students really have to find something they are interested in, 

themselves. I would argue students are still influenced – when they leave school in the afternoon 

the latest – as soon as they enter the world outside of school. At the same time I wonder if it was 

possible to know about the variety of things one could deal with if there was no external 

influence. This means that the Sudbury philosophy might isolate itself too much and forgets that 

it is not possible to be entirely neutral and to have no influence from outside at all if people do 

not exclude themselves from society.  Therefore,  in this respect the democratic free school 

approach appears more appropriate. This approach offers different things that can be extended 

as soon as students find something they are interested in but at the same time, students are not 

forced to do anything. Beyond that, it would be possible to approach students in an even less 

influential way by talking to them about their interests and their free-time activities and offer 

things upon this information, which democratic free schools do additionally, since every student 

has an advisor who talks about the students’ interests and goals. 

Another thought about how the models could enrich each other is whether it would be a 

benefit for the two school models to offer the KMDD within democratic schools. In this way, 

students would have the possibility to discuss semi-real dilemmas which would help them not to 

get too involved in it so that they can focus on their discussion skills and their speaking habits 
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since there is not as much emotion involved as in personal issues. Apart from this idea, all three 

models  are  good and  functioning  approaches  just  by  themselves  as  well  and  should  be 

supported. Also, they definitely could improve the educational system. Of course, the ideals 

vary from community to community concerning both the school models as well as the KMDD, 

but all three approaches seem to be flexible for the community’s needs. 

Beyond, I would argue that all three models achieve their goals. All students at the schools 

I asked said they have a voice at the school and are able to change something. Further, all three 

models definitely support the students’ autonomy and responsibility for themselves and for 

others. Also, the models meet their claim to be democratic in contrast to traditional public 

schools and even though democracy may not be teachable, it is indeed learnable. 

49



V. Conclusion
Every time I mention democratic education, the first thing people ask me is whether this 

kind of education works at all.21 This is because many people believe that students need rules 

and restrictions – since most people have gone through a traditional school system and are 

therefore not used to anything else. Further, people often believe that if students do not have to 

take classes, they will never learn anything, since they do not want to learn except when they are 

told to. These people imagine democratic methods or schools as chaotic. This is because people 

seem to misunderstand the idea of democratic education and confuse it with an approach where 

students  are  allowed  to  do  everything  they  want  without  any  rules  or  responsibilities  – 

commonly known as the laissez-faire approach. However, the previous chapters showed that 

democratic schools are far from being chaotic or similar to the laissez-faire approach. There are 

indeed rules and restrictions at democratic schools or in the discussed method, the difference to 

traditional public schools, however, is that students at democratic schools usually understand 

and respect rules, since they were made by the students themselves. Moreover, all staff members 

or teachers I have talked to are convinced that children do want to learn themselves and that they 

actually do all the time. In other words, traditional public schools are based on the position that 

people do not want to learn and therefore have to be forced to do so (Gabbert, 2005). In contrast 

to that, democratic schools approach education in being convinced that people actually want to 

learn since students do not want to be lost in life for they realize themselves that they have to  

have certain knowledge to become what they aim for (Gabbert, 2005; Suchak & Root, 2006). 

Beyond the fact that people want to learn, they also want to decide themselves what is worth 

learning and how to learn. And last but not least, the schools, but also the KMDDs I have 

witnessed,  are  anything  but  chaotic.  Rather,  democratic  education  evokes  involvement, 

enthusiasm, excitement or interest. Therefore, I would claim that democratic education is indeed 

possible and that it achieves the aim of education discussed earlier on. That is, democratic  

education supports students to become autonomous, self-reflecting and critical individuals but 

also happy, pleased and eventually ready to take their next step in life.

Also,  personally  I  have  never  experienced  so  much  freedom,  openness,  tolerance, 

individuality, self-confidence and contentment at any other school as I have experienced at the 

Sudbury and the democratic free schools. Nevertheless, there are still some points to discuss as, 

for instance, whether there are informal or unwanted hierarchies. Even though democratic 

schools are democratic and everyone has the same rights, there are always people who are more 

dominant or more noticeable. The same applies to teachers or staff members. Although they try 
21  Hereupon the question can be raised whether the traditional public school system works at all, for 

which, however, there is no room in this paper.
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not to be more dominant than the students, it may happen – maybe even without being noticed 

or wanted by neither students nor staff – that the staff members are still more powerful than the 

students for being more experienced in life or being better in expressing themselves. Beyond 

that, even though the schools fulfill their ideals as best as possible, they are still part of a society 

which is less democratic than the schools. This problem can have positive and negative effects. 

The negative part is that these dependencies on the society may cause a hierarchy in the 

democratic schools even though they are democratic. For example, some democratic schools do 

not have enough money to realize all their ideals perfectly, since some schools rely on an 

environment which does not belong to them or where they are limited in certain aspects as 

hiring enough staff or paying the staff enough money so that they do not have to have several 

jobs at the same time, which is the case for some staff members at democratic schools. Also, as 

mentioned before, some schools have to fulfill certain state requirements to be recognized as a 

school, which then is handled democratically in the schools, but it is not democratic at the same 

time since the schools are forced to deal with this issue in the first place. In other words, 

democratic schools always depend on non-democratic issues put upon them by the society. 

Therefore, these requirements from outside make the schools less democratic, since the schools 

are obliged to follow certain procedures to achieve their own aims. In other words, being able to 

act democratically is a useful skill, however, the society is not organized democratically which 

leads to limits, democratic schools have to face. Here, the question is raised what these limits 

can mean for the students if they are not reflected in the schools. 

Even anti-authoritarian schools have to prepare children for a hierarchical, often 
brutal achievement-oriented society and at the same time, they need to live up to 
their standard to educate people “who are able to stand the contradictions in this 
society without suffering neurotic and character-deformations and change them 
collectively in active resistance” (Dermitzel, 1969, p. 180; Schroedter, 2007, p. 
151).22

Consequently, if these contradictions between a democratic approach to education and the 

society itself are not reflected at schools, students may get in conflict with society, since they are 

not used to a system, in which they do not have any power or a say. Therefore, students may not 

be able to become a part of the society because of this conflict, or they may not know how to 

compete with others. On the other hand, students may somehow resign and accept the society 

22  My own translation: „Auch antiautoritäre Erziehungseinrichtungen müssen die Kinder auf eine 
hierarchisierte, oft brutale Leistungsgesellschaft vorbereiten und gleichzeitig ihrem Anspruch gerecht 
werden, Menschen zu erziehen, „die fähig sind, die Widersprüche dieser Gesellschaft ohne neurotische 
und Charakterdeformationen auszuhalten und kollektiv die Verhältnisse im aktiven Widerstand zu 
verändern“ (Dermitzel, 1969, S. 180; Schroedter, 2007, p. 151).
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the way it is, with having a choice in some aspects, but being unable to vote in other parts of the 

society. However, a positive result this conflict could have is that students may become aware of 

the fact that they only live in a democratic community rather than in a democratic society, which 

may  empower  them  to  question  and  oppose  inequalities,  hierarchies  and  undemocratic 

structures in society, assuming it is reflected in the schools first. 
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Appendix



Interview Questionnaire

1. Name of school?

2. How many teachers/staff are at this school?

3. How many students are at this school?

4. Do kids have to take any classes at all?

5. How do classes work? Do kids ask for them, or do the staff members offer classes?

6. What do the students do between the classes or when there are no classes?

7. Is there an open campus? What does that mean?

8. What happens if students break a rule?

9. How many students pay full tuition fees?

10. What can students do, if they are not able to pay tuition fees?

11. What is the difference between a public school and HTFS?

12. Is there any kind of evaluation? Self-evaluation/ staff evaluation (How does this work)?

13. How important is the parents’ involvement in the school?

14. What about the education at home or raising a child at home, how does that influence 
the school’s aim?

15. Do you think there is a certain kind of children who are attracted by this school (e.g. 
“troublemakers”)?

16. Are there any children for whom this kind of school is not appropriate?

17. Is it a problem if students come from public schools? What about vice versa, is it hard 
to transfer from HTFS to public schools?

