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T oday's students are involved in 
a growing trend in American 
education student participa 

tion. Educational literature associates 
this trend with the way decisions are 
reached in a school or classroom and 
how decision making is used as an 
educational experience. The baro 
meters of student participation in 
clude how decisions about school 
policies and rules are made and en 
forced, how conflicts are settled, how 
decisions about curriculum and stu 
dent progress are made, and who has 
a voice in these decisions (DeCecco 
and Richards, 1974; Garner and 
Acklen, 1979; Grambs, Carr, and 
Fitch, 1970; and Lesser, 1978). 
Many educators argue that if students 
are to become personally and socially 
responsible adults, they must be given 
opportunities to assume responsibility 
as students. They see student partici 
pation in school or classroom deci 
sion making as the most effective way 
to provide those opportunities.

Student participation in decision 
making is not a new or unusual idea. 
Its basis can be seen in the progres 
sive education movement of the 1920s 
and many of its principles have been 
part of the educational literature for 
over 70 years (Dewey, 1902; Katz, 
1971; and Kenworthy, 1978). It is 
only recently, however, that student 
participation has become a fairly
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—In Florida, 7th and 8th grade 
students work with vocational school 
students, building contractors, and 
teachers to construct a solar powered 
classroom that they researched and 
designed on their own.'

—Primary school children in New 
York help set school policy on the 
length of their lunch hour and the 
prevention of playground fights. 2

—In California, high school stu 
dents serve as advisors in the selec 
tion of their textbooks and their own 
principal. 1

—Sixth graders in Kansas run the 
school store, monitoring and ordering 
inventory, keeping the account hooks, 
running advertising campaigns, and 
working as clerks. 4

Students who
help make 

plans and deci 
sions in school 
will be better 

citizens in 
society.

widespread focus for educational im 
provement, possibly related to the 
"open classroom/alternative school" 
movement of the last two decades 
(Epstein, 1979; and Grambs, 1978).

The educational rationale for stu 
dent participation is founded in stud 
ies related to political socialization; 
it is an extension of a "practice makes 
perfect" approach to learning (Al 
mond and Verba, 1963; Hess and 
Torney, 1967; and Jennings and 
Niemi, 1974). The assumption be 
hind this rationale is straightforward: 
if children are given the chance to 
make decisions and be contributing 
participants in school society, they 
will, through practice and reinforce 
ment, grow up to be better decision 
makers and more effective partici 
pants in American society.

The four examples of student par 
ticipation cited earlier reflect this 
theory. In each instance, youngsters 
assumed responsibility and learned 
many different skills. Aside from the 
basic skills necessary for building a 
classroom, running a store, or serving 
as an advisor, these students learned 
skills of effective participation: how 
to work cooperatively, make judg 
ments, build consensus, negotiate, 
and plan strategies. Moreover, they 
learned these skills in a genuine way 
 by actually using them on a regular 
basis.

Do these experiments in student 
participation make a difference? Will 
these youngsters grow up to be more 
effective participants in American so-
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ciety because of the skills they have 
learned and the way they have 
learned them?

There are no definite answers. Most 
studies on the long-term effects of 
student participation are still in proc 
ess. However, researchers have looked 
at the short-term effects (Ehman, 
n.d.; Epstein, 1979; McPartland and 
others, 1971; and Massialas, 1975). 
Their studies show that student par 
ticipation does seem to have imme 
diate payoffs.

For example, findings indicate that 
children who have experiences in a 
school where they participate in mak 
ing decisions are more likely to be in 
formed about how decisions are 
reached and alternative ways of 
reaching them. They are also more 
likely to be motivated to make deci 
sions both in and out of school. They 
share the responsibility for and gain 
experience in making decisions, rules, 
and standards. They learn the value 
and skills of weighing opinions, ne 
gotiating, and dissenting.

Moreover, participation in making 
decisions fosters self-confidence in 
students. Children see that their ac 
tions matter, that their opinions 
count, and that they really have an 
effect on the formulation of decisions 
and rules. In short, they learn to be 
effective in their world and they en 
joy their effectiveness.

