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INTRODUCTION1.

I n ves t iga t i ng  fea tu res ,  bene f i t s  &  imp l i ca t ions  o f  democ ra t i c
educat ion  i n  na tu re ,  w i t h  pa r t i cu la r  a t ten t ion  to  t he  t h ree  coun t r i e s
u sed  as  case  s tudy :  I ta l y ,  Be lg i um  and  Spa in .  

Ra i s i ng  awarenes s  and  d i vu lg i ng  what  democra t i c  educat ion  i n
na tu re  i s  ( h i s to r y ,  p re sence ,  d i f fe ren t  app roaches  i n  Eu rope ,  t he i r
cha rac te r i s t i c s ,  po ten t ia l i t i e s ,  l im i t s ) .  

I den t i f y i ng  what  a re  t he  key  competences  a l ready  acqu i red  among
democra t i c  educat ion  i n  na tu re  schoo l  s ta f f ,  and  those  t ha t  need  to
be  imp roved  i n  pa r t i cu la r  i n  te rms  o f  teache r  s k i l l s  deve lopment .  The
t ra i n i ng  needs  w i l l  be  t he  bas i s  fo r  a  Wor k shop  tha t  w i l l  be
o rgan i sed  i n  t he  f ramework  o f  t he  same  DEN  p ro jec t .

Th i s  r e sea rch  has  been  c rea ted  i n  t he  f ramework  o f  t he  DEN  p ro jec t ,
w i t h  t he  ob jec t i ve  o f  rea l i s i ng  a  s tudy  on  t he  nowadays  p resence  o f
democra t i c  educat ion  i n  na tu re  i n  Eu rope ,  and  s y s temat i s i ng  a
pedagogy  t ha t  b r idges  bo th  democra t i c  educat ion  and  educat ion  i n
na tu re .

The  re sea rch  i ndeed  s ta r t s  f rom the  cons ide ra t ion  o f  t he  fo l l ow ing  gaps
i n  bo th  o f  t he  above  pedagog ica l  app roaches :  

-  Democra t i c  schoo l s  do  no t  take  fu l l  advan tage  o f  t he  benef i t s  o f  t he
na tu ra l  se t t i ng  i n  ch i l d ren ' s  deve lopment .  Hund reds  o f  s t ud ie s  sugges t
tha t  expe r iences  o f  na tu re  a re  f undamenta l  fo r  a  hea l t h y  phy s io log ica l
and  psycho log ica l  deve lopment ,  t o  boos t  l ea rn i ng  and  env i ronmenta l
s tewardsh ip .  

-  Schoo l s  i n  na tu re  a re  mos t l y  seen  on l y  su i tab le  fo r  k i nde rga r ten  age ,
u s i ng  t he  "new"  na tu ra l  env i ronment  on l y  f rom 3  to  6  yea r s  o ld .  A f te r
t ha t  age ,  ch i l d ren  en te r  a  t rad i t i ona l  schoo l  s y s tem ,  whe re  l ea rn i ng  i s
ha rd l y  e ve r  ou tdoo r s .  

The  re sea rch  s ta r ted  f rom the  unde r s tand ing  tha t  t he re  i s  a  g rea t
benef i t  o f  comb in i ng  t he  two  app roaches ,  a s  i t  wou ld  a l l ow  ch i l d ren  o f
p r ima r y  schoo l s  i n  pa r t i cu la r  to  bene f i t  f r om con tac t  w i t h  na tu re
th rough  a  democra t i c  educat ion  s y s tem based  on  i n t r i n s i c  mot i va t i on
and  tha t  wo r k s  ha rmon ious l y  w i t h  educat ion  i n  na tu re .  

I n  o rde r  to  ach ieve  t h i s  ob jec t i ve ,  t he  re sea rch  a ims  a t :

The  fo l l ow ing  sec t ions  w i l l  s ta r t  w i t h  an  ove r v i ew  o f  t he  DEN  p ro jec t ,
fo l l owed  by  a  t heo re t i ca l  and  a  methodo log ica l  f ramework .
Subsequen t l y ,  t he  document  w i l l  p re sen t  t he  ma in  ou tcomes  o f  e ve r y
re sea rch  method  dep loyed ,  to  a r r i ve  a t  a  f i na l  j o i n t  ana l y s i s .   
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2 .  OVERVIEW OF
THE PROJECT DEN

DEN (Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re )  i s  a  Eu ropean  p ro jec t  f unded  by
the  E rasmus+  P rog ramme ( Key  Ac t ion  2  -  Coope ra t ion  fo r  I nnova t ion  and
Exchange  o f  Good  P rac t i ces ) .  The  du ra t ion  o f  t he  p ro jec t  i s  o f  1 5
months ,  f r om 0 1/04/2022 to  3 1/06/2023 .  

Respond ing  to  t he  needs  o f  o f fe r i ng  i nnova t i ve  pedagog ica l  expe r iences
p romot i ng  ch i l d ren ' s  env i ronmenta l  s tewardsh ip ,  ac t i ve  c i t i zensh ip  and
p romot ion  o f  i nne r  mot i va t i on  and  ta len t s ,  t he  p ro jec t  has  t he  amb i t i on
to  s y s temat i se  and  d i s sem ina te  a  new deve lop ing  app roach  tha t  b r idges
Natu re  Pedagogy  w i th  Democra t i c  Educat ion .  Hav i ng  t he  pa r tne r s  o f  t he
p ro jec t  a  l ong- te rm  expe r ience  i n  t h i s  doma in ,  t hey  p romoted  a  re sea rch
on  th i s  app roach  and  i t s  app l i ca t ion ,  a  se r i e s  o f  wo r k shops  and
gu ide l i nes  fo r  schoo l s .

DEN  i s  imp lemented  by  two  Democra t i c  Schoo l s  i n  Na tu re :  A lbe ro  de l l a
Tusc ia  ( I ta l y )  and  P laya  Escue la  (Spa in )  and  by  an  Eu ropean  Educat ion
Networ k ,  QUEST  (Be lg i um) .

The  DEN  p ro jec t  has  t he re fo re  t he  Gene ra l  Ob jec t i ve  (GO)  o f  pu t t i ng
fo rward  a  new deve lop ing  app roach  tha t  b r idges  Na tu re  Pedagogy  w i th
Democra t i c  Educat ion  (DEN) .  

The  GO i s  suppo r ted  by  t he  fo l l ow ing  Spec i f i c  Ob jec t i ve s  (SOs ) :  
SO1 :  P romot i ng  p ro fes s iona l i sa t i on  o f  o rgan i sa t i ons  a l ready  p rac t i s i ng
DEN  
SO2:  C rea t i ng  an  exchange  o f  competenc ie s  o f  Eu ropean
schoo l/o rgan i sa t i ons  i n te re s ted  i n  imp rov i ng  t he i r  competences  on  DEN  
SO3 :  P rov id i ng  a  s y s temat i sa t i on  o f  t he  DEN  pedagog ica l  app roach  
SO4:  P romot i ng  DEN  i n  t rad i t i ona l  schoo l s  and  o rgan i sa t i ons  no t  fam i l i a r
w i th  t hese  concept s  ye t  
SO5 :  Fos te r i ng  change  i n  educat ion  po l i c y  deve lopment

I n  o rde r  to  ach ieve  t h i s  ob jec t i ve ,  t he  p ro jec t  DEN  i s  d i v ided  i n to  t h ree
ma in  ac t i v i t i e s :  
-A 1  Resea rch  
-A2  Wor k shop  
-A3  Gu ide l i nes

Th i s  Resea rch  i s  t he re fo re  t he  f i r s t  f undamenta l  s tep  o f  t he  p ro jec t  to
ana l y se  t he  s ta tu s  o f  a f fa i r s  i n  t he  Eu ropean  Un ion  rega rd ing
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re .  



3 . 1 .  O b j e c t i v e  o f  t h e  r e s e a r c h  

The  ob jec t i ve  o f  t h i s  s t udy  was  to  ana l y se  t he  cu r ren t  s ta tu s  and
deve lopment  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  i n  Eu rope  w i th  t he
th ree fo ld  ob jec t i ve  o f :
 
-  Sy s temat i se  na tu re  democra t i c  educat ion  i n to  a  comprehens i ve
approach .

-  I n ves t iga te  fea tu res ,  bene f i t s  and  imp l i ca t ions  o f  Democra t i c
Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  i n  Eu rope .

-  Look  a t  pos s ib le  gaps ,  cha l l enges  and  needs  t ha t  w i l l  be  t hen
e labo ra ted  i n  t he  wo r k shop ,  t he  subsequen t  ac t i v i t y  o f  t he  DEN  p ro jec t .

The  f i r s t  and  second  ob jec t i ve  we re  d r i ven  by  t he  i n te re s t  i n  f i l l i ng  a  gap
in  t he  l i t e ra tu re  by  p rov id i ng  educat iona l  p ro fes s iona l s ,  t eache r s  and
academics  w i t h  an  up  to  da te  desc r ip t i on  o f  t he  phenomenon  o f
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  i t s  mu l t i d imens iona l  a spec t s .

As  fo r  t he  t h i rd  ob jec t i ve ,  i t  was  t r i gge red  by  t he  w i l l i ngnes s  to
unde r s tand  what  a re  t he  pa r t i cu la r  cha l l enges  fo r  teache r s  and  o the r
ac to r s  i n vo l ved  i n  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re ,  i n  o rde r  to  p rov ide
mean ing fu l  so l u t i ons .   Thank s  to  t he  f i nd i ngs  o f  t h i s  r e sea rch ,  i ndeed ,
the  pa r tne r s  o f  t he  DEN  p ro jec t  have  des igned  a  cyc le  o f  fou r  wo r k shops ,
t ha t  w i l l  be  sp read  pub l i c l y ,  and  w i l l  a l so  p roduce  spec i f i c  gu ide l i nes
tha t  w i l l  ta rge t  na t iona l  and  eu ropean  educat iona l  s takeho lde r s  a s  we l l
a s  po l i c ymake r s ,  i n  o rde r  to  h igh l i gh t  t he  impo r tance  o f  d i f f u s ion  o f
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  and  recommend ing  ac t ions  i n  t h i s  sense .  
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3 . 2 .  T h e  r e s e a r c h  p r o c e s s  a n d  m e t h o d s
 
P o s i t i o n a l i t y

Befo re  ge t t i ng  i n to  de ta i l s  o f  t he  d i f fe ren t  methods ,  i t  i s  impo r tan t  to
say  a  few  words  abou t  t he  pos i t i ona l i t y  o f  t he  re sea rche r .  

The  t ypo logy  o f  sub jec t s  and  re sea rch  touch ing  the  educat iona l ,  soc ia l
and  po l i t i ca l  doma in ,  r equ i re s  to  c r i t i ca l l y  r ecogn i ze  t he  i n f l uence  tha t
the  au tho r ( s )  cou ld  have  on  t he  ou tcome  o f  t he  re sea rch  i t se l f ,  so  a s  to
ensu re  t ha t  t he i r  own  b ia ses  a re  accoun ted  fo r .  

I t  i s  t he re fo re  impo r tan t  to  h igh l i gh t  t ha t  t he  pa r tne r sh ip  t ha t  pu t
fo rward  the  re sea rch  i s  composed  by  t h ree  o rgan i sa t i ons  suppo r t i ng
and  p rac t i s i ng  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re .   A s  such ,  t he re  i s  a
pe r sona l  a t tachment  to  t he  ob jec t  o f  s t udy  and  a  c lea r  a l i gnment  w i t h
the  pedagog ica l  app roach  unde r  s t udy ,  t ha t  can  have  an  i n f l uence  on
how the  re sea rch  has  been  conduc ted ,  i t s  ou tcomes  and  re su l t s  ( see
Rowe ,  20 14 ) .  

Tak i ng  fu l l  awarenes s  o f  t he  l ens  t h rough  wh ich  t he  re sea rche r s  have
ana l y sed  the  phenomenon  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re ,  t hey  have
howeve r  t r i ed  to  i nc l ude  a  vas t  a r ray  o f  vo ices  com ing  f rom d i f fe ren t
app roaches ,  and  to  i nc l ude  c r i t i ques ,  p i t fa l l s  and  comp lex i t i e s  o f  t he
Democra t i c  Educat ion  ph i l o sophy ,  no tw i th s tand ing  the  s t ronges t
c r i t i c i sms .

 
R e s e a r c h  M e t h o d

The  re sea rch  i s  based  on  qua l i ta t i ve  re sea rch  methods  i n  o rde r  to
reach  an  i n -depth  unde r s tand ing  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  as  a  soc ia l
phenomenon .  Us i ng  a  p roces s  o f  co l l ec t i ng ,  ana l y s i ng ,  and  i n te rp re t i ng
mos t l y  non-numer i ca l  da ta  t he  goa l s  i s  to  make  sense  o f  democra t i c
educat ion  i n  i t s  p l u r id imens iona l  and  con tex tua l i sed  aspec t s ,  t he re fo re
i n te rp re t i ng  t he  phenomena  i n  te rms  o f  t he  mean ings  peop le  as s ign t  to
them ,  and  pu t t i ng  t he  focus  on  a  desc r ip t i ve  and  obse r va t iona l  l e ve l .
( see  Denz in  and  L i nco ln ,  1 994 ;  Aspe r s  and  Cor te ,  20 19 )
The  qua l i ta t i ve  re sea rch  app roach  has  been  based  on  t h ree  ma in
re sea rch  methods :
-      L i t e ra tu re  rev iew  
-      I n te r v i ews  ( i n  t he  fo rm  o f  a  ques t i onna i re ) .
-      Focus  g roup

DEN RESEARCH REPORT -  7



L i t e r a t u r e  r e v i e w

The  f i r s t  s tep  i n  t h i s  r e sea rch  has  been  the  eva lua t ion  o f  t he  ava i l ab le
l i t e ra tu re  on  Democra t i c  Educat ion .
Th i s  has  been  done  no t  on l y  w i t h  t he  ob jec t i ve  o f  s y s temat i s i ng ,
co l l ec t i ng  and  s yn thes i s i ng  p rev ious  re sea rch  (Baume i s te r  &  Lea r y ,
1 997 ;  T ran f i e ld ,  Denye r ,  &  Smar t ,  2003 )  bu t  above  a l l  t o  p rov ide  a  f i rm
foundat ion  fo r  advanc ing  know ledge  on  Democra t i c  Educat ion ,  t h rough
compar i ng  and  fac i l i t a t i ng  t heo r y  deve lopment .  I ndeed  the  l i t e ra tu re
rev iew ,  wh ich  we  can  f i nd  i n  t he  nex t  chapte r ,  has  t he  fo l l ow ing
ob jec t i ve s :

 -  to  su r vey  and  s yn thes i se  t he  l i t e ra tu re  i n  t he  educat iona l  sc ience ,    
  p s ycho logy  sc ience  and  soc ia l  sc ience
 -  to  c r i t i ca l l y  ana l y se  t he  i n fo rmat ion  ga the red  by  i den t i f y i ng  gaps  i n
cu r ren t  know ledge ;  by  show ing  even tua l  l im i ta t i ons  and  con t rove r s i e s ,
and  by  fo rmu la t i ng  a reas  fo r  f u r t he r  re sea rch
 
By  i n teg ra t i ng  f i nd i ngs  and  pe r spec t i ve s  f rom many  re sea rch  s tud ie s
( v ia  a  mu l t i d i sc ip l i na r y  app roach  tha t  su r veyed  educat ion  sc ience ,
po l i t i ca l  sc ience ,  soc ia l  sc ience  and  psycho logy )  t he  l i t e ra tu re  rev iew
had  b rough t  an  ove r v i ew  o f  t he  p resen t  know ledge  p roduced  on
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  na tu re  i n  Eu rope ,  and  p rov ided  a  so l i d  g round
to  t he  o the r  re sea rch  methods  ( focus  g roups ,  i n te r v i ews  and  case
s tudy )  t ha t  fo rmed  the  emp i r i ca l  pa r t  o f  t h i s  s t udy .  