18. Do you think students at democratic schools are more democratic? 

19. What should be the aim of education?

20. Are children capable of learning themselves? Do they really want to learn themselves?

21. Is this model possible in a big school? What would be the limit of students? 

22. Can there be too few students?

23. Should there be a limit of staff in school?



24. Do you see any weaknesses in the school?

25. What is the difference between a Sudbury and a free democratic school?

26. What do you want the students to be after school?

27. Are there any alumni? Do you know what they do?

28. Why are you at HTFS?

29. What did you do before that?

30. Do you think you have changed since you got in contact with this school?

31. What did you do after graduating?

32. Could you describe what you usually do while at school?

33. What is the hardest part at school for you?

34. Have you ever had doubts about the children’s learning progress?

35. Is it hard to find the right staff?

36. Do you think this kind of school inspires people/children to question the society or to 
improve/change it?



Observation guidelines

• Autonomy: 

- Does the model support the student’s autonomy and democratic judgment? 

- Is there an authoritative presence?

- How do students and staff interact with each other? 

- Do students participate?

- Do students have a say in decision-making processes? 

- What does the approach and reflection on rules and the breaking of them as well as solving 

conflicts look like?

• Diversity:

- Does the model support diversity?

- Gender constellation?

- Racial diversity?

- Socioeconomic make up? 

• Integrative Education: 

- Is  there an integrative education (does moral education exist within the regular academic 

education)? 

• Training of staff: 

- Training of the staff?

• Comprehensive and independent studies: 

- Are there comprehensive and independent studies of the students’ learning progress?

- Is there a form of evaluation (staff and students?) 

- Does the model work for every child? 









































President Obama on Education

REMARKS BY THE PRESIDENT TO THE HISPANIC CHAMBER OF 
COMMERCE ON A COMPLETE AND COMPETITIVE AMERICAN EDUCATION

Courtesy of www.whitehouse.gov; Office of the Press Secretary; March 10th, 2009

Send us your thoughts! We'll post reactions on Friday, March 20th. E-mail them to 
info@educationrevolution.org

Washington Marriott Metro Center

Washington, D.C.

9:54 A.M. EDT

THE PRESIDENT: Thank you. (Applause.) Si se puede.

AUDIENCE: Si se puede! Si se puede! Si se puede!

THE PRESIDENT: Thank you. Thank you so much. Please, everybody have a seat. Thank 
you for the wonderful introduction, David. And thank you for the great work that you are 
doing each and every day. And I appreciate such a warm welcome. Some of you I've gotten a 
chance to know; many of you I'm meeting for the first time. But the spirit of the U.S. Hispanic 
Chamber of Commerce, the desire to create jobs and provide opportunity to people who 
sometimes have been left out -- that's exactly what this administration is about. That's the 
essence of the American Dream. And so I'm very proud to have a chance to speak with all of 
you.

You know, every so often, throughout our history, a generation of Americans bears the 
responsibility of seeing this country through difficult times and protecting the dream of its 
founding for posterity. This is a responsibility that's fallen to our generation. Meeting it will 
require steering our nation's economy through a crisis unlike anything that we have seen in 
our time.

In the short term, that means jump-starting job creation and restarting lending, and restoring 
confidence in our markets and our financial system. But it also means taking steps that not 
only advance our recovery, but lay the foundation for lasting, shared prosperity.

I know there's some who believe we can only handle one challenge at a time. And they forget 
that Lincoln helped lay down the transcontinental railroad and passed the Homestead Act and 
created the National Academy of Sciences in the midst of civil war. Likewise, President 
Roosevelt didn't have the luxury of choosing between ending a depression and fighting a war; 
he had to do both. President Kennedy didn't have the luxury of choosing between civil rights 
and sending us to the moon. And we don't have the luxury of choosing between getting our 
economy moving now and rebuilding it over the long term.

America will not remain true to its highest ideals -- and America's place as a global economic 
leader will be put at risk -- unless we not only bring down the crushing cost of health care and 

mailto:info@educationrevolution.org


transform the way we use energy, but also if we do -- if we don't do a far better job than we've 
been doing of educating our sons and daughters; unless we give them the knowledge and 
skills they need in this new and changing world.

For we know that economic progress and educational achievement have always gone hand in 
hand in America. The land-grant colleges and public high schools transformed the economy 
of an industrializing nation. The GI Bill generated a middle class that made America's 
economy unrivaled in the 20th century. Investments in math and science under President 
Eisenhower gave new opportunities to young scientists and engineers all across the country. It 
made possible somebody like a Sergei Brin to attend graduate school and found an upstart 
company called Google that would forever change our world.

The source of America's prosperity has never been merely how ably we accumulate wealth, 
but how well we educate our people. This has never been more true than it is today. In a 21st-
century world where jobs can be shipped wherever there's an Internet connection, where a 
child born in Dallas is now competing with a child in New Delhi, where your best job 
qualification is not what you do, but what you know -- education is no longer just a pathway 
to opportunity and success, it's a prerequisite for success.

That's why workers without a four-year degree have borne the brunt of recent layoffs, Latinos 
most of all. That's why, of the 30 fastest growing occupations in America, half require a 
Bachelor's degree or more. By 2016, four out of every 10 new jobs will require at least some 
advanced education or training.

So let there be no doubt: The future belongs to the nation that best educates its citizens -- and 
my fellow Americans, we have everything we need to be that nation. We have the best 
universities, the most renowned scholars. We have innovative principals and passionate 
teachers and gifted students, and we have parents whose only priority is their child's 
education. We have a legacy of excellence, and an unwavering belief that our children should 
climb higher than we did.

And yet, despite resources that are unmatched anywhere in the world, we've let our grades 
slip, our schools crumble, our teacher quality fall short, and other nations outpace us. Let me 
give you a few statistics. In 8th grade math, we've fallen to 9th place. Singapore's middle-
schoolers outperform ours three to one. Just a third of our 13- and 14-year-olds can read as 
well as they should. And year after year, a stubborn gap persists between how well white 
students are doing compared to their African American and Latino classmates. The relative 
decline of American education is untenable for our economy, it's unsustainable for our 
democracy, it's unacceptable for our children -- and we can't afford to let it continue.

What's at stake is nothing less than the American Dream. It's what drew my father and so 
many of your fathers and mothers to our shores in pursuit of an education. It's what led Linda 
Brown and Gonzalo and Felicitas Mendez to bear the standard of all who were attending 
separate and unequal schools. It's what has led generations of Americans to take on that extra 
job, to sacrifice the small pleasures, to scrimp and save wherever they can, in hopes of putting 
away enough, just enough, to give their child the education that they never had. It's that most 
American of ideas, that with the right education, a child of any race, any faith, any station, can 
overcome whatever barriers stand in their way and fulfill their God-given potential. 
(Applause.)



Of course, we've heard all this year after year after year after year -- and far too little has 
changed. Certainly it hasn't changed in too many overcrowded Latino schools; it hasn't 
changed in too many inner-city schools that are seeing dropout rates of over 50 percent. It's 
not changing not because we're lacking sound ideas or sensible plans -- in pockets of 
excellence across this country, we're seeing what children from all walks of life can and will 
achieve when we set high standards, have high expectations, when we do a good job of 
preparing them. Instead, it's because politics and ideology have too often trumped our 
progress that we're in the situation that we're in.

