
Secondary school youth begins to preatic,
democracy rken experiences teach its worth

Curriculum for Democracy
DOROTHY GRAY

Two teachers are leaving a meeting of a committee which has been trying to evaluate
the program of their school in terms of citizenship education:

ALICE BLACK-I shudder when I think of how glibly I used to talk about the fact that the
chief function of the secondary school is to teach the skills necessary for living in a
democratic society. Work with this committee is making me change my whole
philosophy of education.

BErrY TODD-Is the change for the better or for the worse?
ALICE BLACK--I don't know-but at least I'm becoming more realistic. We might as

well admit that you don't teach citizenship. A good citizen is one who has acquired
certain skills which can't be taught but are absorbed.

BErrY ToDD-But isn't it our job to see that the school atmosphere is such that those
characteristics which are desirable in a democracy can be both absorbed and
practiced?

ALICE BLACK-Ideally speaking, yes! But practically speaking, no! We can give every-
one a chance to talk about how to cooperate and how to do creative thinking and
planning. But again I say, let's be realistic! It is certainly true in our school that
only a small group of the leaders has much contact with real democratic activity.
Isn't this inevitable? Don't we actually teach most of the students to conform? I
know you'll say, as Mr. Miller did in the meeting this afternoon, that this is a
philosophy of the elite. But isn't that necessary for a group of immature, inexperi-
enced high school students?

Alice Black is not alone in her perplexity.
Any school staff which is seriously concerned
about the responsibility for providing a pro-
grain which will help all youth acquire the
skills necessary for democratic living realizes
the difficulties of the task. But never was the

How well democracy works in America dAring
the next several decades may be the key to the
future peace aud welfare of the world. No are
kas a greater skare in seeing that it works tkha
the men and women in education. Tkey must
"talk" democracy, yes. But they must also
make democracy 'lioe"'--otL in and out of
school and in their daily relations with other
people, not the least of wkom are their str-
dents. Dorothy Gray, author of this article,
goes quickly to the polnt when ske says tLoa
citizenship is not "taoght' but "absorbed
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need for such a program more challenging
than at the present time.

If we conceive of our democratic society
as being dynamic and changing, one of the
most important democratic skills is that of
being ready for and helping to direct change.
In order to do this we must have a sense of
direction and must be aware of goals toward
which we are working; we must frequently
evaluate our progress and see where new
thinking and planning needs to be done; and
we must do creative thinking about how to
improve the situation. These skills, like all
others, are developed as we practice them
and not by just talking about them. In the past
we have deprived adolescents of such prac-
tice in schools and have seemed to expect
that the skills would miraculously appear
with maturity.

Many of the desired learnings do come
as a result of living in a democratic en-
vironment and of participating in group
activities. But the degree of intelligent ma-
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turity that we want secondary school grad-
uates to have must come from the experience
of living in a school community which oper-
ates on democratic principles plus an analysis
of those principles and techniques. Without
this analysis patterns of behavior may be
merely copying rather than creating new
patterns to meet new needs.

Growth Through Class Experiences
The content of the curriculum itself can

be directly related to the development of
these skills. Most schools that are making
curriculum changes are trying to help the
students find the facts and acquire the under-
standings necessary for intelligent citizen-
ship.

Typical of this emphasis are courses which
help students analyze sources of information
and help them understand different media
of communication. Language-arts teachers
are replacing the usual themes about such
topics as "What I Did On My Vacation"
with writing activities which grow out of
the students experiences in science and dra-
matics and other areas; with real and not
make-believe letters written to persons in
other countries; with letters written for ma-
terials and for information which the group
desires; with records of business meetings
held by different groups in the school; with
the preparation of mimeographed materials
to be used by other students; and with the
writing of news items for both the school
and the community newspapers. In the field
of oral communication teachers are attempt-
ing to utilize all available chances for func-
tional learning of important skills. They have
done much to help students develop the
ability to tell with clarity and meaning of
their own experiences and ideas they have
gained from others. In some schools the staff
is justly proud of the large number of stu-
dents that effectively participate each year
in assembly programs and appear before var-
ious school and community groups.