Researchers currently working in 
citizenship education are nearly 
unanimous in advocating stu 

dent participation and its benefits. 
However, student participation as de 
fined by these experts does not neces 
sarily involve an unstructured, open, 
and free environment. Contrary to 
what many practitioners believe, the 
advocates of student participation 
emphasize the importance of order 
liness, responsibility, and considera 
tions of individual development. 
These authors stress the discipline 
that participation requires of students 
as well as the extra work it means for 
teachers. They point out that to make 
the most of the experience, teachers 
must provide students with an ade 
quate framework and teach them the 
knowledge and skills needed for ef 
fective participation. For their part, 
students must be willing not only to 
learn the requisite skills and knowl 
edge but also to cope with the frus 
trations inherent in cooperative deci 
sion making. Most importantly, both

students and teachers must agree to 
live with the outcomes particularly 
the ones they may disagree with  
that result from cooperative decision 
making and student participation. As 
most researchers see it, student par 
ticipation is a way of preparing for 
and practicing citizen participation in

". . . if students are 
to become personally 
and socially respon 

sible adults, they 
must be given 
opportunities

to assume
responsibility as

students."
the real world. And all agree that the 
real world is not unstructured, open, 
and free, nor always to one's liking 
(Garner, and Acklen. 1979; Grambs 
and others, 1970; Simpson, 1971; 
and Tapp, 1976).

Fortunately for practitioners, much 
of the literature on student participa 
tion has gone beyond research and 
theory and has included concrete 
recommendations. For those who 
want to institute student participation 
activities in their classrooms or 
schools, there are four general recom 
mendations:

1. Allow open discussion and op 
portunity for dissent.

2. Allow and encourage youngsters 
to take initiative in defining and carry 
ing out their own learning experi 
ences.

3. Allow and encourage students 
to participate in making decisions 
about things that affect them.

4. Relate learning experiences 
closely to the real world.

In spite of the support and en 
couragement coming from research 
ers and theorists, a good many 
practitioners remain reluctant to ex 
periment with student participation. 
They may feel that recommendations 
coming from research and theory, no 
matter how concrete, are not useful. 
They may object to giving up any of 
the controls or decisions that have 
historically been made by adults be 
cause they believe students are neither 
mature nor motivated enough to par 

ticipate meaningfully or responsibly 
in open discussions or real decision 
making. They may even object to 
student participation as an intrusion 
on their own educational objectives.

Overcoming suspicion of theoreti 
cal or research recommendations is 
difficult but theorists, who have to 
some degree brought it on them 
selves, are aware of the problem and 
are attempting to make their work 
more relevant and concrete. As for the 
other objections to instituting student 
participation activities, one need only 
point to the successes at all levels and 
in all kinds of situations. Staff of the 
Knowledge Interpretation Project for 
Citizenship Education at Research for 
Better Schools, Inc., 5 spent a year 
collecting examples of successful 
practices in citizenship education. In 
the course of reviewing hundreds of 
student participation activities, the 
following trends became apparent:

 There is tremendous interest in 
student participation, exhibited equal 
ly by practitioners and theoreticians.

 Practitioners at all levels, from 
teachers and guidance counselors to 
principals and supervisors, share 
this interest and are anxious to insti 
tute student participation activities in 
their schools and classrooms.

 Many of these practitioners al 
ready have translated theory into use 
ful, effective, learning experiences for 
their students.

 Students at all grade levels can 
and do engage in student participa 
tion activities.

 Student participation learning ex 
periences are appropriate in nearly 
every subject area; they also can be 
used across subjects and even beyond 
the school in the home and com 
munity.

These trends suggest that student 
participation may well be the major 
thrust in citizenship education for the 
1980s. The large number and wide 
variety of student participation prac 
tices submitted to and reviewed by 
the Knowledge Interpretation Project 
show that this thrust has already be 
come part of educators' thinking and 
children's- schooling. It is an old idea 
in citizenship education that is gen 
erating new interest and activity 
among educators because it is an 
idea that can go beyond theory. It 
puts citizenship education into prac 
tice for the benefit of teachers and 
students alike.
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1 The Solar Pioneers; contact Bill 
Hammond, Barbara Hamilton, or Ruth 
Ann Hortman, Lee County School 
Board, 2055 Central Avenue, Ft. Myers, 
Fla. 33901.

2 The Cottage Lane School Program; 
contact Peggy Cole, Bank Street Col 
lege of Education, 610 West 112th 
Street, New York, N.Y.

3 Open Road; contact Felicity Harley, 
1226 State Street, Santa Barbara, Calif. 
93101.

4 Contact Vinita Hoffman, 223 West 
14th Street, Hutchinson, Kan. 67501.

5 Funds for this program were pro 
vided by the National Institute of Edu 
cation; information about the products 
of the program. Words Into Action: A 
Classroom Guide to Children's Citizen 
ship Education and Words Into Action: 
A Home and Community Guide to Chil 
dren's Citizenship Education, can be ob 
tained from the Knowledge Interpreta 
tion Project, Research for Better 
Schools, Inc., 444 North Third Street, 
Philadelphia, Pa. 19123.