For decades, Washington has been trapped in the same stale debates that have paralyzed 
progress and perpetuated our educational decline. Too many supporters of my party have 
resisted the idea of rewarding excellence in teaching with extra pay, even though we know it 
can make a difference in the classroom. Too many in the Republican Party have opposed new 
investments in early education, despite compelling evidence of its importance. So what we get 
here in Washington is the same old debate about it's more money versus more reform, 
vouchers versus the status quo. There's been partisanship and petty bickering, but little 
recognition that we need to move beyond the worn fights of the 20th century if we're going to 
succeed in the 21st century. (Applause.)

I think you'd all agree that the time for finger-pointing is over. The time for holding us -- 
holding ourselves accountable is here. What's required is not simply new investments, but 
new reforms. It's time to expect more from our students. It's time to start rewarding good 
teachers, stop making excuses for bad ones. It's time to demand results from government at 
every level. It's time to prepare every child, everywhere in America, to out-compete any 
worker, anywhere in the world. (Applause.) It's time to give all Americans a complete and 
competitive education from the cradle up through a career. We've accepted failure for far too 
long. Enough is enough. America's entire education system must once more be the envy of the 
world -- and that's exactly what we intend to do.

That's exactly what the budget I'm submitting to Congress has begun to achieve. Now, at a 
time when we've inherited a trillion-dollar deficit, we will start by doing a little housekeeping, 
going through our books, cutting wasteful education programs. My outstanding Secretary of 
Education, Arne Duncan, who's here today -- stand up, Arne, so everybody can see you. 
(Applause.) I'm assuming you also saw my Secretary of Labor, Hilda Solis. (Applause.) But 
Secretary Duncan will use only one test when deciding what ideas to support with your 
precious tax dollars: It's not whether an idea is liberal or conservative, but whether it works. 
And this will help free up resources for the first pillar of reforming our schools -- investing in 
early childhood initiatives.

This isn't just about keeping an eye on our children, it's about educating them. Studies show 
that children in early childhood education programs are more likely to score higher in reading 
and math, more likely to graduate from high school and attend college, more likely to hold a 
job, and more likely to earn more in that job. For every dollar we invest in these programs, we 
get nearly $10 back in reduced welfare rolls, fewer health care costs, and less crime. That's 
why the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act that I signed into law invests $5 billion in 
growing Early Head Start and Head Start, expanding access to quality child care for 150,000 
more children from working families, and doing more for children with special needs. And 
that's why we are going to offer 55,000 first-time parents regular visits from trained nurses to 
help make sure their children are healthy and prepare them for school and for life. (Applause.)



Even as we invest in early childhood education, let's raise the bar for early learning programs 
that are falling short. Now, today, some children are enrolled in excellent programs. Some 
children are enrolled in mediocre programs. And some are wasting away their most formative 
years in bad programs. That includes the one-fourth of all children who are Hispanic, and who 
will drive America's workforce of tomorrow, but who are less likely to have been enrolled in 
an early childhood education program than anyone else.

That's why I'm issuing a challenge to our states: Develop a cutting-edge plan to raise the 
quality of your early learning programs; show us how you'll work to ensure that children are 
better prepared for success by the time they enter kindergarten. If you do, we will support you 
with an Early Learning Challenge Grant that I call on Congress to enact. That's how we will 
reward quality and incentivize excellence, and make a down payment on the success of the 
next generation.

So that's the first pillar of our education reform agenda. The second, we will end what has 
become a race to the bottom in our schools and instead spur a race to the top by encouraging 
better standards and assessments. Now, this is an area where we are being outpaced by other 
nations. It's not that their kids are any smarter than ours -- it's that they are being smarter 
about how to educate their children. They're spending less time teaching things that don't 
matter, and more time teaching things that do. They're preparing their students not only for 
high school or college, but for a career. We are not. Our curriculum for 8th graders is two full 
years behind top performing countries. That's a prescription for economic decline. And I 
refuse to accept that America's children cannot rise to this challenge. They can, and they must, 
and they will meet higher standards in our time. (Applause.)

So let's challenge our states -- let's challenge our states to adopt world-class standards that 
will bring our curriculums to the 21st century. Today's system of 50 different sets of 
benchmarks for academic success means 4th grade readers in Mississippi are scoring nearly 
70 points lower than students in Wyoming -- and they're getting the same grade. Eight of our 
states are setting their standards so low that their students may end up on par with roughly the 
bottom 40 percent of the world.

That's inexcusable. That's why I'm calling on states that are setting their standards far below 
where they ought to be to stop low-balling expectations for our kids. The solution to low test 
scores is not lowering standards -- it's tougher, clearer standards. (Applause.) Standards like 
those in Massachusetts, where 8th graders are -- (applause) -- we have a Massachusetts 
contingent here. (Laughter.) In Massachusetts, 8th graders are now tying for first -- first in the 
whole world in science. Other forward-thinking states are moving in the same direction by 
coming together as part of a consortium. And more states need to do the same. And I'm 
calling on our nation's governors and state education chiefs to develop standards and 
assessments that don't simply measure whether students can fill in a bubble on a test, but 
whether they possess 21st century skills like problem-solving and critical thinking and 
entrepreneurship and creativity.

That is what we'll help them do later this year -- that what we're going to help them do later 
this year when we finally make No Child Left Behind live up to its name by ensuring not only 
that teachers and principals get the funding that they need, but that the money is tied to 
results. (Applause.) And Arne Duncan will also back up this commitment to higher standards 
with a fund to invest in innovation in our school districts.



Of course, raising standards alone will not make much of a difference unless we provide 
teachers and principals with the information they need to make sure students are prepared to 
meet those standards. And far too few states have data systems like the one in Florida that 
keep track of a student's education from childhood through college. And far too few districts 
are emulating the example of Houston and Long Beach, and using data to track how much 
progress a student is making and where that student is struggling. That's a resource that can 
help us improve student achievement, and tell us which students had which teachers so we 
can assess what's working and what's not. That's why we're making a major investment in this 
area that we will cultivate a new culture of accountability in America's schools.

Now, to complete our race to the top requires the third pillar of reform -- recruiting, preparing, 
and rewarding outstanding teachers. From the moment students enter a school, the most 
important factor in their success is not the color of their skin or the income of their parents, 
it's the person standing at the front of the classroom. That's why our Recovery Act will ensure 
that hundreds of thousands of teachers and school personnel are not laid off -- because those 
Americans are not only doing jobs they can't afford to lose, they're rendering a service our 
nation cannot afford to lose, either. (Applause.)

America's future depends on its teachers. And so today, I'm calling on a new generation of 
Americans to step forward and serve our country in our classrooms. If you want to make a 
difference in the life of our nation, if you want to make the most of your talents and 
dedication, if you want to make your mark with a legacy that will endure -- then join the 
teaching profession. America needs you. We need you in our suburbs. We need you in our 
small towns. We especially need you in our inner cities. We need you in classrooms all across 
our country.

And if you do your part, then we'll do ours. That's why we're taking steps to prepare teachers 
for their difficult responsibilities, and encourage them to stay in the profession. That's why 
we're creating new pathways to teaching and new incentives to bring teachers to schools 
where they're needed most. That's why we support offering extra pay to Americans who teach 
math and science to end a teacher shortage in those subjects. It's why we're building on the 
promising work being done in places like South Carolina's Teachers Advancement Program, 
and making an unprecedented commitment to ensure that anyone entrusted with educating our 
children is doing the job as well as it can be done.