Many mathematics teachers are utilizing
functional opportunities for learning. For
example, students keep the records and do
much of the mathematics work connected
with the school's supply store, the cafeteria,
the students' activity fund; they survey the
school property when changes are to be
made and use many other situations con-
nected with the life of the school.
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Social studies groups are giving great em-
phasis to the development of democratic
skills. They are concerned with the prob-
lems of consumers, the organization of co-
operatives, community problems relating to
health and an endless number of vital and
important phases of our life today. Many
teachers of these groups believe that the
development of the skills of problem solving,
use of a wide variety of materials, and
changes in attitudes and points of view are
as important as the content itself.

The increase in the amount of time al-
lotted for general education in the secondary
school does much to facilitate changes in the
actual content of material studied and makes
it possible to organize the material around
areas which are meaningful from the stand-
point of skills for intelligent citizenship.

Total School Learning
All these attempts to teach the skills

through revising the content of class exper-
iences are good, but they do not furnish the
total answer to the problem of teaching the
basic democratic skills. It is possible to have
a situation in which excellent provision is
made for functional learning but in which
the thinking and planning is all done by the
teachers and the activities are "assigned" to
the students. In this way students do not
have practice in the actual planning of the
program; they do not have practice in evalu-
ating their experiences and deciding which
phases of the program need more emphasis;
they do not have a chance to initiate a nlan
of action and do creative thinking as to ways
and means of meeting their goals. The ad-
ministrators and the teaching staff have all
these learning experiences.

Each member of the professional personnel
of a secondary school should be concerned
not only about the opportunities offered in
his particular area of work with students but
with those present in the total experience of
the school. Three of these skills which the
secondary schools can help develop and
which involve the total school program are
skill in planning, skill in devising coopera-
tive rather than competitive situations, and
skill in human relationships.

Skill in Planning. This is probably the
most basic of all our democratic skills and
one which has been most neglected in the
past. In some of our more static secondary
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schools planning is almost nonexistent. The
administrators simply keep the machinery
oiled and the groove in which the ma-
chinery runs is well worn. In other secondary
schools planning is periodically done by ad-
ministrators and others of the staff and then
students are informed about new plans.

As the whole program of the secondary
school becomes more flexible and more func-
tional there is increased need for continuous
planning and it is important to establish
planning groups which meet regularly. Stu-
dents should be included in such groups.
Some secondary schools have devised plan-
ning machinery which includes administra-
tors, teaching staff, students, and parents
and have found that it not only furnishes
experience in the planning process but that
it produces better plans. Eisenhower said
recently in discussing military planning that
when you put sea, ground, and air forces
together you multiply rather than add the
value of their separate powers. And so when
students, parents, and professional staff be-
come concerned about the total school pro-
gram and have opportunities to think to-
gether you multiply rather than add the
value of their separate contributions.

Many teachers have realized the value of
group planning of classroom experiences
and this is good preparation for the planning
of larger group activities. All group plan-
ning must be based on a sincere belief in
the principles involved and not be used as a
sort of trick. To conduct a poll occasionally
to see what changes students would like to
have made in the school program is not a
desirable kind of planning. There is a great
difference between having students express
ideas which "come off the top of their minds"
and having them express opinions which
come as a result of serious group discussions
by both students and teachers.

It is important that there is some group
organization established such as homerooms
or core groups and a possible (not inevit-
able) time allotment so that all school issues
can be discussed in small groups. Later dis-
cussion in large assemblies may be valuable
but student committees that are responsible
for making decisions should frequently re-
port to and get the benefits of the thinking
of these small groups where all particiDate.

The statement is often made that this kind
of planning is possible in the smaller schools
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but not in schools with several thousand
students. Rather than being an impossibility
the situation serves as a challenge to the
creative thinking of the staff members of
the very large school. If it is important that
our citizens learn the techniques of group
planning and gain the feeling of responsi-
bility for group welfare which comes as a
result of such planning, then responsibility
cannot be dismissed by saying that a par-
ticular situation makes it difficult. A junior
high school in Atlanta, Ga., for example, has
set up a series of "little schools" within the
large metropolitan school as a way of per-
sonalizing the school program.'