Q u e s t i o n n a i r e

Over  t he  cou r se  o f  t he  p re l im ina r y  phases  o f  t he  re sea rch ,  we  rea l i sed
tha t  t he  l i t e ra tu re  rev iew  (desk  re sea rch )  was  no t  enough  to  g rasp  the
comp lex i t y  o f  t he  s tudy  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re .  I ndeed ,  t he
lack  o f  ava i l ab le  w r i t ten  re sou rces  on  t h i s  top ic ,  and  the  nove l t y  o f  t he
sub jec t ,  b rough t  t he  pa r tne r s  to  dec ide  to  i nc l ude  i n te r v i ews  i n  t he
fo rm  o f  “ques t i onna i re s ”  to  be  sen t  to  bo th  democra t i c  and  “na tu re ”
schoo l s ,  i n  o rde r  to  ge t  f i r s t -hand  i n fo rmat ion .

A  ques t i onna i re  has  been  cons ide red  an  app rop r ia te  method  i n  o rde r  to
reach  a  good  amoun t  o f  schoo l s  i n  t he  sho r t  pe r i od  o f  t he  re sea rch .
I n te r v i ews  u s i ng  w r i t ten  ques t i onna i re s  a re  i ndeed  w ide l y  u sed  i n
re sea rch  on  educat ion  because  they  a re  a  power fu l  means  o f  bo th
obta in i ng  i n fo rmat ion  and  ga in i ng  i n s igh t s  ( see  fo r  i n s tance  Hannan ,
2007 ) .  The  ques t i onna i re  has  a l so  been  chosen  i n  o rde r  to  reduce  the
cos t  o f  da ta  hand l i ng ,  ensu re  cons i s tency  i n  t he  co l l ec t i on  and  ana l y s i s
o f  t he  da ta  and  make  the  compar i ng  exe rc i se  feas ib le .
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Th ree  d i f fe ren t  ques t i onna i re s  w i t h  ta rge ted  ques t i ons  had  been
p roduced :  one  fo r  democ ra t i c  schoo l s ,  one  fo r  na tu re  schoo l s  and  one
fo r  democra t i c  schoo l s  i n  na tu re .

The  ques t i onna i re s  we re  composed  o f  open-ended  ques t i ons ,  whe re
responden t s  p rov ided  a  re sponse  i n  t he i r  own  words .  Pa r t i cu la r  ca re
has  been  pu t  i n  a s k i ng  c lea r  and  spec i f i c  ques t i ons .

The  scope  was  i n i t i a l l y  l im i ted  to  t he  coun t r i e s  o f  t he  pa r tne r sh ip
( t h ree  coun t r i e s ) ,  whe reas  a  second  round  o f  con tac t s  i nc l uded  a l so
democra t i c  schoo l s  and  schoo l s  i n  na tu re  i n  o the r  Eu ropean  coun t r i e s .  

Be fo re  ana l y s i ng  t he  da ta ,  we  a l so  cons ide red  eve r y  coun t r y ' s
spec i f i c i t y ,  e xp lo r i ng  and  mapp ing  exhaus t i ve l y  t he  en t i r e  educat iona l
con tex t  t ha t  was  sub jec t  o f  ana l y s i s  i n  o rde r  to  have  a  c lea r
compara t i ve  re fe rence  f ramework .  An  ove r v i ew  o f  each  coun t r y ' s
ana l y s i s  i s  p rov ided  i n  chapte r  f i ve  be fo re  i n t roduc ing  the  emp i r i ca l
da ta .

F o c u s  G r o u p

Af te r  hav i ng  pe r fo rmed  a  l i t e ra tu re  rev iew ,  mapped  eve r y  coun t r y
spec i f i c  educat iona l  con tex t ,  and  hav i ng  p roceeded  to  t he
ques t i onna i re ,  t he  re su l t s  o f  t he  re sea rch  have  been  te s ted  du r i ng  one
focus  g roup  d i scus s ion .  E igh t  expe r t s  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n
Na tu re  we re  t he re fo re  ga the red  i n  o rde r  to  d i scus s  t he  ou tcome  o f  t he
ques t i onna i re s  and  to  l i s ten  to  t he i r  op in ion  rega rd ing  c ruc ia l  top ic s
tha t  emerged  i n  t he  p rev ious  re sea rch  phases .

Focus  g roups  a re  u sed  to  i n fo rma l l y  ga the r  i n fo rmat ion  f rom a  sma l l
g roup  o f  i nd i v idua l s  who  have  a  common  i n te res t  i n  a  pa r t i cu la r  sub jec t
-  i n  t h i s  case  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  schoo l s .  The  d i scus s ion  i n  t he
focus  g roup  a l l owed  to :
-  P rov ide  ve r i f i ca t ion  i n  i n te rp re t i ng  da ta  t ha t  m igh t  o the rw i se  on l y  be
con jec tu re
-P rov ide  a l te rna t i ve  exp lana t ions  and  i n te rp re ta t ion  o f  f i nd i ngs  t ha t
may  no t  be  ob ta inab le  u s i ng  t rad i t i ona l  quan t i ta t i ve  methods  (Me r ton
and  Kenda l l  1 946 )

 Du r i ng  t he  focus  g roup  the  mode ra to r  conduc ted  a  co l l ec t i ve  i n te r v i ew
of  pa r t i c ipan t s  and  c rea ted  open  l i nes  o f  commun ica t ion  ac ros s
i nd i v idua l s ,  a s  t he  ob jec t i ve  was  to  re l y  on  dynamic  i n te rac t ion
be tween  pa r t i c ipan t s  to  y i e ld  da ta  t ha t  wou ld  be  imposs ib le  to  ga the r
v ia  o the r  app roaches .
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The  p roces s  o f  t he  focus  g roup  was  l ook i ng  more  a t  a  “ re spons i ve
i n te r v i ew ing”  mode l ,  a s  p roposed  by  Rub in  and  Rub in  (20 1 1 ) ,  l ook i ng
more  a t  how peop le  pe rce i ve  an  occu r rence  o r  ob jec t  and ,  mos t
impo r tan t l y ,  “ t he  mean ing  they  a t t r i bu te  to  i t ” ,  r a the r  t han  to  u se  a
mere  pos i t i v i s t i c  app roach  o f  f i nd i ng  the  t r u th  o r  a  de f i n i t i ve  answer .

G i ven  t he  comp lementa r i t y  o f  t hese  methods ,  t he  focus  g roup  he lped  i n
ga the r i ng  a  r i che r  unde r s tand ing  o f  t he i r  pe r spec t i ve s  o f  t he  expe r t s
i n v i ted .
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I n  t h i s  sec t ion  t he  ma in  t heo re t i ca l  f ramework  w i l l  be  p resen ted ,
p rov id i ng  t he  de f i n i t i on ,  h i s to r y  and  conceptua l i sa t i on  o f  t he
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  app roach .

The  fo l l ow ing  f i r s t  pa r t  o f  t he  chapte r  i s  ded ica ted  to  Democra t i c
Educat ion  and  i t  i s  ta ken  f rom the  chapte r  on  “Democra t i c  Educat ion ”
i nc l uded  i n  t he  Resea rch  “Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Schoo l ”  ( Paone ,
fo r t hcoming ) ,  mos t l y  i n sp i red  by  t he  wo r k  o f  ca tego r i sa t i on  and
in te rp re ta t ion  by  Gabr ie l  G ro i s s .

As  fo r  t he  second  pa r t  o f  t he  chapte r ,  i t  i s   devo ted  to  t he  s tudy  o f
Na tu re  Educat ion ,  wh ich  w i l l  l ead  the  way  to  t he  f i na l
conceptua l i sa t i on  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re .  

4 . 1  D E M O C R A T I C  E D U C A T I O N

A n  o n t o l o g i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e

As  B ie s ta  (2006 )  po in ted  ou t ,  t he  cen t ra l  ques t i on  o f  a l l  pedagog ies
shou ld  be  “what  i t  means  to  be  human” ,  and  on l y  a f te r  hav i ng  answered
th i s  ques t i on  we  can  s ta r t  t he  wo r k  o f  educat i ng .  
Many  educat iona l  p rac t i ces  a re  t he re fo re  based  upon  ph i l o soph ica l
i deas  abou t  what  i t  means  to  be  human .
What  makes  Democra t i c  Educat ion  d i f fe ren t  f rom any  o the r  k i nd  o f
educat iona l  app roach  -  and  the re fo re  a l so  aga in s t  t he  t i de  -  shou ld  be
unde r s tood  the re fo re  i n  t he  d i f fe ren t  answer  t ha t  Democra t i c
Educat ion  g i ves  to  t he  ques t i on  “what  i t  means  to  be  human” .  

Answer i ng  to  t h i s  ques t i on ,  we  can  see  the re  i s  qu i te  a  d i f fe rence
between  “P rog res s i ve  Educat ion  ' ' ,  and  Democra t i c  Educat ion .
P rog res s i ve  Educat ion  i s  unde r s tood  as  comprehens i ve l y  i nnova t i ve
approaches  p romoted  and  te s ted  ac ros s  t he  wo r ld  t h roughou t  t he  20 th
cen tu r y  by  expe r imen ta l  o r  l abo ra to r y  schoo l s  and  o the r  e s tab l i s hment s
based  on  p rog res s i v i s t  ph i l o soph ie s ,  t he  “new educat ion ”  p r i nc ip le s ,
and  c r i t i ca l  pedagog ies .  
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Such  p rac t i ces  we re  encou raged  and  imp lemented  by  a  l ong  l i s t  o f
v i s i ona r ie s ,  r e fo rmer s ,  and  p roponen t s  o f  “ac t i ve  schoo l , ”  “expe r ien t ia l
l ea rn i ng , ”  “ ch i l d -cen t red  pedagogy , ”  co l l ec t i ve  upb r i ng ing  and  pee r
coope ra t ion ,  e tc .  ( Bower s ,  1 967 ;  Da r l i ng  and  No rdenbo ,  2003 ;  Gr ibb le ,
1 998 ) .  I n t r i n s i c  to  t hem a l l ,  t he i r  va r i e t y  no tw i th s tand ing ,  was  a
c r i t i c i sm  o f  t he  t rad i t i ona l ,  conven t iona l  pedagog ies  p reva len t  i n  mass
schoo l i ng  ( see  Gawl i cz  and  S ta rnawsk ,  2020) .  

To  unde r s tand  the  v i s i on  o f  p rog res s i ve  educat ion  towards  t he  ques t i on
“what  i t  means  to  be  human” ,  we  can  see  what  t he  Be lg ian  p rog res s i ve
po l i t i c ian  and  ph i l o sophe r  John  P i t sey s  (20 14 )  reckoned  abou t  t he  u se
o f  democracy  i n  schoo l .  He  ra i se s  an  apparen t  pa radox  a rgu ing  tha t
the  schoo l  i s  no t  a  democra t i c  p lace  and  i s  no t ,  i n  p r i nc ip le ,  des t i ned
to  be .  I n  fac t ,  he  a rgues  t ha t  schoo l s  b r i ng  toge the r  i nd i v idua l s  who
a re  supposed  to  know ,  teache r s ,  and  o the r  i nd i v idua l s  who  do  no t  ye t
know ,  t he  pup i l s .  

Th i s  know ledge  conce rns  academic  and  techn ica l  s k i l l s .  Bu t  i t  a l so
conce rns  va l ues  t ha t  a re  supposed  to  p resc r ibe  what  i s  c i v i c  o r  mo ra l
to  do .  He  a rgues  t ha t  t he  ex i s tence  o f  i nequa l i t i e s  i n  know ledge  o r
s k i l l s  be tween  i nd i v idua l s  i s  no t  enough  to  j u s t i f y  d i f fe ren t  po l i t i ca l
s ta tu s :  democ racy  i s  d i s t i ngu i shed  f rom o the r  po l i t i ca l  s y s tems  by  t he
fac t  t ha t  eve r y  c i t i zen  has  equa l  r i gh t s  and  f reedoms ,  r ega rd le s s  o f
the i r  competence  o r  pe r sona l  mo ra l i t y .  

Howeve r ,  t h i s  a s ymmet r y  i s  spec ia l  s i nce  educat ion  a ims  by  i t s  ve r y
de f i n i t i on  to  l ead  the  s tuden t  ou t  o f  t he  s ta te  o f  a  m ino r .  The  idea l s  o f
f reedom and  equa l i t y  p re suppose  a  matu re ,  emanc ipa ted  iden t i t y ,  t he
rea l i sa t i on  o f  wh ich  p resupposes  p rec i se l y  educat ion :  t he  end  o f
compu l so r y  educat ion  i s  s upposed  to  co r re spond  to  t he  acqu i s i t i on  o f  a
fo rm  o f  i n te l l ec tua l  ma jo r i t y  fo r  t he  pup i l .  

P i t sey s  a rgues  t ha t  i t  i s  i n  t he  name  o f  i t s  educat iona l  m i s s i on  t ha t  t he
schoo l  i s  conce i ved  as  a  home  o f  d i sc ip l i ne  and  a  domes t i c  s y s tem i n
i t s  own  r igh t .  I t s  democ ra t i c  f unc t ion  i s  t h rough  the  qua l i t y  o f  t he
educat ion  p rov ided ,  and  by  t he  soc ia l  and  c i v i c  competence  o f  t he
teache r .
Tha t  democracy  shou ld  be  taugh t  bu t  no t  p rac t i sed  i n  schoo l s  i s  based
on  the  a  p r i o r i  a s sumpt ion  t ha t  democracy  on l y  takes  p lace  be tween
c i t i zens ,  and  tha t  s t uden t s  a re  no t  ye t  f u l l  c i t i zens .  
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What  i s  r ea l l y  impo r tan t  he re ,  i s  t ha t  P i t sey s  c lea r l y  pu t s  fo rward  the
bas ic  a s sumpt ion  o f  a l l  p rog res s i ve  and  non  p rog res s i ve  educat ion .  So ,
i f  he  we re  to  answer  B ie s ta ' s  ques t i on  “what  i t  means  to  be  human”  and
the re fo re  “what  i t  means  to  be  ch i l d ren ”  i n  p rog res s i ve  educat ion ,
P i t sey s  cou ld  say  t ha t  ch i l d ren  a re  ha l f  c i t i zens ,  no t  ye t  adu l t s ,  and
the re fo re  t hey  a re  no t  ye t  g ran ted  fu l l  r i gh t s ,  and  they  a re  wa i t i ng  to
become a  who le  pe r son .
On  the  con t ra r y ,  many  peop le  t ha t  adopt  Democra t i c  Educat ion
p rac t i ces ,  app roach  the  pe r spec t i ve  o f  young  human  be ings ,
unde r s tand ing  tha t  t hey  come  i n to  t he  wo r ld  a s  un ique  i nd i v idua l s
th rough  re spons ib le  re sponses  to  t he  ex te rna l  env i ronment .  Ch i l d ren
a re  t he re fo re  cons ide red  as  competen t  be ings  equ ipped  w i th  t he
cu r io s i t y  and  the  mot i va t i on  to  be  ab le  to  be  themse l ves ,  f i nd i ng  who
they  a re  and  pu r su i ng  t he i r  g rowth  and  happ ines s .  I n  t h i s  sense ,
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  i t s  mos t  common  i n te rp re ta t ions ,  g i ve s  t he
same  bas ic  r i gh t s ,  o f  pa r t i c ipa t ion  w i th  vo ice  and  vo te ,  to  ch i l d ren
than  to  adu l t s ,  p rov ided  tha t  ch i l d ren  can  su s ta i n  t he  re spons ib i l i t y
connec ted  w i th  t he  co r re spond ing  r i gh t ,  acco rd ing  to  t he i r  capac i t y .
We  can  see  the re fo re  t ha t  t he re  i s  an  on to log ica l  d i f fe rence  he re :  t he
gene ra l  unde r s tand ing  o f  mos t  educat iona l  app roaches  sees  t he  ro le  o f
adu l t s  a s  t he  one  who  dec ides  ove r  t he  ch i l d ren  con t i nuous l y  i n  a lmos t
eve r y  mat te r  un t i l  an  e s tab l i s hed  age ,  whe reas  i n  Democra t i c  Educat ion
ch i l d ren  a re  gene ra l l y  r e spec ted  and  en fo rced  f rom ea r l y  ages  on  i n
the i r  (g radua l )  capac i t y  and  r igh t  o f  r e spons ib le  dec i s i on  mak ing  and
se l f -o rgan i sed  ac t i ng ,  and  adu l t s  a s s i s t  a s  suppo r te r s ,  he lpe r s ,
men to r s ,  t ha t  a re  t he re  to  accompany  t he  ch i l d  i n  a  j ou rney  o f  se l f -
d i scove r y ,  bu t  w i t h  t he  same  bas ic  va l ue  w i th i n  t he  commun i t y .