Now, here's what that commitment means: It means treating teachers like the professionals 
they are while also holding them more accountable -– in up to 150 more school districts. New 
teachers will be mentored by experienced ones. Good teachers will be rewarded with more 
money for improved student achievement, and asked to accept more responsibilities for lifting 
up their schools. Teachers throughout a school will benefit from guidance and support to help 
them improve.

And just as we've given our teachers all the support they need to be successful, we need to 
make sure our students have the teacher they need to be successful. And that means states and 
school districts taking steps to move bad teachers out of the classroom. But let me be clear -- 
(applause.) Let me be clear -- the overwhelming number of teachers are doing an outstanding 
job under difficult circumstances. My sister is a teacher, so I know how tough teaching can 
be. But let me be clear: If a teacher is given a chance or two chances or three chances but still 
does not improve, there's no excuse for that person to continue teaching. I reject a system that 
rewards failure and protects a person from its consequences. The stakes are too high. We can 



afford nothing but the best when it comes to our children's teachers and the schools where 
they teach. (Applause.)

Now, that leads me to the fourth part of America's education strategy –- promoting innovation 
and excellence in America's schools. One of the places where much of that innovation occurs 
is in our most effective charter schools. And these are public schools founded by parents, 
teachers, and civic or community organizations with broad leeway to innovate -– schools I 
supported as a state legislator and a United States senator.

But right now, there are many caps on how many charter schools are allowed in some states, 
no matter how well they're preparing our students. That isn't good for our children, our 
economy, or our country. Of course, any expansion of charter schools must not result in the 
spread of mediocrity, but in the advancement of excellence. And that will require states 
adopting both a rigorous selection and review process to ensure that a charter school's 
autonomy is coupled with greater accountability –- as well as a strategy, like the one in 
Chicago, to close charter schools that are not working. Provided this greater accountability, I 
call on states to reform their charter rules, and lift caps on the number of allowable charter 
schools, wherever such caps are in place.

Now, even as we foster innovation in where our children are learning, let's also foster 
innovation in when our children are learning. We can no longer afford an academic calendar 
designed for when America was a nation of farmers who needed their children at home 
plowing the land at the end of each day. That calendar may have once made sense, but today 
it puts us at a competitive disadvantage. Our children -- listen to this -- our children spend 
over a month less in school than children in South Korea -- every year. That's no way to 
prepare them for a 21st century economy. That's why I'm calling for us not only to expand 
effective after-school programs, but to rethink the school day to incorporate more time -– 
whether during the summer or through expanded-day programs for children who need it. 
(Applause.)

Now, I know longer school days and school years are not wildly popular ideas. (Laughter.) 
Not with Malia and Sasha -- (laughter) -- not in my family, and probably not in yours. But the 
challenges of a new century demand more time in the classroom. If they can do that in South 
Korea, we can do it right here in the United States of America.

Of course, no matter how innovative our schools or how effective our teachers, America 
cannot succeed unless our students take responsibility for their own education. That means 
showing up for school on time, paying attention in class, seeking out extra tutoring if it's 
needed, staying out of trouble. To any student who's watching, I say this: Don't even think 
about dropping out of school. Don't even think about it. (Applause.)

As I said a couple of weeks ago, dropping out is quitting on yourself, it's quitting on your 
country, and it's not an option -- not anymore. Not when our high school dropout rate has 
tripled in the past 30 years. Not when high school dropouts earn about half as much as college 
graduates. Not when Latino students are dropping out faster than just about anyone else. It's 
time for all of us, no matter what our backgrounds, to come together and solve this epidemic.

Stemming the tide of dropouts will require turning around our low-performing schools. Just 
2,000 high schools in cities like Detroit and Los Angeles and Philadelphia produce over 50 
percent of America's dropouts. And yet there are too few proven strategies to transform these 
schools. And there are too few partners to get the job done.



So today, I'm issuing a challenge to educators and lawmakers, parents and teachers alike: Let 
us all make turning around our schools our collective responsibility as Americans. And that 
will require new investments in innovative ideas -- that's why my budget invests in 
developing new strategies to make sure at-risk students don't give up on their education; new 
efforts to give dropouts who want to return to school the help they need to graduate; and new 
ways to put those young men and women who have left school back on a pathway to 
graduation.

Now, the fifth part of America's education strategy is providing every American with a 
quality higher education -– whether it's college or technical training. Never has a college 
degree been more important. Never has it been more expensive. And at a time when so many 
of our families are bearing enormous economic burdens, the rising cost of tuition threatens to 
shatter dreams. And that's why we will simplify federal college assistance forms so it doesn't 
take a Ph.D to apply for financial aid. (Applause.)

That's why we're already taking steps to make college or technical training affordable. For the 
first time ever, Pell Grants will not be subject to the politics of the moment or the whim of the 
market –- they will be a commitment that Congress is required to uphold each and every year. 
(Applause.) Not only that; because rising costs mean Pell Grants cover less than half as much 
tuition as they did 30 years ago, we're raising the maximum Pell Grant to $5,550 a year and 
indexing it above inflation. We're also providing a $2,500-a-year tuition tax credit for students 
from working families. And we're modernizing and expanding the Perkins Loan Program to 
make sure schools like UNLV don't get a tenth as many Perkins loans as schools like Harvard.

To help pay for all of this, we're putting students ahead of lenders by eliminating wasteful 
student loan subsidies that cost taxpayers billions each year. All in all, we are making college 
affordable for 7 million more students with a sweeping investment in our children's futures 
and America's success. And I call on Congress to join me and the American people by making 
these investments possible. (Applause.)

This is how we will help meet our responsibility as a nation to open the doors of college to 
every American. But it will also be the responsibility of colleges and universities to control 
spiraling costs. We can't just keep on putting more money in and universities and colleges not 
doing their part to hold down tuitions. And it's the responsibility of our students to walk 
through the doors of opportunity.

In just a single generation, America has fallen from 2nd place to 11th place in the portion of 
students completing college. That is unfortunate, but it's by no means irreversible. With 
resolve and the right investments, we can retake the lead once more. And that's why, in my 
address to the nation the other week, I called on Americans to commit to at least one year or 
more of higher education or career training, with the goal of having the highest proportion of 
college graduates in the world by the year 2020. And to meet that goal, we are investing $2.5 
billion to identify and support innovative initiatives across the country that achieve results in 
helping students persist and graduate.

So let's not stop at education with college. Let's recognize a 21st century reality: Learning 
doesn't end in our early 20s. Adults of all ages need opportunities to earn new degrees and 
new skills -- especially in the current economic environment. That means working with all our 
universities and schools, including community colleges -- a great and undervalued asset -- to 
prepare workers for good jobs in high-growth industries; and to improve access to job training 
not only for young people who are just starting their careers, but for older workers who need 



new skills to change careers. And that's going to be one of the key tasks that Secretary Solis is 
involved with, is making sure that lifelong learning is a reality and a possibility for more 
Americans.

It's through initiatives like these that we'll see more Americans earn a college degree, or 
receive advanced training, and pursue a successful career. And that's why I'm calling on 
Congress to work with me to enact these essential reforms, and to reauthorize the Workforce 
Reinvestment Act. That's how we will round out a complete and competitive education in the 
United States of America.

So here's the bottom line: Yes, we need more money; yes, we need more reform; yes, we need 
to hold ourselves more accountable for every dollar we spend. But there's one more ingredient 
I want to talk about. No government policy will make any difference unless we also hold 
ourselves more accountable as parents -- because government, no matter how wise or 
efficient, cannot turn off the TV or put away the video games. Teachers, no matter how 
dedicated or effective, cannot make sure your child leaves for school on time and does their 
homework when they get back at night. These are things only a parent can do. These are 
things that our parents must do.