References
Almond, Gabriel A., and Verba, Syd 

ney. The Civic Culture: Political Atti 
tudes and Democracy in Five Nations. 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1963.

DeCecco, John P., and Richards, Ar- 
lene K. G rowing Pains: Uses of School

Conflict. New York: Aberdeen Press, 
1974.

Dewey, John. The Child and the Cur 
riculum. Chicago; The University of 
Chicago Press, 1902; reprint ed. in com 
bination with The School and Society. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1956.

Ehman, Lee H. "The American 
School in the Political Socialization 
Process." Bloomington: Indiana Univer 
sity, n.d.

Epstein, Joyce L. Field Search: Prac 
titioners Inform Research on A uthority 
Structures. B altimore: The Johns Hop- 
kins University, -Center for the Social 
Organization of Schools, 1979.

Garner, Arthur E., and Acklen, Leila 
M. "Involving Students in Curriculum 
Planning." The Clearing House 5 3 
(1979): 36-39.

Grambs, Jean D. Schools, Scholars, 
and Society. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1978.

Grambs, Jean D.; Carr, John C.; and 
Fitch, Robert. "Balancing Power: The 
Democratic Classroom " Modern Meth 
ods in Secondary Education. New York: 
Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1970.

-4-Iess, Robert, and Torney, Judith V. 
The Development o/ Political Altitudes 
in Children. C hicago: Aldine Publish 
ing Co., 1967.

Jennings, K. M., and Niemi, R. G. 
The Political Character of Adolescence:

The Influence of Families and Schools. 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1974.

Katz, Michael B. Class, Bureaucracy, 
and the Schools: The Illusion of Educa 
tional Change in America. New York: 
Praeger Publishers, 1971.

Kenworthy, Leonard S. "Some Persis 
tent Problems of the Social Studies: 
1903-1978-2003." Middle States Coun 
cil for the Social Studies Journal ( Fall 
1978): 10-20.

Lesser, Philip. "Social Science and 
Educational Policy: The Case of School 
Violence." Urban Ectuialion 1 2 (1978): 
389-410.

McPartland, J. M.; McDill, E. L.; 
Lacey, C.; Harris, R. J., and Novey, L. 
B. S tudent Participation in High School 
Decisions. B altimore: Center for Social 
Organization of Schools, The Johns 
Hopkins University. 1971.

Massialas, Byron G. "Some Proposi 
tions About the Role of the School in 
the Formation of Political Behavior and 
Political Altitudes in Students: Cross 
National Perspectives." Comparative 
Education Review 1 9 (1975): 169-176.

Simpson, E. L. "Who Becomes a 
Democrat? A Study of Democratic So 
cialization." Educational Horizons 50 
(1971): 33-40.

Tapp, June Louin. "Psychology and 
the Law: An Overture." A nnual Review 
of Psychology 27 ( 1976): 359-404.

&cion&i

(3ounciL
i.'Wf ilcvtiopwrttt

Membership Benefits
cogy of the DEVELOPER the N$DC newsletter 

Subscription to <The (Journal of 6tajf Development
Information about effective staff development-' 

proa rams
finnual conference
Professional association with colleagues

I send (ffJt or fur;liase order o'iti a b'ttf Jc.ti uptiti

isiS DC
OR.. PATR-iCIA ZKj
zo6 OAK.HILL DR.
OXFORD O HIO

  L>uts

Conftrctuc -

Scoff' Development w the
Octo6er 2,8-31.

.eifi 1-pnraft Tom 5m

promoting educational change through leadership development

STAFF DEVELOPMENT
FOR PRINCIPALS 

AND SUPERVISORS
Are you planning inservice programs for 
your administrators? Let us assess your 
school district administrative needs in the 
following areas using our validated instru 
ment: instructional leadership, teacher 
performance planning and evaluation, clinical 
supervision, staff development, school-wide 
goal setting and planning, program planning 
for personalized learning, creative problem 
solving, personal awareness and contingency 
leadership, and administrative performance 
planning and evaluation 
We can help you determine your adminis 
trative needs and/or provide training in the 
aforementioned a reas. For additional Infor 
mation, call (MM)76S-M11 or write: Dr. 
Karolyn Snydcr, Padamorphoclt, Inc.,1220 
Broadway, Suite #408, Lubtoock, Texas 79401.
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