F i na l l y ,  i t  has  been  a l so  po in ted  ou t  by  some  scho la r s  (Su i s sa ,  2006
among  o the r s )  t ha t  t he  concept  o f  human  na tu re  exposed  by  t he
p roponen t s  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i s  one  whe re  human  na tu re  i s
p redominan t l y  o r i en ted  to  soc ia l  coope ra t ion ,  and  can  the re fo re  be
unde r s tood  as  "benevo len t " .  The re  i s ,  i ndeed ,  an  educat iona l  be l i e f
t ha t  ch i l d ren  have  i n  some  sense ,  no t  on l y  an  i nna te  capac i t y  fo r
cu r i o s i t y  and  mot i va t i on ,  bu t  a l so  fo r  "a l t r u i sm" ,  a s  soc ia l  bonds  o f
ca re  can  be  seen  as  one  o f  t he  cen t ra l  behav io ra l  cha rac te r i s t i c s  t ha t
made  a  d i f fe rence  fo r  t he  ou t s tand ing  evo lu t i ona r y  succes s  o f  ou r
spec ie s ,  ou r  human  na tu re  ( . . . no t  i gno r i ng  a t  t he  same  t ime  the
ex i s tence  o f  o the r  mechan i sms  o f  ou r  soc ia l  behav io ra l  range  l i ke
compet i t i on ,  r i va l i t y ,  t e r r i t o r ia l i sm  o r  agg res s ion ) .  
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Greenbe rg  and  Gray  i n  t h i s  con tex t  wou ld  say  t ha t  ch i l d ren  a re
ex t reme l y  good  i n  (and  the re fo re  do  no t  need  to  be  taugh t )  a l l  t hose
behav io r s  t hey  w i l l  need  as  adu l t s ,  s uch  as  commun ica t ion  s k i l l s ,
c rea t i v i t y ,  imag ina t ion ,  a le r t nes s ,  cu r i o s i t y ,  t hough t fu l nes s ,
r e spons ib i l i t y ,  and  j udgment .  what  ch i l d ren  lack  i n  expe r ience ,  wh ich
can  be  ga ined  i f  adu l t s  gu ide  s tuden t s  i n  open  ways  i n  soc ia l l y  sa fe
spaces .

P rac t i t i one r s  and  au tho r s  p romot i ng  Democra t i c  Educat ion  t he re fo re
be l i e ve  t ha t  i f  t r u s ted  and  g i ven  fu l l  s uppo r t  a s  we l l  a s  t he  too l s  to
exp res s  who  they  a re  i n  hea l t h y ,  s uppo r t i ve  and  r i ch  env i ronment s ,
ch i l d ren  can  revea l  t he i r  f u l l  po ten t ia l .  

I t  i s  t he re fo re  t he  env i ronmenta l  fac to r s  t ha t  de te rm ine  t he  ex ten t  to
wh ich  ch i l d ren  w i l l  be  ab le  to  re vea l  t hemse l ves ,  o r  on  t he  con t ra r y  w i l l
be  coe rced  and  fo rged  i n to  someth i ng  they  a re  no t .  Th i s  cons t r uc t i v i s t
a spec t  exp la i n s  t he  cen t ra l  r o le  t ha t  Democra t i c  Educat ion  t h i n ke r s
a t t r i bu te  i n  t he  p roces ses  o f  educat ion  and  soc ia l i sa t i on  o f  ch i l d ren
w i th i n  democra t i c  env i ronment s ,  whe re  t hey  a re  re spec ted  i n  t he i r  mos t
fundamenta l  human  r igh t s ,  accompany ing  them i n  t he  deve lopment  o f
the i r  pe r sona l  and  soc ia l  " human i s t i c "  po ten t ia l  ;  and  no t  to  ra i se  t hem
expe r ienc ing  s y s temat i ca l l y  on  a  da i l y  bas i s  pa t te rn s  o f  ve r t i ca l  power
s t r uc tu re s ,  whe re  t hey  end  up  adapt i ng  behav io r s  o f  dom ina t ion  ou t  o f
power  pos i t i on s ,  t hey  l ea rn  t hey  have  to  seek  and  compete  fo r  (o r
su r rende r  and  accept  t he i r  l ow  s ta tu s  i n  t he  h ie ra rchy ,  " k i c k i ng  down"
to  t hose  even  be low  them…! ) ,  t ha t  a t  t he  end  re sponds  to  t he  l og ic  o f
soc ia l  Da rw in i sm .  

I n  t h i s  sense ,  we  can  eas i l y  unde r s tand  tha t  t he  ob jec t i ve  o f
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i s  to  a l l ow  ch i l d ren  to  l i ve  a  happy  and
mean ing fu l  l i f e  ( see  Gray ,  2020 ;  Hannam,  2020)  i n  o rde r  to  e s tab l i s h  a
gene ra l l y  pos i t i ve  con f idence  and  d i spos i t i on ,  and  to  accompany
ch i l d ren ,  no t  i n  a  d i rec t i ve  way  f rom an  supe r io r  power  pos i t i on ,  bu t  i n
an  env i ronment  whe re  democra t i c  va l ues  and  p rac t i ce  p reva i l ,  and  they
a re  a l l owed  to  en joy  t he i r  human  r igh t  o f  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  and  se l f -
d i rec t i on ,  s i nce ,  a s  Ne i l l  po i n ted  ou t ,  “ t he  func t ion  o f  a  ch i l d  i s  to  l i ve
h i s  own  l i f e—–no t  t he  l i f e  t ha t  h i s  anx ious  pa ren t s  t h i n k  he  shou ld  l i ve ,
no t  a  l i f e  acco rd ing  to  t he  pu rpose  o f  an  educato r  who  th i n k s  he  knows
bes t ”  (a s  quo ted  i n  Bu l l ,  1 970 ) .

Ch i ld ren  a re  he re  c lea r l y  no t  cons ide red  empty  ves se l s  to  be  f i l l ed  w i th
lea rn i ng ,  bu t  t hey  have  a l l  t he  cu r i o s i t y  and  mot i va t i on  to  fo l l ow  the i r
own  pa th  and  a re  du l y  accompan ied  i n  t he i r  se l f -d i scove r y  j ou rney .  
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So ,  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i s  on to log ica l l y  opposed  to  “Conven t iona l
Schoo l s ” ,  i f  we  cons ide r  t hem as  t rad i t i ona l ,  cu r r i cu l um  cen t red ,
s t rong l y  d i rec ted ,  focused  on  academic  s tudy i ng  and  u s i ng  un i f i ed
eva lua t ion  s y s tems .  Bu t ,  i t  i s  a l so  ve r y  d i f fe ren t  f rom p rog res s i ve
educat ion .
I n  p rog res s i ve  educat ion  " s t uden t -cen t red  l ea rn i ng"  and  "p ro jec t -based
lea rn i ng"  a re  pa r t l y  imp l i ed ,  becoming  the  cu r r i cu l um  a l so  l e s s  abou t
encyc lopaed ic  s t udy i ng  i n  favou r  o f  i n te rd i sc ip l i na r y  competences ,  and
eva lua t ion  techn iques  a l so  becoming  more  pe r sona l .  Howeve r ,  e ven
reduc ing  academic  p res su re ,  t he re  i s  s t i l l  d i r ec ted  educat ion ,  w i t h  a
cu r r i cu l um  to  be  fo l l owed  and  fu l f i l l ed .
Moreove r ,  i n  t hese  app roaches ,  adu l t s  do  no t  take  a  s tep  back  f rom
the i r  cen t ra l  p ro tagon i sm  pos i t i on  and  s t i l l  ho ld  a l l  t he  dec i s i ona l
power .  

The re  a re  a l so  o the r  a spec t s  t ha t  i n  mos t  o f  t he  cases  d i s t i ngu i sh
p rog res s i ve  educat ion  f rom Democra t i c  Educat ion .  Fo r  i n s tance :
gene ra l i sed  seg regat ion  by  age ,  no t  " un l im i ted"  pe rm i s s i on  to  p lay
f ree l y ,  and  no  pos s ib i l i t y  to  move  f ree l y  t h rough  the  d i f fe ren t  spaces .
The  dec i s i ve  c r i t e r ia  fo r  t he  men t ioned  pa rad igm sh i f t  t o  Democra t i c
Educat ion  i s  t he  imp lementa t ion  o f  a  rea l  Se l f -D i rec ted  Lea rn i ng ,
whe re  t he  adu l t  s teps  back  f rom the  cen t ra l  i nd i v idua l  power  pos i t i on ,
i n  favou r  o f  e s tab l i s h i ng  a  f ree  and  democra t i c  commun i t y .

T h e  t w o  p i l l a r s  o f  D e m o c r a t i c  E d u c a t i o n

Over  t he  la s t  yea r s ,  many  d i f fe ren t  meet i ngs ,  con fe rences ,  pub l i ca t ions
o f  t he  Democra t i c  Educat ion  movement  took  p lace  whe re  expe r t s
wo r k i ng  i n  t h i s  f i e ld ,  academics  and  i ndependen t  re sea rche r s  ga the red
to  d i scus s  t he  t heo re t i ca l  and  p rac t i ca l  bas i s  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion .

I n  pa r t i cu la r ,  a  spec i f i c  i n te rna t iona l  wo r k i ng  g roup  was  i n i t i a ted  ou t
o f  t he  EUDEC (Eu ropean  Democra t i c  Educat ion  Commun i t y )  to
coope ra te  on  t he  t heo r y  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion ,  a t  t he  same  t ime  as
seve ra l  EUDEC and  IDEC ( I n te rna t iona l  Democra t i c  Educat ion
Confe rence )  con fe rences  we re  a l so  pa r t l y  focused  on  de f i n i ng  t he
es sence  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion .  I t  i s  fa i r  t o  say  t ha t  t h i s  commun i t y
o f  expe r t s  and  academics  ag rees  on  two  bas ic  p r i nc ip le s  o f  Democra t i c
Educat ion ,  accepted  w ide l y  a s  t he  foundat ion  o f  t h i s  app roach :  SELF
DETERMINAT ION  and  DEMOCRAT IC  COMMUNITY  PROCESSES .
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These  two  bas ic  concept s  a re  a l so  t he  cen t ra l  i deas  t ha t  a re  desc r ibed
in  re la ted  l i t e ra tu re ,  and  have  deep  pos s ib i l i t i e s  o f  i n te rp re ta t ion  o f
the  impo r tan t  mean ings  and  face t s  t hey  ca r r y  w i t h i n  t hemse l ves  and  the
comp lex i t y  when  se t t i ng  t hem i n to  re la t i onsh ip  w i th  each  o the r .  They
w i l l  now be  exp la i ned  i n  mo re  de ta i l .

S E L F  D E T E R M I N A T I O N :

Se l f -de te rm ina t ion  i n  t he  con tex t  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  means  a
p roces s  whe re  ch i l d ren  take  p r ima r y  cha rge  o f  t he i r  cho ices ,  i nc l ud ing
those  connec ted  w i th  p lann ing ,  con t i nu i ng  and  eva lua t i ng  t he i r
l ea rn i ng  expe r iences .  Th i s  f r eedom o f  dec id i ng  abou t  t he i r  l i ve s  has
neve r  to  be  m i s taken  by  l i cence  ( see  Ne i l l ,  1 978 ) .

Se l f -de te rm ina t ion  i n  t h i s  con tex t  cou ld  be  ana l y sed  on  t h ree  d i f fe ren t
ang le s :  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  as  human  r igh t ,  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  as
cen t ra l  fac to r  fo r  men ta l  hea l t h ,  and  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  and  i t ' s  cen t ra l
impo r tance  fo r  l ea rn i ng  p roces ses .  
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H u m a n  r i g h t s :  
We cou ld  say  t ha t  t he  r i gh t  to  f ree  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  i s  t he  cen t ra l
sp i r i t  o f  human  r igh t s .  The  capac i t y  to  deve lop  a  re f l ec t i ve
consc iousnes s  and  the  f ree  w i l l  r e su l t i ng  f rom i t ,  can  be  seen  as  t he
cen t ra l  d i f fe rence  to  o the r  an ima l s ,  and  even  f rom a  sp i r i t ua l
pe r spec t i ve  t he  f ree  w i l l  i s  what  makes  u s  human ,  ca r r y i ng  t h i s  "d i v i ne "
po ten t ia l  w i t h i n .

Th i s  na tu ra l  r i gh t  was  supp res sed  ove r  l ong  pe r iods  o f  h i s to r y  and  i t
has   been  conque red  qu i te  recen t l y  i n  h i s to r y ,  b y  s t i l l  a  sma l l
pe rcen tage  o f  t he  g loba l  popu la t i on .  E ven  t hough  the  bas i c  human
r igh t  o f  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  has  been  w ide l y  accepted  i n  mos t  mode rn
democrac ie s ,  i t  has  no t  reached  ch i l dhood  ye t .  Ch i l d ren  a re  mos t l y
s t i l l  hand led  as  ob jec t s  o f  ou r  "educat ion "  w i t h  no  vo ice  and  no  vo te ,
even  i n  ve r y  d i rec t  i s sues  o f  t he i r  da i l y  l i ve s .  I t  i s  s u f f i c i en t  to
remember  t ha t  ch i l d ren ’ s  f undamenta l  r i gh t  to  pa r t i c ipa te  i n  e ven t s
conce rn i ng  t he i r  own  l i ve s  has  re la t i ve l y  r ecen t l y  been  recogn i sed ,  i n
the  Conven t ion  on  t he  R igh t s  o f  t he  Ch i ld  ( 1 989 ) .  Ch i l d ren ’ s  r i gh t  to  be
hea rd  i s  l ega l l y  ex tended  to  a l l  ac t i ons  and  dec i s i ons  wh ich  a f fec t
ch i l d ren ’ s  l i ve s :  w i t h i n  t he i r  fam i l y ,  t he i r  schoo l ,  t he i r  commun i t y  and
at  na t iona l  po l i c y  l e ve l s .  
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Few yea r s  a f te r  t he  pub l i ca t ion  o f  t he  Conven t ion ,  Roge r  Ha r t  ( 1 992 )
wro te  a  pape r  en t i t l ed  “Ch i ld ren ’ s  Pa r t i c ipa t ion :  f rom Token i sm  to
C i t i zensh ip ” ,  pub l i s hed  by  t he  UN ICEF  I nnocen t i  Resea rch  Cen t re .  I n
th i s  p iece ,  t he  au tho r  ad ju s ted  the  Ladde r  o f  Pa r t i c ipa t ion ,  a  concept
deve loped  by  She r r y  A rens te i n  re fe r r i ng  to  i n vo l vement  o f  c i t i zens  i n
dec i s i on  mak ing  ( 1 969 )  to  i nc l ude  ch i l d ren .  The  ladde r  exp la i n s  t he
va r ious  deg rees  o f  re spec t i ng  t he  r i gh t s  to  pa r t i c ipa t ion  i n  p ro jec t s ,
rang ing  f rom man ipu la t i on  i n s tead  o f  rea l  pa r t i c ipa t ion  a t  t he  bo t tom
of  t he  ladde r  to  ch i l d -  i n i t i a ted ,  sha red  dec i s i ons  w i t h  adu l t s  a t  t he
top  ( see  image ) .  