I say this not only as a father, but also as a son. When I was a child my mother and I lived 
overseas, and she didn't have the money to send me to the fancy international school where all 
the American kids went to school. So what she did was she supplemented my schooling with 
lessons from a correspondence course. And I can still picture her waking me up at 4:30 a.m., 
five days a week, to go over some lessons before I went to school. And whenever I'd 
complain and grumble and find some excuse and say, "Awww, I'm sleepy," she'd patiently 
repeat to me her most powerful defense. She'd say, "This is no picnic for me either, 
buster." (Laughter and applause.)

And when you're a kid you don't think about the sacrifices they're making. She had to work; I 
just had to go to school. But she'd still wake up every day to make sure I was getting what I 
needed for my education. And it's because she did this day after day, week after week, 
because of all the other opportunities and breaks that I got along the way, all the sacrifices 
that my grandmother and my grandfather made along the way, that I can stand here today as 
President of the United States. It's because of the sacrifices -- (applause.) See, I want every 
child in this country to have the same chance that my mother gave me, that my teachers gave 
me, that my college professors gave me, that America gave me.

You know these stories; you've lived them, as well. All of you have a similar story to tell. 
You know, it's -- I want children like Yvonne Bojorquez to have that chance. Yvonne is a 
student at Village Academy High School in California. Now, Village Academy is a 21st 
century school where cutting edge technologies are used in the classroom, where college prep 
and career training are offered to all who seek it, and where the motto is "respect, 
responsibility, and results."

Now, a couple of months ago, Yvonne and her class made a video talking about the impact 
that our struggling economy was having on their lives. And some of them spoke about their 
parents being laid off, or their homes facing foreclosure, or their inability to focus on school 
with everything that was happening at home. And when it was her turn to speak, Yvonne said: 
"We've all been affected by this economic crisis. [We] are all college bound students; we're 
all businessmen, and doctors and lawyers and all this great stuff. And we have all this 
potential -- but the way things are going, we're not going to be able to [fulfill it]."



It was heartbreaking that a girl so full of promise was so full of worry that she and her class 
titled their video, "Is anybody listening?" So, today, there's something I want to say to 
Yvonne and her class at Village Academy: I am listening. We are listening. America is 
listening. (Applause.) And we will not rest until your parents can keep your jobs -- we will 
not rest until your parents can keep their jobs and your families can keep their homes, and you 
can focus on what you should be focusing on -- your own education; until you can become the 
businessmen, doctors, and lawyers of tomorrow, until you can reach out and grasp your 
dreams for the future.

For in the end, Yvonne's dream is a dream shared by all Americans. It's the founding promise 
of our nation: That we can make of our lives what we will; that all things are possible for all 
people; and that here in America, our best days lie ahead. I believe that. I truly believe if I do 
my part, and you, the American people, do yours, then we will emerge from this crisis a 
stronger nation, and pass the dream of our founding on to posterity, ever safer than before. 
(Applause.)

Thank you very much. God bless you. God bless the United States of America. Thank you. 
(Applause.)

END 10:20 A.M. EDT
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Just quickly,

It seems he was alluding to the introduction of national standards and of alternative more 
authentic assessments of student growth. The move to authentic assessment would be 
welcomed. I just hope that there is an understanding that if we are to have various measures of 
accountability on top of the current testing requirements, then space needs to be made for that. 
If the administration just adds more on top, well it will be the straw that breaks the camel’s 
back. The system is overloaded with requirements as it is. The concept of national standards 
makes sense too. However, my concern is that it would prevent states and districts from 
meeting the needs of their populations. These standards would have to be ‘en gros”.

As for a longer school day and so on. I don’t agree. I do think we would be better served by a 
three month on, one month off school year. This would lead to greater retention and less burn 
out on the part of both teachers and students. However, the concept here seems to be towards 
more of the same. In other words doing more of what is not working, in the hopes that it will 
work better. LOL Crazy I know.

The college stuff seems reasonable.

Zahra Lightway M.Ed.
C.S.O. Light Way Schools
www.lightwayschools.org

-----

The best teachers are the ones whose training and experience have included a lot of close 
connections with the actual school populations they will be serving - but this isn't possible 
beforehand, so any real educational changes need to include the caliber of both the professors 
and the content of the Teachers' Colleges they will attend, such that it offers them the widest 
possible range of origins and groupings of children and of schools, and the most 
comprehensive definition of the whole topic of education itself.

School Boards from widely varying communities also bring a strong influence to bear on the 
nature of the experiences the children in those communities will have. In other words, 
education is a highly political term, and is the product of local ideology, not just national 
goals and ideals. Especially, the teachers who are chosen to fill roles in ghetto schools, both 
urban and rural, are likely to be under pressure to conform to the mores of the community, 
whatever they may be.

These intangible factors need to be given real priorities, and the utmost transparency needs to 
be created on an ongoing basis, not just set in motion through initial national fiat. Maintaining 
local control needs to be part of the initial and ongoing emphasis of the program.

Much of the money to be allocated to education needs to be spent on upgrading and 
maintaining ugly, elderly buildings.



Best,

Mary Leue
Director Emeritus
The Free School
Albany, NY

-----

I'm, in spite of liking Obama quite a lot, really unhappy with his choices on education. The 
person he picked to head it up- Arne Duncan? not good for Chicago, why should he be good 
for the USA?

The speech, in my book, doesn't go far enough. How will you support the teachers? How will 
you make sure the principals don't practice nepotism, or put their favorites up for the merit 
bonuses? How will you create schools where learning actually happens? How will you 
support alternatives to the current system for kids who don't do well? How will you motivate 
grade-inflated bored spoiled media-obsessed kids like the ones in some of the normal high 
schools?

I like a standards based non graded education. As in, if you can't do X, you don't go on to Y. I 
like a child centered education where you follow their interests and set them on fire with love 
of learning and curiosity. I don't support standardized testing.

And I'm just not seeing a lot of support for this.

Robin

-----

Those who are trying to destroy public education are very clever with words. "No Child Left 
Behind" was a powerful slogan for the Bush administration. Now we are getting hit with the 
word, "standards." Who can be against "high standards" in anything? "National standards" 
sounds like a good thing, but it is just as insidious as NCLB has been. If you are against 
"national standards" you are unpatriotic. This is the implication. Now, it seems to me that we 
have an opportunity to turn this phrase to the great benefit of students. We can ask the 
question, "Which is better -- to have high standards for nurturing student uniformity? -- or 
high standards for nurturing human diversity?" Shall we continue asking teachers to make 
students alike in knowledge and skills or shall we ask them to nurture individuality? What's 
wrong with helping students develop in the things they are inherently good at doing? If people 
are so obsessed with high scores on standardized achievement tests we can show that it can 
best be attained by helping students grow in their talents than by trying to make them all alike, 
thusly ignoring the potential of high performers. This brings me to the main thesis of our 
work -- to change the main goal and purpose of public education -- mediocre student 
achievement in a narrow curriculum versus high student accomplishment in one's unique gifts 
and talents with unlimited subject matter content. Our Educating for Human Greatness model 
addresses this distinction, but can we use the "high standards" phrase to show it?

I'm sending a copy of these thoughts to Dixie Allen of the Utah State Board of Education, 
who has shown an interest in our work. For this reason I'm also attaching the latest one-pager 
for her to read. Finally, I end with these questions, "Shall we endorse high standards for 



student uniformity -- or high standards for student individuality (diversity)? How can we use 
this phrase to more clearly show a better reform plan? The Obama speech makes it imperative 
that we hurry faster to let state boards of education know that there is a genuine re-form plan 
available, one that doesn't demoralize students and teachers -- and that involves parents in a 
meaningful way.