Skill in devising cooperative rather than
competitive situations. The fact that we have
overemphasized the value of competition as a
motivating force is evident in the reports
from different schools about the recent scrap
and paper drives. Those schools that de-
pended upon competition between groups
within the school were more effective at first;
bhut in the long run, those schools that em-
phasized group effort for a common cause
had better results. It seems extremely in-
consistent to deplore the ruthless competi-
tion in the adult world, to do a lot of talking
and moralizing in assemblies and homeroom
periods about the need for cooperation, and
at the same time to pit group against group,
class against class, when we want to "get
results." We do not learn to cooperate by
talking about it. We need to actually exper-
ience it, to run into some of the difficulties
and see how they may be overcome, and
then to experience some of the benefits.

The secondary school staff which seriously
tries to help its students develop skills in
cooperative work has a tremendous task.
Much needs to be done to change the tradi-
tional patterns of marks, awards, and honors
which glorify individual competitive en-
deavor. By constantly utilizing opportuni-
ties for group endeavor and giving prestige
and recognition to projects which result from
cooperative enterprise, the staff can do much
to eliminate the competitive emphasis which
is characteristic of so many school activities.

Skill in human relationships. The individual
classroom teacher can probably do more
than anyone else to help students develop

I Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary
School Principals, 29:78-92, April 1945.
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techniques for getting along with their peers.
The way in which students are grouped can
itself be a contributing factor in developing
this skill. The grouping for at least part of
the school day should be such that students
in planning their activities can discover and
utilize widely varying abilities.

It is important that students develop skill
in getting along with persons outside the
school community. This can be facilitated by
such things as exchange assemblies with other
schools or by inviting representatives of sev-
eral schools to discuss common school prob-
lems or to discuss and work out solutions
for community problems in which the several
schools might cooperate. Joint constructive
work does much more to build skill in estab-
lishing desirable human relationships than
the competitive situations which usually char-
acterize inter-school activities. Practice in
getting along with persons from a very
different environment might be gained if a
rural school sponsored a vacation work pro-
ject for students of a city school. The city
school, in turn, might sponsor such a pro-
ject for students from the rural school. We
have just started to explore the possibilities
for widening the first-hand experience of
students, and as this develops one of the
important results should be increasing skill
in relations with people.

Looking Critically at Results

It is valuable for a secondary school staff
to periodically examine the total program of
the school to find what concepts of demo-
cratic living the, students are getting from
talking together and from reading, what they
are observing, and what chances they are
having to practice some of the basic demo-
cratic skills. Some questions a staff might
ask are:

Do our students see the staff exhibiting
real respect for personality in their relations
with each other and with students?

Is our administrative set-up such that the
teaching staff feels frustrated and passes this
frustration on to students by finding scape-
goats? Do the students in turn make scape-
goats of other students?

Are we more concerned with insuring
equality of opportunity in far distant situa-
tions than in our immediate environment?

Do we give students time to browse. to
explore new interests and do creative think-
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ing and planning which will lead to student
initiated activity or do we try to prescribe
what they shall do and think every minute
of the school day?

Do our activities give practice in dealing
with real situations and real problems or are
many of them play-acting? Do we find it
less disturbing to have a mock United Na-
tions Conference than to have students par-
ticipating in solving the problems of the
school?

Is the organization of our student govern-
ment functional? Does it carry out the prin-
ciple that the form of government should
be suited to the needs of the group or are we
copying the form of organization of the na-
tional government and thus fostering the idea
that there is just one form of organization for
everything called "government"?

Do we put such a premium on efficiency
and good results that we deprive students of
the chance to learn from failure?

Are we helping parents and members of
the community to realize that the "learnings
in process" in school activities are as im-
portant as the end result?

Do the students realize that an important
technique in developing a concern for other
people is to know other people? Do teachers
exemplify this technique by really knowing
the students?

Do we expect immediate learning and con-
sistently high levels of skill by our students
or do we realize that these less tangible
skills, like the more tangible ones, require
repeated chances to exercise the skill?

Does our counseling service provide op-
portunity for each student to have help that
he mav become increasingly expert in self-
evaluation?

Do we help each child gain status with his
peers or do we, by ability grouping and sim-
iliar techniques brand some people as
"inferior"?

Does the staff help the students assume
more responsibility gradually or is too much
responsibility given too suddenly?

Have we developed techniques for rather-
ing evidence as to whether or not the stu-
dents are actually growing in self-direction?

Do the more advanced students have occa-
sion to analyze and become aware of the
democratic principles which are operating
in the school so that they can intelligently
apply them in a new situation?
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