Ha r t  de f i nes  pa r t i c ipa t ion  -  a  f undamenta l  r i gh t  o f  c i t i zensh ip  -  a s
“ The  p roces s  o f  sha r i ng  dec i s i ons  wh ich  a f fec t  one ’ s  l i f e  and  the  l i f e
o f  t he  commun i t y  i n  wh ich  one  l i ve s ”  (Ha r t ,  1 992 ) .  The  re spec t  o f
ch i l d ren  r i gh t s ,  acco rd ing  to  Ha r t ,  wou ld  gua ran tee  tha t  t hey  w i l l
become  engaged  c i t i zens  ab le  to  va l ue  t he i r  and  o the r s  r i gh t s .  

Howeve r ,  t he  pes s im i s t i c  scena r io  emerg ing  by  Ha r t ’ s  ana l y s i s ,  has
no t  g rea t l y  imp roved  i n  t he  la s t  30  yea r s .  We  can  see  tha t  i n  mos t
mat te r s  t ha t  conce rn  t he i r  l i f e ,  ch i l d ren  a re  no t  i n vo l ved ,  and
the re fo re  t he i r  bas i c  r i gh t  i s  no t  re spec ted .   

L im i ta t i on  o f  human  r igh t s  to  ch i l d ren  and  youngs te r s  has  been
cons ide red  by  many  “adu l t i sm” .  Adu l t i sm  i s  de f i ned  by  scho la r s  ( Be l l ,
1 995 ;  Bonna rde l ,  Y .  (20 15 ) ;  F l e tche r ,  202 1 ;  Gong  and  Wr igh t ,  2007 )  a s
the  behav iou r s  and  a t t i t udes  based  on  t he  as sumpt ions  t ha t  adu l t s
a re  be t te r  t han  young  peop le ,  and  en t i t l ed  to  ac t  upon  young  peop le
w i thou t  t he i r  ag reement .  Such  scho la r s  cons ide r  t ha t  we  l i ve  i n  a
soc ie t y  whe re  t he re  i s  s t r uc tu ra l  adu l t i sm ,  and  schoo l s  a re  c rea ted  i n
o rde r  to  se r ve  an  adu l t -cen t red  soc ie t y  t ha t  ove r l ook s  t he  r i gh t s  o f
the  ch i l d ren .  Acco rd ing  to  t h i s  s t ream o f  t hough t ,  t he  fo rma l  and
in fo rma l  s y s tems ,  p roces ses ,  o rgan i sa t i on ,  and  ou tcomes  o f  schoo l s
ensu re ,  r e i n fo rce ,  su s ta i n ,  o r  t rans fe r  b ia s  towards  adu l t s .

Engaged  i n  re spec t i ng  ch i l d ren  r i gh t s  and  f igh t i ng  adu l t i sm  i n  i t s
mu l t i d imens iona l  a spec t s ,  Democra t i c  Educat ion  sees  se l f -
de te rm ina t ion  o f  ch i l d ren  as  a  f undamenta l  p re requ i s i t e  fo r
democra t i c  soc ie t i e s .  Th i s  a spec t  o f  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  (pe r sona l
f reedom/respons ib i l i t y )  i s  t he re fo re  s t rong l y  connec ted  w i th  t he
second  p r i nc ip le  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  wh ich  a re  t he  democra t i c
commun i t y  p roces ses .
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M e n t a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  h e a l t h :  
P s ycho log ica l  f i nd i ngs  ( La  Guard ia ,  J .  20 17 ,  N touman i s  N ,  Ng  JYY ,
P res tw ich  A  e t  a l ,  202 1 ;  R yan ,  R .  M .  &  Dec i ,  E .  L . ,  20 17 )  show tha t
se l f -de te rm ina t ion ,  o r  t he  so-ca l l ed  i n te rna l  o r  ex te rna l  l ocus  o f
con t ro l ,  i s  one  o f  t he  mos t  impo r tan t  fac to r s  fo r  men ta l  hea l t h .

Mot i va t i on  —  ene rgy  d i rec ted  a t  a  goa l  —  p lay s  a  b ig  ro le  i n  ou r
l i f e s t y l e  cho ices  and  i n  ou r  ab i l i t y  to  make  su s ta i ned  changes  as
needed  to  ma in ta i n  ou r  hea l t h .  Howeve r ,  r e sea rche r s  have  found
th rough  many  s tud ie s  t ha t  when  peop le  a re  more  au tonomous l y
mot i va ted ,  t hey  a re  more  l i ke l y  to  have  good  men ta l  hea l t h .  On  the
con t ra r y ,  pas s i ve l y  r e l y i ng  on  ex te rna l  mot i va t i ons  to  ach ieve
someth i ng  i n  l i f e  can  be  ex t reme l y  ha rmfu l .  R yan  and  Dec i  (20 17 )
have  sugges ted  tha t  t he  tendency  to  be  e i t he r  p roac t i ve  o r  pas s i ve  i s
l a rge l y  i n f l uenced  by  t he  soc ia l  cond i t i ons  i n  wh ich  we  a re  ra i sed .  I n
a  fo rmer  pub l i ca t ion ,  t he  same  au tho r s  (Dec i  and  Ryan ,  1 985 )
desc r ibe  t ha t  au tonomous  o r i en ta t ion  rep resen t s  t he  h ighes t  deg ree
of  deve lopment  a s  i t  gua ran tees  t he  pos s ib i l i t y  to  ad ju s t  one ’ s
behav iou r  i n  ha rmony  w i th  t he  su r round ing  env i ronment  and  to
ach ieve  good  sa t i s fac t ion  i n  t he  i n te rpe r sona l  r e la t i onsh ip s ,  a s  we l l
a s  a  sense  o f  se l f - rea l i sa t i on .  

Acco rd ing  to  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  t heo r y ,  t he  pu r su i t  o f  au tonomous
goa l s  w i l l  imp rove  we l l -be ing  because  these  goa l s  a re  i n  l i ne  w i th
one ’ s  t r ue  se l f ,  conce rn s ,  and  va l ues  and  the re fo re ,  sa t i s f y  t he  bas i c
psycho log ica l  needs .  

Conve r se l y ,  t he  pu r su i t  o f  con t ro l l ed  goa l s  w i l l  r e s t ra i n  we l l -be ing
because  these  goa l s  do  no t  accu ra te l y  r e f l ec t  t he  i n te re s t s  and
va lues  o f  one ’ s  deepe r  se l f  and  a re  t hus  un l i ke l y  to  sa t i s f y  bas i c
psycho log ica l  needs  (G i l l e t  e t  a l . ,  20 12 ) .  L i kew i se ,  M ique lon  and
Va l l e rand  (2008 )  show tha t  au tonomous  mot i va t i on  i s  a l so  ex t reme l y
impo r tan t  fo r  hea l t h  a l so  when  peop le  a re  fac ing  cha l l enges ,
because  i t  enab le s  t hem to  be  p ro tec ted  aga in s t  s t re s s fu l  e ven t s ,  a s
i t  p rov ides  t hem w i th  su f f i c i en t  p s ycho log ica l  r e sou rces  s temming
f rom more  adapt i ve  fo rms  o f  cop ing .  (M ig l i o r i n i ,  Ca rd ina l i  &  Ran ia ,
20 19 ) .  

L i t e ra tu re  a l so  unde r l i nes  t ha t  be ing  au tonomous  p romotes
i n te rna l i sa t i on  o f  va l ues  and  awarenes s  o f  i n t rape r sona l  and
in te rpe r sona l  dynamics  and  o f  t he i r  r e la t i on  to  behav iou r  and  hea l t h ,
i n  l i ne  w i th  t he  ps ychosoc ia l  app roach  (W i l l i ams  and  Dec i ,  1 996 ) .





F igu re  1  SDL  p roces s  o f  i n te rna l i sa t i on .  Sou rce :  M ig l i o r i n i ,  Ca rd ina l i  &  Ran ia ,  20 19

Of  cou r se ,  t h i s  i s  no t  b lack  o r  wh i te .  Ra the r ,  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  cou ld
be  imag ined  as  a  con t i nuum a t  t he  ex t remes  o f  wh ich  we  f i nd
in t r i n s i c  mot i va t i on  and  au tonomous  regu la t i on  on  t he  one  hand ,  and
the  ex te rna l  de te rm ina t ion  o f  behav iou r  and  mot i va t i on  on  t he  o the r
( see  F igu re  1 ) .

Be tween  the  two  po le s ,  we  can  imag ine  a  p roces s  o f  i n te rna l i sa t i on
o f  causa l i t y ,  t h rough  wh ich  t he  i nd i v idua l  makes  h i s  own  reasons  fo r
t he  behav iou r  t ha t  o the r s  had  i n i t i a l l y  p re sen ted  to  t hem.  The re  a re
the re fo re  pu re l y  ex te rna l  fo rms  o f  regu la t i on  (pun i shment  and
rewards )  and  more  i n te rna l i sed  ex t r i n s i c  regu la t i on  fo rms ,  such  as
i n t ro jec t ion  - -  whe re  behav iou r s  a re  gu ided  by  t he  dynamics  o f
seek i ng  app rova l  - -  and  iden t i f i ca t ion  - -  i n  wh ich  va l ues  a re
consc ious l y  accepted  and  t rans fo rmed  i n to  e lement s  o f  t he  se l f
(Gro l n i c k  e t  a l . ,  1 99 1 ;  Va l l e rand  and  B i sone t te ,  1 992 ;  Dec i  e t  a l . ,
1 994 ) .  

F i na l l y ,  t he  i n teg ra t ion  p roces s  o rgan i ses  and  makes  cong ruen t
d i f fe ren t  i den t i f i ca t ions ,  t u rn i ng  t he  expe r ience  o f  t he  se l f  a s  a
poss ib le  un i t .

Hav i ng  a  p le tho ra  o f  p s ycho logy  s tud ie s  ana l y sed  the  c lea r  impact
tha t  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  has  on  men ta l  hea l t h ,  we  need  to  unde r s tand
the  fundamenta l  r o le  o f  t he  schoo l  i n  e i t he r  fo s te r i ng  o r  t hwar t i ng
ch i l d ren ' s  we l l -be ing  and  pe r sona l  g rowth  by  p romot i ng  o r  i nh ib i t i ng
se l f -de te rm ina t ion .

Fo r  examp le  Mar ia  Mon tes so r i  has  a l ready  fo rmu la ted  tha t  a  eve r y
young  i nd i v idua l  has  i t s  own  cons t r uc t i on  p lan  wh ich  i t  wan t s  to
deve lop  i n  t he  cou r se  o f  i t s  l i f e .  I f  i t  i s  d i s t u rbed  i n  t h i s  p roces s ,  e .g .
by  t he  i n te r ven t ion  o r  i n s t r uc t i on  o f  adu l t s ,  t he  ch i l d  moves  f u r t he r
and  fu r t he r  away  f rom i t .  Mon tes so r i  ca l l s  t hese  i n te r fe rences
“dev ia t i ons ”  a s  someth i ng  has  pu l l ed  t he  ch i l d  o f f  t he i r  i n tended  pa th
o f  deve lopment  wh ich  t hey  wou ld  na tu ra l l y  be  d rawn  to  fo l l ow ,  and  i f
cons i s ten t  and  repeated ,  t h i s  can  re su l t  i n  phy s i ca l  o r  p s ycho log ica l
causes  o f  i l l ne s s .   
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I n  conven t iona l  schoo l i ng ,  se l f -de te rm ina t ion ,  and  the re fo re  t he
in te rna l  l ocus  o f  con t ro l ,  i s  o f ten  supp res sed  o r  r educed  to  a
m in imum,  app roach ing  the  ch i l d ren  w i th  a  gene ra l  p ro jec t ion  and
expec ta t ion  o f  what  t hey  shou ld  become ,  t ransm i t t i ng  to  t hem tha t
the  way  t hey  a re ,  t hey  a re  i n su f f i c i en t ,  and  depend ing  on  t he
approva l  o f  an  ex te rna l  au tho r i t y ,  u s i ng  s y s temat i ca l l y  r eward  and
pun i shment  s t r uc tu re s  to  cond i t i on  t hem i n to  dependency  o f  ex te rna l
d i rec t i on  and  obed ience .  Th i s  p rac t i ce  re su l t s  i n  g rea t  ha rm ,  a s  such
coe rc i ve  p rac t i ces  a re  de t r imen ta l  to  ch i l d ren ' s  f undamenta l  se l f -
e s teem ,  and  the re fo re  t he i r  gene ra l  we l lbe ing .

Th i s  pe r spec t i ve  on  men ta l  hea l t h  i s  one  o f  t he  deepe r  reasons  why  i n
Democra t i c  Educat ion  t he  focus  l i e s  f i r s t  on  t he  se l f -o rgan i sed
deve lopment  o f  bas i c  pe r sona l  competences  and  soc io-emot iona l
s k i l l s ,  ma in l y  t h rough  se l f - regu la t i on ,  i n s tead  on  impu l s i ng  ex te rna l l y
i n te l l ec tua l  s k i l l s  and  academic  ach ievement s .  Democra t i c  Educat ion
a l l ows  ch i l d ren  to  f i nd  t he i r  i nne r  mot i va t i on ,  and  a l so  accompany
ch i l d ren  to  bu i l d  up  t he i r  pe r sona l  and  soc ia l  s k i l l s ,  i n  o rde r  to  be
ab le  to  know themse l ves  and  make  the  cho ices  t ha t  a re  i n  l i ne  w i th
the i r  own  ta len t s  and  p re fe rences ,  ou t  o f  an  emot iona l  ba lance .

Howeve r ,  we  have  come  to  expec t  h igh  deg rees  o f  au tho r i t y  f rom
admin i s t ra to r s ,  t eache r s ,  pa ren t s ,  schoo l  boa rds ,  e ven  gove rnment ,
ye t  on l y  a  few  schoo l s  have  embraced  the  no t ion  o f  to ta l  and
abso lu te  f reedom o f  cho ice  fo r  t he  s tuden t s  t hemse l ves .  The  v i ew
tha t  a  ch i l d  has  t he  men ta l  and  emot iona l  capac i t i e s  to  make  these
k i nds  o f  dec i s i ons  i s  a  d i f f i cu l t  one  to  mar ke t  ( Pe ramas ,  2007 ) .