Urgently,

Lynn Stoddard

-----

It is time to go back to the early days when teaching was not just a job but a vocation I.C.

-----

"Tougher standards! More accountability! Support NCLB! Limited charter schools! Obama 
sounds like Bush."

-----

I am particularly interested in the increased interest in Charter Schools.

I would like to see included some charter schools that were NOT tied to NCLB and its 
standards for assessment, but rather that the uniqueness of each student be recognized... This 
would hopefully lead to a completely different approach to measuring results.

Another way of saying this: Allow, even foster, some experimental schools where the student 
follows his/her interests based on inner motivation.

And be sure to have parenting classes for those parents who have to put their very young 
children in child care: Connection and bonding are keys that must be addressed.

Sincerely and With much Aloha,

Liz Wertheim

-----

As a parent, a teacher, the founder of a school, and a representative of the injured alumni of 
the American public school system, I am disappointed in President Obama's speech to the 
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce on March 10th, 2009 on a complete and competitive 
American education.

From a Presidential campaign that so proudly boasted progress and change, phrases such as 
"score higher in reading and math" and "tougher, clearer standards" for "economic progress" 
sound very much like the same old story. We do not need to add more to the standards and 
preconceived notions of performance of this archaic and overly bureaucratic educational 
system. Rather, we need toleration and acceptance and individual measurement for evaluation 
from the individual and for the individual's benefit. We need school administrators and 



teachers that trust in children as people, schools that are not afraid to let children pursue their 
own interests as the child develops and as the world rapidly changes.

In his speech, President Obama stated that, "America cannot succeed unless our students take 
responsibility for their own education." For students to feel responsible for their own 
education, we must first enable them to choose their educational pursuits. True social change 
and a more productive, happier country will come the day our schools allow children to freely 
pursue their interests through self-determination and treat them with compassion and respect.

What America must strive for is the removal of coercion and assumption in the American 
school system. It can do so by allowing inspired groups and individuals to develop alternative 
schools and programs without restriction and with public funding. We must rid ourselves of 
the blanket set of standards dictated down from the committees and political agendas that do 
not know or understand those they represent.

Non-coercive educational alternatives have historically proven to produce responsible, astute, 
happy, and confident adults. Standardized tests have historically proven to produce 
standardized minds.

Sincerely,

Alexander Khost

-----

Dear President Obama,

I am writing to you today regarding your speech from March 10th – a speech which attempted 
to assess, diagnose, and allude to possible cures for our nation’s aching education system. 
First of all, I would like empathize with you for a moment. I realize that the first few months 
in office will leave you vulnerable and uneasy. You were chosen to represent the Democratic 
Party in 2008 – a Party funded by roughly half of the highly concentrated political and 
economic interests of not only the United States, but most of the world. I also realize that you 
have many favors to return and many backs to scratch. When it comes to foreign policy, 
banking and monetary policy, drug wars and Israel – your hands are tied.

The bright side, though, is that education policy is not wielded by these same hands, thus, I 
am optimistic in your ability to make direct and sweeping changes to our failing system. Your 
speech highlighted several important concepts about our education system, our perception of 
the system, and the methods by which we measure success.

I completely agree that society should value its educators to a much higher degree. However, 
this does not mean that simply raising the teacher’s salary will provide them the superpowers 
required to recreate the system’s failing infrastructure. Like you said, the United States has 
always had a level of resources far and above competing nations – yet, we continue to fall 
further and further behind.

If the means and resources have represented the constant, then the essential variables exist 
among our system’s goals, practices, and driving philosophies. Providing an equal educational 
opportunity to all children is essential, however, this alone will not release us from our 
stalemate with outdated ideas of the modern era. In your speech, you mentioned alternative 



education and charters schools as an important source of growth and progress for the 
educational organism. Please realize the monumental importance of the private education 
sector.

Unlike the medical/insurance field, the private vs. public war of the education system is not 
waged over financial gain. Amidst the benevolent attempts to provide equal education for 
everyone, the federal government has too often squelched the alternative, creative, and 
progressive movements. Please invest in charter schools and alternative methods.

More importantly, encourage creativeness and courage to explore new methods of education. 
Unlike the static public school system, charter schools and private schools do not have the 
luxury of existing amidst mediocrity. These schools are birthed from bright visions, inspired 
minds, and impassioned hearts. Please be willing to subsidize education ideas that break the 
stale mold of four walls, thirty desks, and an inauthentic autocracy.

It is well known that the Democratic Party has been a longtime advocate for early childhood 
education and “head start” programs. You are certainly correct in understanding the criticality 
of a child’s earliest experiences – experiences containing the sensory information responsible 
for their future feelings and attitudes. Rather than requiring children to be reading the classics 
before they ditch their diapers, our main focus in early childhood education should be 
concerned with providing an environment of acceptance, love, and freedom.

This brings me to the final and most crucial subject of your speech – standards. Please do not 
make your standards everyone’s standards. I believe that education is much more than 
learning how to read and do arithmetic, and it is always more than the rogue memorization of 
facts. For me, a successful education is not defined by high test scores and a large salary.

Education is an experience, and I believe that each individual should have the right to their 
own experience. There should be little mystery about the dropout rates sweeping the nation. 
In your speech, you revealed the true problem when referencing your daughter’s displeasure 
with school, or the idea of longer school years. Do you see the dissonance in realizing 
children hate school, and yet, continuing to expect more and more from them?

I know you understand the concept of “owning your work”. Labor unions across America are 
supposed to exist for this reason – to have an active say in the micro and macro policies of 
their company. The same principles valued in our labor unions need to be extended to our 
children. The adult who consistently dislikes their work feels no connection to it – no 
ownership of it. Our children do not like school because their opinions do not matter, their 
feelings not considered, and their curiosity rarely cultivated.

Please realize that our system is failing because its expectations are conflicting with reality 
more each day. Please consider education to be more than just how useful a child can be to the 
economic growth of the country. Please do not impose another static universal standard upon 
a world of variation and evolution. Please consider the desires of our children in order to craft 
an education that satisfies all aspects of personal growth. We cannot afford another band-aid 
on this gaping wound. Please be willing to perform the essential surgery.

Sincerely,

Thomas Parker



-----

Dear President,

I am writing from far away. I am a hungarian man living in Austria. I have a child now nearly 
10 years old. So I know what it means education. My passion is education. That is the reason, 
why I am studying not only Hungarian and Austrian education, but also what happens in the 
USA. I want to tell you only one episode from my life: every day my son coming home from 
school, and with anger he is doing his homework. We help him when he needs that, because 
we want that he has time to go out to play, and be with his friends.

In the evening very often my son is taking some workbook we have at home (not from the 
school) and he is counting, writing a lot, on his own.

He chooses for himself. He knows what is next. He reads only texts, what are interesting for 
him.

Why I told you this story: because I think education is more complex, than you imagine: You 
believe children should be in school more time, that they have to be tested more rigorously 
and so on.

I believe that children should play more and listen less in the school.

I believe, that test cannot evaluate children’s knowledge.

What our children in Austria, In hungary in the USA needs is a safe environment, they can 
interact with each other, where their interest count where there can find answers to their 
questions. Where they have teachers there who help them, and not lecturing them.

I want to add one more thing: Children should be a say in what happens in the school.

Short schools should be entered around the children not around the curriculum. Children are 
more capable than most of us think.

Please reread the discussion what happened in your country in the congress In 1969 where a 
wise teacher and educational writer John Holt was asked about education in the USA, and 
think it over again your program.

"The contrast between Holt's educational philosophy and the educational views prevalent in 
American culture was highlighted in a dramatic encounter when Holt testified before the 
subcommittee on education of the U.S. House of Representatives on December 17, 1969.37 
The committee was trying to make sense of the explosion of educational dissent and had 
heard Paul Goodman the day before. The committee chairman, Representative Roman 
Pucinski, opened by stating that progressive education had not worked. Holt replied that 
"compulsory teacher-directed learning" was overwhelmingly the norm in American schools, 
and it was this, not progressive education, that had not worked. He explained that children 
learn naturally when adults do not force them, but committee members were skeptical; one 
said he had a boy who was "kind of a discipline problem" and who would "probably never be 
a businessman, lawyer, politician" if he were not made to work harder in school. Holt replied, 
"I hesitate to talk about your boy, not knowing him." This was an archetypal clash of 
perspectives! The congressman, a member of society's ruling elite, viewed education as a path 



to similar success for his son, and assumed that success on this path required a measure of 
coercion. Holt, concerned as always with the experiences and strivings of actual persons, 
simply refused to discuss the young man's educational goals in the abstract.

Representative John Brademas asked Holt what standards public officials should use to judge 
the success of public money spent on education. Holt replied by questioning the need for 
objective standards. He pointed out that children learn at various rates and often make sudden 
leaps, so their progress cannot be measured with precision. Policymakers should not demand 
strict accountability, but provide nourishing learning environments in the hope that young 
people will benefit. "We do certain things because we think they are the right things to do, 
because we have a faith or conviction that this is the right course to follow.... It seems to me 
that fundamentally, at the root of things, education is a kind of act of faith." The subtext of 
this exchange is the clash between culture and counterculture in the 1960s. The policymaker 
viewed education as an investment, and sought tangible, measurable assurances that resources 
would not be wasted. The organic, human dimension of learning was less important to him 
than efficient management of the system. In subsequent years policymakers would 
increasingly demand proof of suitable "outcomes" in return for their investment. Holt, 
however, would have none of this. For him, education was not an arm of a mechanistic 
social/economic system, but a moral and existential commitment to children's lives-an "act of 
faith." Technocratic culture sees such faith as "romantic," because it cannot specify results. 
Holt told the committee that his view of human nature was "hopeful rather than romantic ... 
though I don't shy away from the term `romantic."'

Holt went on to propose that public school systems should offer diverse choices to families (a 
notion that Mario Fantini popularized a few years later), including schools that they would run 
themselves (an idea that gained acceptance in the 1990s under the concept of "charter" 
schools). He did not advocate for free schools or suggest deschooling, yet the transcript leaves 
the reader with the distinct impression that the lawmakers saw Holt as a wildly impractical 
radical. Despite the enthusiastic reception his writings and talks had been receiving for several 
years, it is easy to understand why Holt would conclude, in the months after this encounter, 
that American society as a whole was really not interested in his ideas about children's ways 
of learning. (Ron Miller: Free Schools, Free People State University of new York Press 2002 
p. 100-101)

Peter Foti

-----

Dear Dr. Mintz:

Thanks for providing the link to the President's Speech, and the invitation to share comments.

I was a bit surprised to find so little academic substance in this speech. In his remarks, the 
President mentioned discriminatory practices in education, so it seemed rather ironic that this 
speech directed to the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce could possibly be of a lesser quality 
than would be directed to a largely White Anglo audience. Perhaps the speech was only meant 
to be just a rallying cry -- a "rah, rah, rah - we're going to do better," but as citizens and 
educators -- of all races and cultural groups -- we deserve more substantive information than 
that. The election is over, and the time for stumping and political grandstanding is OVER. It's 
time to "get down to business," and do the hard work of coming up with a REAL plan for 
fixing the problems in the educational system. It's past the time of just promises of more 



dollars, program expansions and numbers of people to be served. We declaration of set goals 
and outcomes for programs which are truly measurable, and which are open to public 
scrutiny.

As an aside, I wonder who wrote this particular speech for the president. Someone apparently 
tried to apply poetic license in selecting the historical anecdotes used to set the tone for the 
speech. The President is credited as saying" "Likewise, President Roosevelt didn't have the 
luxury of choosing between ending a depression and fighting a war; he had to do both." This 
juxtaposition prompts the inference that these issues were distinct and unrelated problems 
(and perhaps that both could be solved by "New Deal" politics). As educators, most of us 
acknowledge that numerous scholars and historians regard WWII as the pivotal event 
responsible for economic recovery from the Great Depression. In eighth grade social studies, 
students learn about the corollary relationship between economic recovery and WWII. But 
how many of our students have mastered this simple lesson? So, it should come as no surprise 
that the president would tell us "our curriculum for 8th graders is two full years behind top 
performing countries." We need to concentrate on methodology which will improve our 
students' critical thinking ability, and on character formation to develop personal honesty and 
accountability.. Many of our society's ills may be remedied by a unified citizenry 
characterized by wisdom, caring and integrity.

Terrilynn Fox Quillen, MSN, RN
Visiting Lecturer
Community Health Nursing
Department of Environments for Health
Indiana University School of Nursing

-----

Just be ready for more money and power to go to the already bloated education bureaucracy. 
As always the intentions are good (I think). But there are a couple of points to keep in mind. 
1. Better education means more tax dollars, not for alternative education, but government run 
education. Keep in mind that vouchers for inner city students in Washington DC were voted 
out with the new budget. 2. What do other countries have that we don't have? Smaller, more 
homogenous populations for starters. And as to where most of the innovations in technology, 
science, medicine, that are so highly praised, have been forged, well you need look no further 
than here in the United States. So obviously test scores aren't in sync with innovation. Get 
ready for all your taxes to go up to support your local school! I really fear that Homeschooling 
and Alternative Schooling will be in the governments sights soon.

Kathy Joyce

----------

First of all, we ought not to call it Education, we ought to call it Learning.

Second, we must recognize that learning comes naturally and work to encourage and foster 
the love of learning beyond the very early years. We seem to forget about the rapid learning 
of the young child. It happens without a lot of conscious effort on the part of parents and 
guardians. Some, it is true, do more 'nurturing' and 'teaching' than others but everyone does 
something to pass language and other skills on to the young child. We seem to forget this.



Third, self discipline, which is so lacking today and so vital to personal success, comes from 
the freedom to make mistakes and learn from them, not from externally imposed rules and 
regulations. Children, as much as adults, need to make choices and find out which choices 
work and which choices hinder their personal progress and comfort.

If we take the natural inclination to learn what is needed by each individual, combine it with 
the ability to make choices and forget about a timetable we can set our children free to learn, 
study and grow at their own pace, in their own way from birth to the end of life.

Learning does not begin at age 5 or 6 and end at age 17, 18 or 21, 22 or 30. It is an ongoing 
process that [hopefully] never ends. It is when learning stops that we stop, whither and die.

I agree with the writer from Hungary who said we simply need safe places for our children to 
work independently or with others to study and learn what interests them. Our schools could 
be like Libraries, open long hours for anyone to access the tools to study and learn.

I see the economic crisis and the teacher layoffs as an opportunity for teachers to rethink their 
goals and offer private solutions to the need by parents and students to learn what they need to 
know to achieve their own personal goals and be productive enough to support themselves 
and their family.

Gail Lightfoot
Retired RN, student of Early Childhood Education, political activist
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THE NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND ACT OF 2001

These reforms express my deep belief in our public schools
and their mission to build the mind and character of every child,

from every background, in every part of America.