Se l f -de te rm ina t ion  no t  on l y  i s  a  key  fac to r  i n  men ta l  hea l t h ,  bu t  i t  i s
a l so  a  f undamenta l  fac to r  fo r  phy s i ca l  hea l t h .  The  s t ream o f  s t ud ie s
on  t he  benef i t  o f  na tu re  and  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  a re  c lea r  i n  po in t i ng
ou t  t ha t  i t  i s  c ruc ia l  fo r  ch i l d ren  to  be  ab le  to  move  f ree l y ,
accompany ing  the i r  l ea rn i ng  j ou rney  w i th  movement ,  and  no t  be ing
ancho red  to  a  desk  fo r  e igh t  hou r s  a  day .  

Se l f -de te rm ina t ion ,  and  the re fo re  f reedom fo r  ch i l d ren  to  move  i n
space  and  dec ide  au tonomous l y  t he i r  pos tu re ,  space  and  movement s ,
has  t he re fo re  a l so  a  g rea t  impact  on  t he  phy s i ca l  we l lbe ing  o f
ch i l d ren .  
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L e a r n i n g  p r o c e s s e s :  
F rom Rous seau  to  Spence r ,  pas s i ng  by  Dewey ,  Tho reau  and  P iage t ,  a l l
o f  t hem cons ide red  tha t  l ea rn i ng  shou ld  be  na tu ra l .  Huge  wor k s  and
re f l ec t i ons  have  been  spen t  t r y i ng  to  make  l ea rn i ng  i n  t he  c la s s room
match  ch i l d ren ’ s  spon tane i t y  ou t s ide  o f  i t .  I n  Egan ’ s  i n te rp re ta t ion ,
t he  “ho l y  g ra i l  o f  p rog res s i v i sm”  has  been  to  d i scove r  methods  o f
i n s t r uc t i on  de r i ved  f rom and  mode l l ed  on  ch i l d ren ’ s  e f fo r t l e s s
l ea rn i ng  (Egan ,  2002 ,  p .38 ) .  

Bo th  ps ycho logy  and  educat ion  have  t r i ed  to  wo r k  on  t h i s  ob jec t i ve
(Pe ramas ,  2007 )  .  On  the  con t ra r y ,  t he  answer  t ha t  Democra t i c
Educat ion  t h i n ke r s  wou ld  g i ve  watch ing  those  e f fo r t s ,  i s  t ha t  t he re  i s
no  be t te r  way  to  l ea rn  t han  a l l ow  ch i l d ren  to  take  con t ro l  o f  t he i r
l ea rn i ng .

I n  t he  la s t  decades ,  a  va r i e t y  o f  neu rob io log ica l  r e sea rches
con f i rmed  the  unde r l y i ng  hypo thes i s  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion
t rad i t i on  p rac t i sed  ove r  mo re  t han  100  yea r s :  t he  emot iona l
connec t ion  to  t he  ( l ea rn i ng )  ac t i v i t y ,  d r i ven  by  se l f -de te rm ina t ion
and  so  by  i n t r i n s i c  mot i va t i on ,  i s  s ubs tan t ia l  on  a  phy s io log ica l  l e ve l
to  ac t i va te  t he  needed  neu ro- t ransm i t te r s  and  i so la to r s ,  and
the re fo re  to  p romote  mean ing fu l  l ong- te rm  lea rn i ng  p roces ses .  

The  be l i e f  t ha t  ch i l d ren  l ea rn  bes t  w i t h  f reedom f rom coe rc ion  was
p romoted  a l ready  i n  t he  New Idea l s  i n  Educat ion  Confe rences  ( 1 9 14–
37 )  t ha t  c rea ted  the  bu i l d i ng  b lock s  o f  t he  ch i l d -cen t red  app roaches
i n  mode rn  educat ion .

Se l f -de te rm ina t ion  as  a  l ea rn i ng  p roces s  i s  ca l l ed  Se l f  D i rec ted
Educat ion  (SDE ) (o r  somet imes  a l so  ca l l ed  au tonomous  l ea rn i ng ,  se l f -
o rgan i sed  o r  se l f -managed  educat ion ) .  Se l f  D i rec ted  Educat ion  i s
educat ion  t ha t  de r i ve s  f rom the  se l f -chosen  ac t i v i t i e s  and  l i f e
expe r iences  o f  t he  l ea rne r ;  and  re fe r s  to  t he  de l ibe ra te  p rac t i ce  i n
wh ich  young  peop le  a re  f u l l y  f r ee  to  educate  t hemse l ves  i n  t he i r  own
chosen  ways  ra the r  t han  by  means  o f  a  fo rced  cu r r i cu l um  (A l l i ance
fo r  Se l f -D i rec ted  Educat ion ,  202 1 ;  G ray ,  20 17 ) .  

Se l f  D i rec ted  Educat ion  sees  ch i l d ren  (and  humans  i n  gene ra l )  a s
b io log ica l l y  and  i n t r i n s i ca l l y  mot i va ted  to  l ea rn  t he  l e s sons  o f  t he
cu l t u re  i n  wh ich  t hey  l i ve  ( fo r  mo re  i n fo rmat ion  see  De  Bee r ,  J .  Men tz
E .  (20 16 )  and  Gray ,  P  (2009 ) .  
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Se l f  D i rec ted  Educat ion  wo r k s  w i t h ,  ra the r  t han  aga in s t ,  t hese
na tu ra l  d r i ve r s .  Ch i l d ren  and  young  peop le  a re  suppo r ted  to  do  what
they  a re  i n te re s ted  i n ,  t o  soc ia l i se  and  p lay  w i t h  ch i l d ren  o f  d i f fe ren t
ages  as  t hey  choose  and  to  l ea rn  t h rough  immer s ion  i n  t he i r
commun i t i e s  and  w i th  t he  too l s  o f  t he i r  cu l t u re .  

Se l f -d i rec ted  l ea rn i ng  i s  ancho red  i n  t he  be l i e f  t ha t  t he  mos t
e f f i c i en t ,  l ong- la s t i ng ,  and  p ro found  l ea rn i ng  takes  p lace  when
s ta r ted  and  pu r sued  by  t he  l ea rne r  and  tha t  a l l  peop le  a re  c rea t i ve  i f
t hey  a re  a l l owed  to  deve lop  the i r  un ique  ta len t s .

S tud ie s  have  shown  tha t  when  peop le  de te rm ine  fo r  t hemse l ves  what
to  l ea rn ,  t hey  re ta i n  t he  sub jec t  s ign i f i can t l y  be t te r  t han  i f  someone
e l se  de te rm ines  what  t hey  shou ld  l ea rn .  Th i s  i s  what  Dec i  and  Ryan
(2002)  ca l l ed  t he  “ The  pa radox  o f  ach ievement :  The  ha rde r  you  push ,
t he  wo r se  i t  ge t s ” .  

Ex te rna l  mot i va t i on  i s  on l y  neces sa r y  when  someone  e l se  de te rm ines
what  t he  s tuden t  shou ld  l ea rn .  I n  conven t iona l  educat ion  teache r s
tend  to  wo r k  ove r  ex t r i n s i c  mot i va t i on ,  u s i ng  a  reward  and
pun i shment  s y s tems .  

Th i s  l eads  to  t he  so-ca l l ed  "bu l im ic  l ea rn i ng"  whe re  academic
con ten t  i s  ta ken  i n  unde r  p res su re  (o f ten  deve lop ing  even  an
emot iona l  r e jec t ion  to  " l ea rn i ng"  and  cu l t u re )  and  " sp i t ted"  ou t  on l y
fo r  te s t i ng  pu rposes ,  and  don ' t  s tay  u sab le  on  a  l ong  te rm ,  a s  s t ud ie s
o f  re - te s t i ng  have  con f i rmed  even  i n  su rp r i s i ng l y  sho r t  pe r i ods  o f  t ime
and  a l so  l ook i ng  a t  good  f i r s t  t e s t i ng  re su l t s .  

Bu l im ic  l ea rn i ng  c rea tes  an  env i ronment  whe re  s tuden t s  a re  fo rced  to
memor i se  i n fo rmat ion  w i th  l i t t l e  a t ten t ion  pa id  to  t he  l ong- te rm
re ten t ion  o f  know ledge  and  s k i l l s  neces sa r y  to  competen t l y  p rac t i se
these  s k i l l s  ( Bens le y  R J ,  E l l swo r th  T . ,  1 992 ;  Ne l son  CE . ,  20 10 )  .  The
s tuden t s '  phy s i ca l  and  men ta l  hea l t h  i s  comprom i sed  by  t he  p res su re
i nhe ren t  to  bu l im ic  l ea rn i ng ,  w i t h  educat iona l  ou tcomes  t yp i f i ed  by
s tuden t ' s  l ament s  t ha t  t hey  a re  unp repa red  and  “ know no th i ng ” .  A s  an
educat iona l  p rac t i ce ,  bu l im ic  l ea rn i ng  i s  a s  unhea l t h y  a s  i t s
namesake  i s  fo r  t he  body .

These  fac to r s  de te rm ine  t he  cho ices  o f  democra t i c  schoo l s  to  focus
on  i n te rna l  mot i va t i on  ra the r  t han  ex te rna l .  When  the  s tuden t s
de te rm ine  t he i r  own  cu r r i cu l um ,  ex te rna l  mot i va t i on  i s  no t  neces sa r y .
I n  Democra t i c  Educat ion ,  ex te rna l  mot i va t i on  i s  t he re fo re  subs t i t u ted
by  i n te rna l  mot i va t i on .  
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When  ta l k i ng  abou t  Se l f  D i rec ted  Educat ion ,  Democra t i c  Educat ion
does  no t  re fe r  to  pe rm i s s i ve  "no- ru le s "  educat ion  l i ke  t he  so-ca l l ed
" la i s sez  fa i re " .  Democra t i c  Educat ion  requ i re s  a  c lea r  s t r uc tu re ,  w i t h
a  se t  o f  co-dec ided  ru le s  and  p resence  o f  t he  adu l t s  a s  gu ides  fo r
se l f -d i rec ted  l ea rn i ng  and  fo r  spak i ng  cu r i o s i t y  and  t r i gge r  t he
i n te rna l  mot i va t i on  i n  s t uden t s .  The  deg ree  o f  “ se l f -d i rec t i on ”  and
au tonomy  then  va r y  f rom a  democra t i c  schoo l  to  ano the r .  Bu t ,  i n
eve r y  schoo l  t he re  i s  a  ba lance  be tween  the  i nd i v idua l  f r eedom and
the  needs  o f  o the r s  and  the  who le  commun i t y .  

The re  i s  a  f u l l  a r ray  o f  examp les  f rom ch i l d ren  f rom democra t i c
schoo l s  to  showcase  how i n t r i n s i c  mot i va t i on  wo r k s .  Some  o f  t hese
a re  fo r  i n s tance  the  accoun t s  o f  how ch i l d ren  l ea rn  i n  t he  Sudbu r y
Va l l e y  schoo l ,  t ha t  i t  i s  pos s ib le  to  f i nd  i n  t he  SVS  webs i te  o r  t he
resea rch  pu t  fo rward  by  Pe te r  Gray  on  t he  a l umn i  o f  Sudbu r y  schoo l
( see  fo r  i n s tance  Gray ,  P .  &  Chanof f ,  D .  1 986 ) .

The  sw i tch  f rom an  ex te rna l  d i rec ted  educat ion  to  a  se l f -de te rm ined
rep resen t s  a  pa rad igm sh i f t  i n  educat ion .  

Th i s  sh i f t  does  no t  en ta i l  on l y  a  change  i n  t he  s tuden t s .  I ndeed ,
hav i ng  mos t  o f  adu l t s  expe r ienced  an  academic  b iog raphy  o f
d i rec ted  and  coe rc i ve  educat ion ,  o f ten  t he  app l i ca t ion  o f  Se l f
D i rec ted  Educat ion  l eads  adu l t s  to  ques t i on  ve r y  much  themse l ves
and  the  soc ia l  r u l e s  t hey  cons t r uc ted  a round  educat ion .

As  we  have  no t  been  educated  i n  ques t i on i ng  t he  s ta tu s  quo  o r
c r i t i ca l  se l f - re f l ec t i on ,  t h i s  p roces s  o f  men ta l  " unschoo l i ng "  o r
"un lea rn i ng ' ' ,  unde r s tand ing  the  needed  changes ,  and  t r u s t  deep l y  i n
ch i l d ren ' s  capac i t y  o f  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  and  se l f -o rgan i sa t i on  o f
the i r  l ea rn i ng  p roces ses ,  i s  o f ten  a  d i f f i cu l t  ta s k  fo r  many  adu l t s ,
pedagog i s t  and  teache r s .  

One  o f  t he  t yp ica l  examp les  o f  t h i s  i s  t he  d i f f i cu l t i e s  t ha t  adu l t s  who
g rew up  i n  a  t rad i t i ona l  schoo l  s y s tem (and  the re fo re  teache r s  and
pedagogues )  have  unde r s tand ing  tha t  f ree  p lay  i s  an  e tho log ica l
need  o f  ch i l d ren  fo r  t he i r  hea l t h y  deve lopment .

Le t t i ng  ch i l d ren  and  young  peop le  p lay  i s  no t  t he re fo re  neg lec t i ng
the i r  l ea rn i ng ,  bu t  a l l ow ing  them to  expe r ience  the  wo r ld ,  deve lop
in t r i n s i c  i n te re s t s  and  competenc ie s ;  l ea rn  how to  make  dec i s i ons ,
so l ve  p rob lems ,  exe r t  se l f -con t ro l ,  f o l l ow  ru le s ,  l ea rn  to  regu la te
the i r  emot ions ,  l ea rn  to  ge t  a long  w i th  o the r s  a s  equa l s  and
expe r ience  j o y .  Th rough  a l l  o f  t hese  e f fec t s ,  p lay  p romotes  men ta l
hea l t h  and  the re fo re  fo s te r s  l ea rn i ng  ( fo r  mo re  i n fo  see  Gray  P .  20 1 1 ) .  
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D E M O C R A T I C  C O M M U N I T Y  P R O C E S S E S :

Th i s  second  p r i nc ip le  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i s  r e la ted  to  t he  soc ia l
and  i n te rpe r sona l  l i f e  i n  t he  schoo l :  i n  Democra t i c  Educat ion  eve r y
pe r son  has  a  vo ice  and  vo te ,  no t  j u s t  fo r  h i s  pe r sona l  i s sues ,  bu t  a l so  fo r
commun i t y  dec i s i on  mak ing  p roces ses .  The  pos s ib i l i t y  fo r  ch i l d ren  to
have  a  say i ng  i n  t he  dec i s i ons  abou t  t he  schoo l ,  has  p ro found
consequences  on  seve ra l  l e ve l s ,  t ha t  w i l l  be  exp la i ned  be low :
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C o m m u n i t y  o f  e q u a l s :  
Offe r i ng  t he  oppo r tun i t y  to  ch i l d ren  and  young  to  take  pa r t  i n to  t he
dec i s i on-mak ing  p roces s  i n  t he i r  schoo l  does  no t  j u s t  have  an  impact  on
the  s t r uc tu re  o f  t he  commun i t y  p roces ses .  I t  d i r ec t l y  a f fec t s  t he  way  a l l
s choo l  ac to r s  re la te  to  each  o the r ,  bu i l d i ng  t r u s t f u l  r e la t i onsh ip s .  

I n  conven t iona l  educat ion  ch i l d ren  g row up  i n  h ie ra rch ica l  s t r uc tu re s ,
and  mos t  o f  t he  t ime  they  do  no t  have  any  cho ice  t han  to  obey  an  adu l t
au tho r i t y  w i t hou t  be ing  o f fe red  s ign i f i can t  op t ions  to  change  the i r
rea l i t y .  