President George W. Bush
January 2001

Three days after taking office in January 2001 as the 43rd President of the United States,
George W. Bush announced No Child Left Behind, his framework for bipartisan education
reform that he described as “the cornerstone of my Administration.”  President Bush
emphasized his deep belief in our public schools, but an even greater concern that “too many of
our neediest children are being left behind,” despite the nearly $200 billion in Federal spending
since the passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA).  The
President called for bipartisan solutions based on accountability, choice, and flexibility in
Federal education programs.

Less than a year later, despite the unprecedented challenges of engineering an economic
recovery while leading the Nation in the war on terrorism following the events of September 11,
President Bush secured passage of the landmark No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB Act).
The new law reflects a remarkable consensus—first articulated in the President’s No Child Left
Behind framework—on how to improve the performance of America’s elementary and
secondary schools while at the same time ensuring that no child is trapped in a failing school.

The NCLB Act, which reauthorizes the ESEA, incorporates the principles and strategies
proposed by President Bush.  These include increased accountability for States, school districts,
and schools; greater choice for parents and students, particularly those attending low-
performing schools; more flexibility for States and local educational agencies (LEAs) in the use
of Federal education dollars; and a stronger emphasis on reading, especially for our youngest
children.

Increased Accountability

The NCLB Act will strengthen Title I accountability by requiring States to implement statewide
accountability systems covering all public schools and students.  These systems must be based
on challenging State standards in reading and mathematics, annual testing for all students in
grades 3-8, and annual statewide progress objectives ensuring that all groups of students reach
proficiency within 12 years.  Assessment results and State progress objectives must be broken
out by poverty, race, ethnicity, disability, and limited English proficiency to ensure that no group
is left behind.  School districts and schools that fail to make adequate yearly progress (AYP)
toward statewide proficiency goals will, over time, be subject to improvement, corrective action,
and restructuring measures aimed at getting them back on course to meet State standards.
Schools that meet or exceed AYP objectives or close achievement gaps will be eligible for State
Academic Achievement Awards.

More Choices for Parents and Students

The NCLB Act significantly increases the choices available to the parents of students attending
Title I schools that fail to meet State standards, including immediate relief—beginning with the
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2002-03 school year—for students in schools that were previously identified for improvement or
corrective action under the 1994 ESEA reauthorization.

LEAs must give students attending schools identified for improvement, corrective action, or
restructuring the opportunity to attend a better public school, which may include a public charter
school, within the school district.  The district must provide transportation to the new school, and
must use at least 5 percent of its Title I funds for this purpose, if needed.

For students attending persistently failing schools (those that have failed to meet State
standards for at least 3 of the 4 preceding years), LEAs must permit low-income students to use
Title I funds to obtain supplemental educational services from the public- or private-sector
provider selected by the students and their parents.  Providers must meet State standards and
offer services tailored to help participating students meet challenging State academic standards.

To help ensure that LEAs offer meaningful choices, the new law requires school districts to
spend up to 20 percent of their Title I allocations to provide school choice and supplemental
educational services to eligible students.

In addition to helping ensure that no child loses the opportunity for a quality education because
he or she is trapped in a failing school, the choice and supplemental service requirements
provide a substantial incentive for low-performing schools to improve.  Schools that want to
avoid losing students—along with the portion of their annual budgets typically associated with
those students—will have to improve or, if they fail to make AYP for 5 years, run the risk of
reconstitution under a restructuring plan.

Greater Flexibility for States, School Districts, and Schools

One important goal of No Child Left Behind was to breathe new life into the “flexibility for
accountability” bargain with States first struck by President George H.W. Bush during his
historic 1989 education summit with the Nation’s Governors at Charlottesville, Virginia.  Prior
flexibility efforts have focused on the waiver of program requirements; the NCLB Act moves
beyond this limited approach to give States and school districts unprecedented flexibility in the
use of Federal education funds in exchange for strong accountability for results.

New flexibility provisions in the NCLB Act include authority for States and LEAs to transfer up to
50 percent of the funding they receive under 4 major State grant programs to any one of the
programs, or to Title I.  The covered programs include Teacher Quality State Grants,
Educational Technology, Innovative Programs, and Safe and Drug-Free Schools.

The new law also includes a competitive State Flexibility Demonstration Program that permits
up to 7 States to consolidate the State share of nearly all Federal State grant programs—
including Title I, Part A Grants to Local Educational Agencies—while providing additional
flexibility in their use of Title V Innovation funds.  Participating States must enter into 5-year
performance agreements with the Secretary covering the use of the consolidated funds, which
may be used for any educational purpose authorized under the ESEA.  As part of their plans,
States also must enter into up to 10 local performance agreements with LEAs, which will enjoy
the same level of flexibility granted under the separate Local Flexibility Demonstration Program.

The new competitive Local Flexibility Demonstration Program would allow up to 80 LEAs, in
addition to the 70 LEAs under the State Flexibility Demonstration Program, to consolidate funds
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received under Teacher Quality State Grants, Educational Technology State Grants, Innovative
Programs, and Safe and Drug-Free Schools programs.  Participating LEAs would enter into
performance agreements with the Secretary of Education, and would be able to use the
consolidated funds for any ESEA-authorized purpose.

Putting Reading First

No Child Left Behind stated President Bush’s unequivocal commitment to ensuring that every
child can read by the end of third grade.  To accomplish this goal, the new Reading First
initiative would significantly increase the Federal investment in scientifically based reading
instruction programs in the early grades.  One major benefit of this approach would be reduced
identification of children for special education services due to a lack of appropriate reading
instruction in their early years.

The NCLB Act fully implements the President’s Reading First initiative.  The new Reading First
State Grant program will make 6-year grants to States, which will make competitive subgrants to
local communities.  Local recipients will administer screening and diagnostic assessments to
determine which students in grades K-3 are at risk of reading failure, and provide professional
development for K-3 teachers in the essential components of reading instruction.

The new Early Reading First program will make competitive 6-year awards to LEAs to support
early language, literacy, and pre-reading development of preschool-age children, particularly
those from low-income families.  Recipients will use instructional strategies and professional
development drawn from scientifically based reading research to help young children to attain
the fundamental knowledge and skills they will need for optimal reading development in
kindergarten and beyond.

Other Major Program Changes

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 also put the principles of accountability, choice, and
flexibility to work in its reauthorization of other major ESEA programs.  For example, the new
law combines the Eisenhower Professional Development and Class Size Reduction programs
into a new Improving Teacher Quality State Grants program that focuses on using practices
grounded in scientifically based research to prepare, train, and recruit high-quality teachers.
The new program gives States and LEAs flexibility to select the strategies that best meet their
particular needs for improved teaching that will help them raise student achievement in the core
academic subjects.  In return for this flexibility, LEAs are required to demonstrate annual
progress in ensuring that all teachers teaching in core academic subjects within the State are
highly qualified.

The NCLB Act also simplified Federal support for English language instruction by combining
categorical bilingual and immigrant education grants that benefited a small percentage of limited
English proficient students in relatively few schools into a State formula program. The new
formula program will facilitate the comprehensive planning by States and school districts
needed to ensure implementation of programs that benefit all limited English proficient students
by helping them learn English and meet the same high academic standards as other students.

Other changes will support State and local efforts to keep our schools safe and drug-free, while
at the same time ensuring that students—particularly those who have been victims of violent
crimes on school grounds—are not trapped in persistently dangerous schools.  As proposed in
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No Child Left Behind, States must allow students who attend a persistently dangerous school,
or who are victims of violent crime at school, to transfer to a safe school.  States also must
report school safety statistics to the public on a school-by-school basis, and LEAs must use
Federal Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities funding to implement drug and violence
prevention programs of demonstrated effectiveness.
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