Th i s  a s ymmet r y  has  been  a l ready  po r t rayed  show ing  the  d i scou r se  o f  t he
Be lg ian  p rog res s i ve  po l i t i c ian  and  ph i l o sophe r  P i t sey s  (20 14 )  i n  t he
i n t roduc t ion .  He  i ndeed  a rgues  t ha t  t he  unde r l y i ng  foundat ion  o f  schoo l
i s  t he  as ymmet r y  be tween  who  knows  and  who  does  no t  know ,  and  tha t  i t
canno t  be  a  democra t i c  i n s t i t u t i on ,  because  i t s  ta rge t ,  t he  ch i l d ren ,  a re
no t  ye t  f u l l  c i t i zens .  The re fo re ,  t hey  canno t  be  cons ide red  equa l s .  Th i s
as ymmet r i ca l  se t t i ng ,  howeve r ,  t eaches  ch i l d ren  to  be  qu i te  pas s i ve  i n
accept i ng  r u le s  by  a  supe r io r  pe r son  t ha t  dec ides  eve r y th i ng  fo r  t hem.  I n
such  a  gene ra l  p rac t i ce ,  t he  unde r l y i ng  message  sen t  to  ch i l d ren  i s  t ha t
they  a re  i n su f f i c i en t  and  no t  t r u s tab le  enough  to  make  any  dec i s i on ,  and
depend  on  ex te rna l  app rova l  ( i n te rconnec t ion  w i th  se l f  de te rm ina t ion
and  men ta l  hea l t h ) .  Th i s  r e su l t s  i n  t he  l ong  r un  i n  a  l ack  o f  con f idence  i n
themse l ves  and  i n  o the r s ,  i n to  a  deep  dependency  o f  ex te rna l  au tho r i t i e s
and  the re fo re  to  an  i ncapac i t y  to  take  pa r t  and  be  an  ac t i ve  and
independen t  m ind .  

On  the  con t ra r y ,  i n  democ ra t i c  educat ion  t he  t r u s t  i n  ch i l d ren  i s
cons ide red  as  a  key  e lement .  Democra t i c  educat ion  i s  based  the re fo re
on  a  commun i t y  o f  equa l s ,  t he re  i s  no  h ie ra rchy  be tween  teache r s  and
s tuden t s ,  on l y  d i f fe ren t  ro le s .  Ch i l d ren  a re  seen  as  human  be ings  t ha t
dese r ve  t he  same  re spec t ,  a t ten t ion  and  ca re  o f  adu l t s  -  t he  same  bas ic
r igh t s .  I n  democ ra t i c  schoo l s ,  ch i l d ren  a re  t he re fo re  o f fe red  the
poss ib i l i t y  to  have  a  say  i n  a l l  mat te r s  t ha t  i n te re s t  t hem ,  and  i n  wh ich
they  have  the  competences  to  dec ide  abou t .
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D e m o c r a t i c  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  a n d  v a l u e s :   
We  saw be fo re  t ha t  a  f undamenta l  r i gh t  o f  c i t i zensh ip  ( connec ted
the re fo re  w i th  t he  d i scus s ion  on  human  r igh t s ) ,  pa r t i c ipa t ion  i s
de f i ned  as  “ The  p roces s  o f  sha r i ng  dec i s i ons  wh ich  a f fec t  one ’ s  l i f e
and  the  l i f e  o f  t he  commun i t y  i n  wh ich  one  l i ve s ”  (Ha r t ,  1 992 ) .  

Acco rd ing  to  Ha r t ,  we  shou ld  no t  expec t  young  peop le  to  sudden l y
become engaged  c i t i zens  a t  t he  age  o f  1 6 ,  1 8  o r  2 1 ,  w i t hou t  hav i ng
p r io r  expe r ience  o f  what  i t  means  to  u se  t he i r  vo i ce ,  o rgan i se
themse l ves  and  i n f l uence  the i r  l i ve s .  Tha t  means  t ha t  an
unde r s tand ing  o f  democra t i c  pa r t i c ipa t ion  and  the  con f idence  and
competence  to  pa r t i c ipa te ,  can  on l y  be  acqu i red  g radua l l y  t h rough
p rac t i ce ,  and  th i s  p rac t i ce  needs  to  be  embedded  i n  l ea rn i ng  ( fo r
more  i n fo  see  L i ch t ,  Mass i n i ,  Pa te rak i  and  Sc imeca ,  20 19 ) .  

H i s to r i ca l l y ,  t he  d i scus s ion  o f  educat ion  and  democracy  was  f i r s t
add res sed  by  John  Dewey ,  who  cons ide red  tha t  w i t hou t  an  educat ion
tha t  a l l ows  to  unde r s tand  bo th  ou r  f reedom and  ou r  re spons ib i l i t y
towards  o the r s ,  democ racy  can  ne i t he r  deve lop  o r  endu re ,  and
the re fo re  he  be l i e ved  tha t  t he  a im  o f  educat ion  shou ld  be  o r i en ted
towards  p repa r i ng  young  peop le  to  be  fu l l  and  ac t i ve  pa r t i c ipan t s  i n
a l l  a spec t s  o f  democ ra t i c  l i f e ,  among  wh ich  t he  ab i l i t y  to  t h i n k
c r i t i ca l l y ,  t he  sense  o f  e f f i c i ency  and  the  des i re  to  ac t i ve l y
pa r t i c ipa te  i n  po l i t i ca l  l i f e .  

Th i s  concept ion  o f  educat ion  as  an  ac t i ve  agen t  to  shape  the  po l i t i c s
a l ready  ex i s t s  i n  some  pos t  s t r uc tu ra l  w r i t i ngs  abou t  educat ion  (e .g . ,
E l l swo r th ,  1 989 ;  La the r ,  1 99 1 ,  B r i t zman ,  2006 ;  B ie s ta ,  2006 ;  20 10 ,  to
name  on l y  a  few) .  Th i s  l eads  to  what  m igh t  be  ca l l ed  an  educat iona l
fo rm  o f  po l i t i c s ,  o r  a  po l i t i ca l  fo rm  o f  educat ion  i n  educat iona l
ph i l o sophy ,  and  tha t  i s  what  we  ca l l  Democra t i c  Educat ion .  A l t hough
i t  does  no t  ye t  ex i s t  a s  a  gene ra l  awarenes s  o f  t he  impo r tance  and
necess i t y  o f  t hese  unde r s tand ings  o f  educat ion  fo r  t he  p rac t i ce  o f
“ tak i ng  ca re  o f  t he  fu tu re ”  i n  comp lex  cosmopo l i tan  t imes  (Osbe rg ,
20 10 ) ,  Democra t i c  Educat ion  p laces  a t  t he  co re  o f  i t s  conce rn s  t he
ca re  fo r  t he  fu tu re  o f  ou r  democ rac ie s .  

These  bas ic  c i t i zensh ip  s k i l l s  a re  f undamenta l  fo r  l i v i ng  i n  a
democra t i c  soc ie t y .  A l ready  i n  2008 ,  t he  Counc i l  o f  Eu rope ’ s  Wh i te
Pape r  on  i n te rcu l t u ra l  d ia logue  no ted  tha t  t he  competences  wh ich
c i t i zens  need  to  acqu i re  to  pa r t i c ipa te  e f fec t i ve l y  i n  a  cu l t u re  o f
democracy  a re  no t  acqu i red  au tomat ica l l y  bu t  need  to  be  l ea rned
and  p rac t i sed ,  and  educat ion  i s  t he  p r i nc ipa l  veh ic le  fo r  t h i s
l ea rn i ng :  p repa r i ng  i nd i v idua l s  fo r  l i f e  a s  ac t i ve  democra t i c  c i t i zens ,
suppo r t  l ea rne r s  i n  acqu i r i ng  t he  competences  wh ich  t hey  requ i re  to
pa r t i c ipa te  e f fec t i ve l y  i n  democ ra t i c  p roces ses  and  i n te rcu l t u ra l
d ia logue .  
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S im i la r l y ,  t he  Counc i l  o f  Eu rope ’ s  document  “Competence  fo r
Democra t i c  Cu l t u re ”  (20 16 )  cons ide red  tha t  an  educat ion  s y s tem
wh ich  equ ips  peop le  w i th  such  competences  empower s  s t uden t s  to
become ac t i ve  pa r t i c ipan t s  i n  democ ra t i c  p roces ses  and  i n
i n te rcu l t u ra l  d ia logue ,  bu t  i t  a l so  endows  l ea rne r s  w i t h  t he  ab i l i t y  to
func t ion  as  au tonomous  soc ia l  agen t s  capab le  o f  choos i ng  and
pu r su i ng  t he i r  own  goa l s  i n  l i f e .  

Desp i te  t he  t heo r y ,  a s  De r r y  Hannam no t i ced  (200 1 )  “ t he re  i s  s t i l l  a
wor ldw ide  po l i t i ca l  conce rn  t ha t  many  young  peop le  have  l i t t l e
i n te res t  i n  o r  know ledge  o f  t he i r  democ ra t i c  s y s tems  o f  gove rnment ,
and  the i r  engagement  i n  t he  l oca l  commun i t i e s  seems  qu i te  l ow .  

Even  t hose  who  have  e i t he r  i n te re s t  o r  know ledge  appear  to  have
shaky  con f idence  i n  e i t he r  t he  capac i t y  o f  t he i r  s y s tems  o r  t he
i n teg r i t y  o f  t he i r  po l i t i c ians  to  wo r k  fo r  bene f i c ia l  change .
Po ten t ia l l y  i t  p rov ides  dange rous l y  fe r t i l e  so i l  f o r  popu l i sm ,
xenophob ia ,  rac i sm ,  and  na t iona l i s t i c  demagogue r y .  Power fu l  cases
such  as  t he  “F r iday s  fo r  f u tu re ”  howeve r  demons t ra te  t ha t  young
gene ra t ions  s t i l l  mob i l i se  and  ca re  fo r  pub l i c  causes .  I t  i s  e v iden t
f rom ma jo r  i n ves t iga t ions  i n to  c i t i zensh ip  educat ion  t ha t  succes s fu l
educat ion  fo r  democ racy  needs  to  be  a t  l eas t  i n  pa r t  expe r ien t ia l .  

Democra t i c  s t r uc tu re s  and  p rac t i ces  need  to  be  mode l l ed  i n  t he
eve r yday  l i ve s  o f  s t uden t s  i n  t he i r  c la s s rooms  and  schoo l s ,  and
teache r s  need  to  be  equ ipped  w i th  a  se t  o f  competences  to  he lp
teach  pup i l s  how to  l i ve  toge the r ,  a s  democra t i c  c i t i zens  i n  d i ve r se
soc ie t i e s .  I n  t h i s  sense ,  Member  S ta tes  s t i l l  have  to  i n t roduce  more
expe r ien t ia l  a spec t s  i n  t he  c la s s rooms  tha t  a l l ow  s tuden t s  to  p rac t i se
democracy ,  a s  a l ready  remarked  i n  t he  Counc i l  o f  Eu rope ’ s  document
“Competence  fo r  Democra t i c  Cu l t u re ”  (20 16 ) .
 
Democra t i c  schoo l s  a re  g i v i ng  pos s ib i l i t i e s  to  s t uden t s  to  pa r t i c ipa te
i n  t he  dec i s i on  mak ing .  The  deg ree  o f  i n vo l vement  and  the
o rgan i sa t i on  o f  t he  dec i s i on ’ s  p rocedu res  va r y  f rom one  schoo l  to
ano the r .  What  i s  common  i s  t ha t  ch i l d ren  ge t  t ra i ned  to  speak  up ,
make  an  impact  i n  t he  t h i ngs  t ha t  mat te r  to  t hem ,  and  be  ab le  to
a rgue  and  de fend  the i r  t hough t s ,  a s  we l l  a s  l i s ten  to  o the r s  and
a r r i ve  a t  ag reement s .  

Th i s  i s  why  democra t i c  schoo l s  a re  based  on  t he  soc io -po l i t i ca l  be l i e f
t ha t  hav i ng  fu l l  democ ra t i c  r i gh t s  i n  ch i l dhood  i s  t he  bes t  way  to
become an  adu l t  who  i s  comfo r tab le  f unc t ion i ng  w i th i n  a  democracy .  
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I n  t h i s  env i ronment  ch i l d ren  no t  on l y  ge t  u sed  to  f reedom bu t  to
re spons ib i l i t y  a t  t he  same  t ime .  They  l ea rn  f rom a  ve r y  young  age  to
be  i n vo l ved  i n  common  dec i s i on  mak ing  and  co l l abo ra te  i n  so l i da r i t y
t h rough  d i rec t  democra t i c  pa r t i c ipa t ion .  They  l ea rn  to  ca re  fo r
t hemse l ves  and  fo r  o the r s .  They  l ea rn  to  speak  up  and  to  l i s ten ,  and
f i nd  so l u t i ons  and  ag reement s .  

They  l ea rn  t ha t  l i v i ng  toge the r  requ i re s  a  who le  range  o f  too l s  and
techn iques  to  ensu re  equa l  r i gh t s  and  j u s t i ce ,  and  tha t  t hese  s y s tems
need  to  be  rev i sed  and  adapted  con t i nuous l y .  Expe r ienc ing
democracy  i s  howeve r  no t  j u s t  abou t  dec id i ng  toge the r .  I t ' s  abou t
p rese r v i ng  i n teg r i t y  and  d ign i t y .  Abou t  re spec t  and  empathy .  Abou t
so l i da r i t y  and  coope ra t ion .  Abou t  i nd i v idua l  and  co l l ec t i ve  wea l th
and  we l lbe ing .

Th i s  sho r t  desc r ip t i on  o f  t he  co re  fea tu res  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion
m igh t  be  no t  exhaus t i ve  to  rep resen t  t he  va r i e t y  and  r i chnes s  o f  t h i s
app roach ,  bu t  i t  cou ld  a t  l eas t  p rov ide  a  gene ra l  o ve r v i ew  o f  t he
reason ing  beh ind  Democra t i c  Educat ion  cho ices .
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4 . 2  E D U C A T I O N  I N  N A T U R E

Educat ion  i n  Na tu re ,  somet imes  a l so  ca l l ed  na tu re-based  educat ion ,
i s  de f i ned  as  ch i l d ren ’ s  ac t i ve  l ea rn i ng  i n  t he  na tu ra l  wo r ld  (Me ie r  &
S i s k -H i l t on  20 13 ) .  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  t he re fo re  sees  na tu re  as  t he
ma in  l ea rn i ng  env i ronment  fo r  ch i l d ren ,  and  i s  imp lemented  by
schoo l s  i n  na tu re  ( i . e .  fo re s t  o r  beach  schoo l s ) ,  and  ou tdoo r s  o r
env i ronmenta l  o rgan i sa t i ons .

W i th i n  t he  b roade r  f ramework  o f  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  we  can
recogn i se  d i f fe ren t  app roaches  and  tendenc ie s  t ha t  w i l l  be  ana l y sed
be low .  F i r s t ,  t h i s  sec t ion  w i l l  p re sen t  t he  h i s to r y  o f  Educat ion  i n
Na tu re .  Then  i t  w i l l  ded ica te  some  space  to  t he  ana l y s i s  o f  t he
benef i t s  o f  na tu re  educat ion .  Mo reove r ,  i t  w i l l  f ocus  on  exp la i n i ng
the  d i f fe rences  among  seve ra l  d i sc ip l i nes  connec ted  w i th  Educat ion
i n  Na tu re :  env i ronmenta l  educat ion ,  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng ,  fo re s t  schoo l ,
and  se l f -d i rec ted  l ea rn i ng  i n  na tu re .  

F i na l l y ,  we  w i l l  p re sen t  what  we  cons ide r  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n
Na tu re  i s ,  and  the  benef i t s  o f  t h i s  app roach .

H i s t o r y

The  pedagog ica l  r e la t i onsh ip  be tween  ch i l d ren  and  na tu re  has  a  l ong
h i s to r y ,  r emember i ng  he re  t ha t  na tu re  has  been  ou r  e vo l u t i ona r y
env i ronment  fo r  m i l l i on s  o f  yea r s ,  and  whe re  human  ch i l d ren  g rew  up
mos t  t ime  o f  ou r  h i s to r y .  I n  mode rn  t imes ,  when  Swed i sh  p reschoo l
p ionee r s  opened  the  f i r s t  k i nde rga r tens  and  day-ca re  i n s t i t u t i ons  i n
the  m id- 1850s ,  t hey  we re  i n sp i red  by  F r i ed r i ch  F röbe l  ( 1 782– 1852 )  and
h i s  i deas  abou t  ch i l d ren  and  na tu re  ( F röbe l ,  1 887 ) .  A s  Kn i fe  (20 13 )
po in ted  ou t ,  i n  no r the rn  Eu rope  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  t h rough  exp lo ra t i on
and  p lay ,  na tu re  s t ud ie s  and  ga rden ing  we re  seen  as  impo r tan t
componen t s ,  t oge the r  w i t h  t he  idea  tha t  t he  ch i l d ' s  encoun te r  w i t h
the  ou tdoo r s  wou ld  i n s t i l  a  sense  o f  re spons ib i l i t y  toward  l i v i ng
th i ngs .  To  t h i s  end ,  a t  t he  beg inn i ng  o f  t he  1 900s ,  k i nde rga r ten
teache r s  o rgan i zed  excu r s i ons  fo r  c i t y  ch i l d ren  to  fo re s t s  and
fa rm lands  w i th  t he  goa l  o f  s t reng then ing  the i r  r e la t i onsh ip  w i th
na tu re .  

The  f i r s t  schoo l  i n  na tu re ,  o r  open  a i r  schoo l ,  i s  cons ide red  to  be  the
"Wa ldschu le  f ü r  k ränk l i che  K i nde r "  ( t rans la ted :  fo re s t  schoo l  fo r  s i c k l y
ch i l d ren )  bu i l t  i n  Ge rmany  i n  1 904 ,  fo l l owed  by  s im i la r  schoo l s
open ing  i n  Be lg i um  i n  1 904 ,  Sw i t ze r land ,  I ta l y ,  Eng land  and  F rance  i n
1 907 ,  Amer i ca  i n  1 908 ,  Hunga r y  i n  1 9 10 ,  and  Sweden  i n  1 9 14 .
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They  we re  des igned  to  p reven t  and  combat  t he  w idesp read  r i se  o f
tube rcu lo s i s  t ha t  occu r red  i n  t ha t  pe r iod .  The  schoo l s  we re  bu i l t  t o
p rov ide  open-a i r  t he rapy  so  t ha t  f re sh  a i r ,  good  ven t i l a t i on  and
exposu re  to  t he  ou t s ide  wou ld  imp rove  t he  ch i l d ren ' s  hea l t h .

I n  t h i s  pe r i od ,  i t  i s  a l so  impo r tan t  to  remember  t he  expe r ience  o f  t he
Span i sh  “E scue la  Bosque”  founded  i n  1 9 14  i n  Ba rce lona .  Th i s  p ionee r
schoo l  was  se t  i n  a  na tu ra l  env i ronment ,  u s i ng  na tu re  to  p romote  t he
sp i r i t  o f  obse r va t ion ,  ca re  and  re f l ec t i on  i n  s t uden t s .
Th i s  schoo l  was  unde r s tand ing  the  c la s s room as  a  p lace  fo r  ana l y s i ng
and  s y s temat i s i ng  t he  i n fo rmat ion  co l l ec ted  i n  t he  na tu ra l
env i ronment ,  w i t h  an  ove ra l l  pedagogy  t ha t  was  fo l l ow ing  the  re spec t
fo r  s t uden t s ’  l ea rn i ng  needs  and  the i r  happ ines s  ( fo r  mo re  i n fo
p lease  see  Sensa t , 1 929 ) .

As  a  s im i la r  expe r ience  the re  i s  to  men t ion  t he  "Schu le  am Meer "
( schoo l  by  t he  sea )  open ing  i n  1 924  i n  J u i s t ,  a  German  i s l and ,
cons ide red  the  f i r s t  r egu la r  Ge rman  open  a i r  schoo l ,  wh ich  f rom
grade  5  to  g rade  1 3  l ed  to  g raduat ion ,  p rac t i c i ng  "g ras s roo t s
democracy "  w i t h  a  tendency  to  non-h ie ra rch ica l  s t r uc tu re s  whe re
s tuden t s  and  teache r s  we re  cons ide red  as  o f  equa l  r i gh t s  and  du t i e s .

Th i s  p ionee r  mode l s  we re  l o s t  a s  a  re su l t  o f  t he  two  wor ld  war s ,
i ndus t r i a l i za t i on  and  m ig ra t ion  t ha t  cha rac te r i sed  the  la te  1 9 th
cen tu r y ,  when  ch i l d ren  moved  w i th  t he i r  fam i l i e s  f rom the  coun t r y s ide
to  c i t i e s  (Ha t je ,  1 999 ) .  

Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  reappeared  a f te r  t he  second  wor ld  war ,  w i t h  t he
movement  o f  Fo res t  K i nde rga r tens ,  f i r s t  i n  t he  70s  i n  Denmark  and  i n
Germany ,  whe re  i t  t ook  up  to  1 992  to  be  recogn i sed  w i th  a  spec i f i c
l ega l  f ramework ,  and  became i nc reas i ng l y  popu la r  f rom the re  on .
Then  a f te r  t he  90s  i t  s ta r ted  to  sp read  s t rong l y  i n to  o the r  coun t r i e s
wor ldw ide ,  e ven  t hough  s i nce  the  la s t  decade  i t  was  s t i l l  pe rce i ved
as  a  new concept  by  many  peop le .
S low l y ,  i t  conque red  o the r  na tu ra l  spaces  t han  fo re s t s ,  e spec ia l l y
coas ta l  l andscape  l i ke  beaches ,  and  s ta r ted  to  add res s  o lde r
ch i l d ren ,  be ing  a l so  app l i ed  to  p r ima r y  and  mos t  ra re l y  to  secondar y
schoo l s .  

I n  t he  la s t  decade ,  a  r i se  i n  t he  popu la r i t y  o f  va r i ous  fo rms  o f
ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  has  been  gene ra ted  as  one  re sponse  to  t he  conce rn
abou t  ch i l d ren ’ s  d i sconnec t ion  f rom na tu re .  The  g row ing  conce rn  t ha t
con tempora r y  ch i l d ren  have  become  d i sconnec ted  f rom na tu re  i s  an
idea  popu la r i sed  i n  R i cha rd  Louv ’ s  book  (2005 )  “ Las t  Ch i ld  i n  t he
Woods ” ,  i n  wh ich  he  co ined  the  te rm  ‘ na tu re  de f i c i t  d i so rde r ’ .  

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grassroots_democracy
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Di sconnec t ion  i s  power fu l l y  i l l u s t ra ted  by  t he  sh r i n k i ng  d i s tances  f rom
home tha t  ch i l d ren  a re  a l l owed  to  go  unsupe r v i sed ,  what  Mat thews
re fe r s  to  a s  ‘ r ange ’  (Mat thews ,  1 992 ) .  Th i s  range  has  been  reduced  by
90% s i nce  the  1 970s  (Moss ,  20 12 ) .  I ndeed ,  su r vey s  abou t  ch i l d ren ’ s
chang ing  re la t i onsh ip  w i th  na tu re  (Na tu ra l  Eng land ,  2009 )  show tha t
ch i l d ren ’ s  acces s  to  na tu ra l  env i ronment s  i s  dec l i n i ng  and  unequa l
(R i ce  and  To rqua t i ,  2006 ) ,  and  tha t  t he re  i s  a  l o s s  o f  l anguage  o f
common  na tu re  wo rds  (Macfa r lane  &  Mor r i s ,  20 17 )  t ha t  l eads  to
phys i ca l  con tac t  bu t  a l so  s ymbo l i c  rep resen ta t ion  o f  na tu re  be ing
comprom i sed  fo r  con tempora r y  ch i l d ren .  Th i s  conce rn ,  coup led  w i th  an
augment  i n  sens i t i v i t y  towards  t he  benef i t s  o f  na tu re  fo r  ch i l d ren ' s
deve lopment ,  has  de te rm ined  an  i nc rease  i n  na tu re  educat ion .

I n  t he  fo l l ow ing  sec t ion ,  we  w i l l  ta l k  mo re  abou t  t he  benef i t s  o f  na tu re
fo r  ch i l d ren ' s  deve lopment ,  be fo re  pas s i ng  to  t he  ana l y s i s  o f  t he
d i f fe ren t  “d i sc ip l i nes ”  connec ted  to  na tu re  educat ion .

B E N E F I T S  O F  N A T U R E  F O R  C H I L D R E N ’  D E V E L O P M E N T

We co l l ec ted  d i f fe ren t  sc ien t i f i c  pape r s  show ing  how na tu re  he lp s
ch i l d ren  i n  t he i r  deve lopment ,  imp rov i ng  t he i r  hea l t h ,  l ea rn i ng ,  soc ia l
cohes ion  and  env i ronmenta l  consc iousnes s .  Many  sc ien t i f i c  s t ud ie s
show how exposu re  to  na tu re ,  whe the r  v i r t ua l  (p i c tu re s ,  v i deos  o r
reco rded  sounds )  o r  expe r ien t ia l (  wa l k s ,  sw imming  i n  t he  sea ,
w i lde rnes s  camp ,  e s sen t ia l  o i l s ) ,  i s  bene f i c ia l  fo r  hea l t h y  human
deve lopment .  Hea l t h  imp rovement  i s  s ta t i s t i ca l l y  e v iden t  i n  immune
sy s tem s t reng then ing ,  imp roved  s l eep  qua l i t y ,  f i t nes s ,  moto r  s k i l l s ,  and
ca rd io re sp i ra to r y  hea l t h .  The  sun l i gh t ,  t he  sea ,  t he  fo re s t  and  the
pa r k s  appear  f undamenta l  fo r  phy s i ca l  and  men ta l  hea l t h ,  bo th  fo r
ch i l d ren  and  adu l t s .

I n  add i t i on  to  hea l t h  bene f i t s ,  s c ience  shows  tha t  spend ing  t ime  i n
na tu re  has  a  pos i t i ve  impact  on  concen t ra t i on ,  memory ,  l anguage  s k i l l s
and  c rea t i v i t y .  Th i s  imp roves  t he  ab i l i t y  to  gene ra te  i nnova t i ve  ideas ,
c rea t i ve  p rob lem so l v i ng  and  f l ex ib i l i t y  to  ad ju s t  to  an  i nc reas i ng l y
comp lex  wo r ld  f i l l ed  w i th  i n fo rmat ion ,  t echno logy ,  and  d i ve r se  peop le .
S tud ie s  show even  tha t  na tu ra l  exposu re  i s  bene f i c ia l  fo r  s t re s s
recove r y  and  i n  re s to r i ng  se l f -d i rec ted  a t ten t ion .  

A l l  t hese  l ea rn i ng  benef i t s  appear  connec ted  to  men ta l  hea l t h
improvement :  r educ ing  the  i n f lammat ion  o f  t he  cen t ra l  ne r vous  s y s tem ,
anx ie t y ,  men ta l  r um ina t ion  and  s t re s s  e f fec t s .  
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Exposu re  to  na tu re  i s  bene f i c ia l  no t  on l y  fo r  hea l t h  and  pe r sona l
deve lopment  bu t  a l so  fo r  soc ia l  i n te rac t ions ,  cohes ion  and
in teg ra t ion  by  o f fe r i ng  a  b roade r  scena r io  i n  wh ich  d i f fe rences  can
be  more  eas i l y  accommodated  and  shown  as  oppo r tun i t i e s  fo r  g rowth
ra the r  t han  con f l i c t .  S tud ie s  show tha t  na tu re  imp roves  se l f -e s teem
and  con f idence ,  m i t iga tes  t he  e f fec t s  o f  l one l i nes s  e spec ia l l y  a t  a
young  age ,  o f fe r i ng  a  nou r i sh i ng  env i ronment  whe re  ch i l d ren  fee l  a
sense  o f  be long ing  and  can  l ea rn  to  manage  r i s k s .  I n  add i t i on ,  t he re
i s  s ta t i s t i ca l  e v idence  show ing  l e s s  agg res s ion  and  more  k i ndnes s  i n
ch i l d ren  who  ge t  to  spend  t ime  ou tdoo r s .  The  ab i l i t y  to  coope ra te
and  commun ica te  a re  imp roved .  Mo reove r ,  a  s t udy  f rom the  I n s t i t u te
fo r  Eu ropean  Env i ronmenta l  Po l i c y  ( I EEP )  founded  by  t he  EU  shows
tha t  na tu ra l  env i ronment s  can  con t r i bu te  to  i nc reased  soc ia l
cohes ion  and  reduced  soc ia l  t ens ion ,  and  can  s t reng then  peop le ’ s
a t tachment  to  t he i r  commun i t i e s  and  he lp  peop le  f rom m ino r i t y
g roups  o r  d i f fe ren t  cu l t u ra l  backg rounds  to  become  more  i n teg ra ted .

Ano the r  s t udy  focuses  on  t he  connec t ion  be tween  aes the t i c  and
sp r i t ua l  va l ues  and  na tu ra l  expe r iences .  Th i s  s t udy  shows  tha t
spend ing  t ime  i n  na tu re  du r i ng  ch i l dhood  i s  connec ted  to  a  sense  o f
exc i tement  and  wonde r ,  spend ing  t ime  w i th  an ima l s  and  t rees  w i t h  a
sense  o f  commun ion  and  the  p resence  o f  wate r  w i t h  a  sense  o f  o rde r .
Fu r the rmore ,  t he  more  t he  pa ren t s  had  impo r tan t  na tu ra l  expe r ience
in  t he i r  ch i l dhood ,  t he  more  t he i r  ch i l d ren  show a  sp i r i t ua l  and
aes the t i c  o r i en ta t ion .  

F i na l l y  s t ud ie s  show tha t  spend ing  t ime  ou tdoo r s  p romotes
connec tedness  w i t h  na tu re  and  eco log ica l  behav iou r ;  c rea t i ve  na tu re
expe r ience  enhances  a  sense  o f  be long ing  as  pa r t  o f  t he  landscape
and  suppo r t s  a  g rea te r  unde r s tand ing  o f  t he  l oca l  na tu ra l
env i ronment s  and  o f  t he  mutua l  suppo r t  s t r uc tu re s  i n vo l ved  i n  l i f e  on
ea r th .  A l l  t hese  fea tu res  appear  f undamenta l  fo r  t he  educat ion  o f
the  l eade r s  o f  t he  fu tu re ,  to  a t ta i n  a  su s ta i nab le  and  hea l t h y  l i f e  on
ea r th .

Resea rch  shows  tha t  peop le  benef i t  f r om exposu re  to  na tu re  i n  a l l
a reas  o f  l i f e .  The re fo re  we  cou ld  say  t ha t  na tu re  educat ion  p rov ides
a  h igh l y  e f fec t i ve  way  o f  add res s i ng  some  o f  soc ie t y ’ s  key
cha l l enges .  
Resea rch ,  r epo r t s ,  po l i c y  document s  and  news  i t ems  t ha t  sugges t  t he
huge  benef i t  o f  na tu re  i n  t he  deve lopment  a re  more  and  more
p resen t  i n  t he  l i t e ra tu re  and  con f i rmed  the  e s sen t ia l  need  o f  ch i l d ren
to  spend  t ime  ou tdoo r s .
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A l so ,  i n  t imes  o f  upcoming  eco log ica l  c r i s i s ,  t he  su s ta i nab i l i t y  top ic
has  become  one  o f  t he  p r i o r i t i e s  i n  g loba l  educat iona l  agendas ,  and
i t  has  become  eas ie r  to  unde r s tand  the  impo r tance  o f  connec t i ng  t he
young  gene ra t ion  to  t he i r  na tu ra l  env i ronment .  

The  20 15  B lag rave  repo r t  on  The  Ex i s t i ng  Ev idence-Base  abou t  t he
E f fec t i venes s  o f  Ou tdoo r  Lea rn i ng  found  tha t :  
-A lmos t  a l l  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  i n te r ven t ions  have  a  pos i t i ve  e f fec t .  
- The  e f fec t  a t tenua tes  ove r  t ime :  t he  e f fec t s  measu red  immed ia te l y
a f te r  t he  i n te r ven t ion  a re  s t ronge r  t han  the  t hose  measu red  a f te r  a
few months .  
-Ev idence  fo r  t he  va l ue  o f  l onge r  i n te r ven t ions :  t he  s y s temat i c
rev iews  found  tha t  ove rn igh t  and  mu l t i -day  ac t i v i t i e s  had  a  s t ronge r
e f fec t  t han  sho r te r  ones .  

To  conc lude ,  he re  fo l l ows  a  ve r y  b r i e f  co l l ec t i on  o f  t he  mac ro  a reas
i n  wh ich  na tu re  educat ion  has  impact ,  a s  s yn thes i sed  by  t he  I n s t i t u te
fo r  Ou tdoo r  Lea rn i ng ,  202 1 ) :  

-A t  a  g loba l  l e ve l :  f o s te r i ng  a  connec t ion  t ha t  l eads  to  re spec t  and
ca re  fo r  t he  na tu ra l  wo r ld ,  an  app rec ia t i on  o f  b iod i ve r s i t y  and
sus ta i nab i l i t y ,  and  p ro-env i ronmenta l  behav iou r s .  
-  A t  t he  soc ie ta l  l e ve l :  deve lop ing  a  sense  o f  p lace  l ead ing  to
g rea te r  engagement  w i t h i n  a  commun i t y  and  an  app rec ia t i on  o f  t he
oppo r tun i t i e s  ava i l ab le  to  l i ve ,  l ea rn  and  wor k  i n  t he  l oca l  a rea .  
-  A t  t he  i n te rpe r sona l  l e ve l :  p rov id i ng  a  sa fe  and  suppo r t i ve  se t t i ng
to  enhance  soc ia l  s k i l l s ,  app rec ia te  and  va l ue  d i f fe rences .
Encou rag ing  l o v i ng  and  mean ing fu l  r e la t i onsh ip s  ac ros s  gene ra t ions
tha t  fo s te r  to le rance ,  r e spec t  and  k i ndnes s .  
-  A t  t he  i n t rape r sona l  l e ve l :  engagement  w i t h  t he  ou tdoo r s  fo r
hea l t h ,  we l lbe ing  and  na tu re  connec t ion ,  l ead ing  to  l i f e long
par t i c ipa t ion  and  ou tdoo r  competence .  Deve lop ing  cha rac te r ,
r e s i l i ence ,  and  pos i t i ve  r i s k  tak i ng .  

See ing  a l l  t he  ev idence ,  we  shou ld  maybe  rea l i se  t ha t  na tu re  i s  ou r
o r ig i na l  l i v i ng  and  g row ing  env i ronment  (a s  i t  has  been  ou r
evo lu t i ona r y  f i e ld  fo r  m i l l i on s  o f  yea r s ) ,  and  the  pe r spec t i ve  maybe
shou ld  no t  be  abou t  bene f i t s  when  go ing  ou t s ide ,  bu t  abou t  de f i c i t s
when  pu t t i ng  ch i l d ren  i n s ide .
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D i f f e r e n t  d i s c i p l i n e s  

The  connec t ion  w i th  na tu re  i n  educat ion  can  take  d i f fe ren t
app roaches  and  d i f fe ren t  te rms  t ha t  somet imes  a re  no t  u sed
iden t i ca l l y  i n  d i f fe ren t  cu l t u re s .  The  above  cha rac te r i s t i c s  o r  bene f i t s
o f  na tu re  a re  common  to  a l l  ou tdoo r  ac t i v i t i e s  t ha t  i n vo l ve  l ea rn i ng ,
bu t  some  app roaches  have  spec i f i c  de f i n i t i on s .
Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  can  i ndeed  have  a  w ide  range  o f  i n te rp re ta t ions :
how much  t ime  i n  na tu re  i s  neces sa r y  to  ca l l  a  schoo l  a  "Na tu re
Schoo l "?  Does  i t  need  to  be  100% o f  t he  t ime?  I s  mo re  t han  50%
enough?  Or  i s  go ing  ou t  tw ice  a  week  su f f i c i en t  to  ta l k  abou t
Educat ion  i n  Na tu re?
The  spec i f i c  env i ronment  a l so  p lay s  a  ro le :  I s  a  b ig  ga rden  o r  a  c i t y
pa r k  "Na tu re " ,  o r  does  i t  need  to  be  "w i ld "  na tu re?  …how "w i ld "  does
i t  have  to  be?  As  t he re  i s  (a t  l eas t  i n  Eu rope )  p rac t i ca l l y  no  p r ima r y
landscape  l e f t  and  what  we  pe rce i ve  as  "na tu re "  i s  i n  b ig  pa r t
a l ready  a  secondar y  o r  cu l t u ra l  l andscape .
Does  a  Schoo l  i n  Na tu re  need  to  have  a  she l te r  o r  o the r
i n f ra s t r uc tu re s ,  o r  does  a l l  we  need  f i t  i n to  ou r  backpacks  and  maybe
a  t ro l l e y?

Schoo l s  i n  Na tu re  a re  s t i l l  mos t l y  se t  up  fo r  k i nde rga r ten  age  (3 -6
yea r s ) .  Shou ld  i t  be  ex tended  to  o lde r  ages ,  o r  do  o lde r  k id s  a l ready
need  more  cu l t u ra l  env i ronment s ,  and  i f  we  dec ide  to  ex tend  the  age ,
shou ld  i t  be  comb ined  w i th  ac t i v i t i e s  i n  bu i l d i ngs?

These  a re  no t  j u s t  r he to r i ca l  ques t i ons  b rough t  he re  fo r  t heo re t i ca l
ana l y s i s .  These  ques t i ons  a re  ac tua l l y  s t rong l y  d i scus sed  i n  t he
Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  movement  and  have  l ed  more  t han  once  to
heated  d i scus s ions .

I n  t he  fo l l ow ing  sec t ion ,  we  p rov ide  a  s y s temat i c  re v iew  o f  t he  ma jo r
d i sc ip l i nes/approaches  t ha t  cou ld  be  iden t i f i ed  when  ta l k i ng  abou t
na tu re  educat ion .
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E n v i r o n m e n t a l  e d u c a t i o n

The  roo t s  o f  env i ronmenta l  educat ion  can  be  t raced  back  as  ea r l y  a s
the  1 8 th  cen tu r y  when  Jean- Jacques  Rous seau  s t re s sed  the
impor tance  o f  an  educat ion  t ha t  focuses  on  t he  env i ronment  i n  h i s
book  “Em i l e :  o r ,  On  Educat ion ” .  Seve ra l  decades  l a te r ,  Lou i s  Agass i z ,
a  Sw i s s -bo rn  na tu ra l i s t ,  echoed  Rous seau ’ s  ph i l o sophy  as  he
encou raged  s tuden t s  to  “S tudy  na tu re ,  no t  books . ”  These  two
in f l uen t ia l  scho la r s  he lped  la y  t he  foundat ion  fo r  a  conc re te
env i ronmenta l  educat ion  p rog ram ,  known  as  Na tu re  s t udy ,  wh ich  took
p lace  i n  t he  la te  1 9 th  cen tu r y  and  ea r l y  20 th  cen tu r y  ( see  McCrea ,
2006 )

The  na tu re  s t udy  movement  u sed  fab le s  and  mora l  l e s sons  to  he lp
s tuden t s  deve lop  an  app rec ia t i on  o f  na tu re  and  embrace  the  na tu ra l
wo r ld .  Anna  Bo t s fo rd  Coms tock ,  t he  head  o f  t he  Depar tmen t  o f
Na tu re  S tudy  a t  Co rne l l  Un i ve r s i t y ,  was  a  p rom inen t  f i gu re  i n  t he
na tu re  s t udy  movement  and  wro te  t he  Handbook  fo r  Na tu re  S tudy  i n
1 9 1 1 ,  wh ich  u sed  na tu re  to  educate  ch i l d ren  on  cu l t u ra l  va l ues .  A t  t he
same  t ime ,  a  new t ype  o f  env i ronmenta l  educat ion ,  Conse r va t ion
Educat ion ,  emerged  i n  t he  1 920s  and  1 930s .  Conse r va t ion  Educat ion
dea l t  w i t h  t he  na tu ra l  wo r ld  i n  a  d ras t i ca l l y  d i f fe ren t  way  f rom
Natu re  S tudy  because  i t  focused  on  r i go rous  sc ien t i f i c  t ra i n i ng  ra the r
than  na tu ra l  h i s to r y .  Conse r va t ion  Educat ion  was  a  ma jo r  sc ien t i f i c
management  and  p lann ing  too l  t ha t  he lped  so l ve  soc ia l ,  economic ,
and  env i ronmenta l  p rob lems  du r i ng  t h i s  t ime  pe r iod .

The  mode rn  env i ronmenta l  educat ion  movement  ga ined  s ign i f i can t
momentum i n  t he  la te  1 960s  and  ea r l y  1 970s ,  and  i t  s tems  f rom Natu re
S tudy  and  Conse r va t ion  Educat ion .  Du r i ng  t h i s  t ime  pe r iod ,  many
even t s  took  p lace  to  ra i se  awarenes s  abou t  t he  pub l i c ’ s  conce rn  fo r
t he i r  hea l t h  and  the  hea l t h  o f  t he i r  na tu ra l  env i ronment .

The  f i r s t  a r t i c l e  abou t  env i ronmenta l  educat ion  as  a  new movement
appeared  i n  Ph i  De l ta  Kappan  i n  1 969 ,  au tho red  by  James  A .  Swan .  A
def i n i t i on  o f  "Env i ronmenta l  Educat ion "  f i r s t  appea red  i n  Educat iona l
D iges t  i n  March  1 970 ,  au tho red  by  W i l l i am  S tapp .  S tapp  la te r  wen t  on
to  become  the  f i r s t  D i rec to r  o f  Env i ronmenta l  Educat ion  fo r  UNESCO,
and  then  t he  G loba l  R i ve r s  I n te rna t iona l  Ne twor k .
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U l t imate l y ,  t he  f i r s t  Ea r th  Day  on  Ap r i l  22 ,  1 970  –  a  na t iona l  teach- i n
abou t  env i ronmenta l  p rob lems  –  paved  the  way  fo r  t he  mode rn
env i ronmenta l  educat ion  movement .  
I n te rna t iona l l y ,  env i ronmenta l  educat ion  ga ined  recogn i t i on  when  the
UN  Confe rence  on  t he  Human  Env i ronment  he ld  i n  S tockho lm ,  Sweden ,
i n  1 972 ,  dec la red  env i ronmenta l  educat ion  mus t  be  u sed  as  a  too l  to
add res s  g loba l  env i ronmenta l  p rob lems .  The  Un i ted  Na t ions  Educat ion
Sc ien t i f i c  and  Cu l t u ra l  O rgan i za t ion  (UNESCO)  and  Un i ted  Na t ions
Env i ronment  P rog ram (UNEP )  c rea ted  th ree  ma jo r  dec la ra t ions  t ha t
have  gu ided  the  cou r se  o f  env i ronmenta l  educat ion .  ( see  H i s to r y  o f
Env i ronmenta l  Educat ion ,  K 12 )

Env i ronmenta l  educat ion  as  i t  i s  p rac t i sed  now ,  i s  a  p roces s  t ha t
a l l ows  i nd i v idua l s  to  exp lo re  env i ronmenta l  i s sues ,  engage  i n  p rob lem
so l v i ng ,  and  take  ac t ion  to  imp rove  t he  env i ronment .
Desp i te  i t s  c l ea r  i n te re s t  i n  na tu re ,  env i ronmenta l  educat ion  does  no t
have  to  happen  ou tdoo r s  a l l  t he  t ime ,  and  i t  can  be  theo re t i ca l .  

O U T D O O R  L E A R N I N G  

The  I n s t i t u te  fo r  Ou tdoo r  Lea rn i ng  de f i nes  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  as  “an
umbre l l a  te rm  fo r  ac t i ve l y  i nc l u s i ve  fac i l i t a ted  app roaches  t ha t
p redominan t l y  u se  ac t i v i t i e s  and  expe r iences  i n  t he  ou tdoo r s  wh ich
lead  to  l ea rn i ng ,  i nc reased  hea l t h  and  we l lbe ing ,  and  env i ronmenta l
awarenes s ” .  (202 1 )  Th i s  i s  a  “a  b road  te rm  tha t  i nc l udes  d i scove r y ,
expe r imen ta t ion ,  l ea rn i ng  abou t  and  connec t i ng  to  t he  na tu ra l  wo r ld ,
and  engag ing  i n  env i ronmenta l  and  adven tu re  ac t i v i t i e s .  Ou tdoo r
lea rn i ng  i n vo l ves  t he  t rans fo rmat ion  o f  know ledge ,  s k i l l s ,  a t t i t udes
and  behav iou r s  t h rough  d i rec t  engagement  w i t h  t he  ou tdoo r
env i ronment  fo r  t he  pe r sona l  and  soc ia l  bene f i t  o f  i nd i v idua l s ,
fam i l i e s ,  soc ie t y  and  the  p lane t . ’  ( i b id ) .

I t  i s  impo r tan t  to  cons ide r  t ha t  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  i s  mo re  t han  ‘ s imp l y
tak i ng  what  cou ld  happen  i ndoo r s  ou t s ide ’  ( i b id ) .  

A s  Wa i te  and  Morgan  po in t s  ou t (2020) ,   t he  roo t s  o f  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng
l i e  w i t h i n  ou tdoo r  and  adven tu rous  educat ion  wh ich  tend  to  i n vo l ve
remote  p laces  and  cha l l eng ing  ac t i v i t i e s .  The  Outward  Bound  p ro jec t ,
s i nce  the  beg inn i ng  o f  XX  cen tu r y  i s  an  examp le  o f  i t .  ( see
h t tps ://www.ou twardbound .  o rg/ )  
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The  con tempora r y  f i e ld  o f  ou tdoo r s  encompasses  t h ree  d i s t i nc t  ye t
re la ted  app roaches :  adven tu rous  ac t i v i t i e s ,  env i ronmenta l  f i e ldwor k ,
and  ‘ na tu re  connec t ion ’ .  I t  i s  des i rab le  to  i n teg ra te  two  o r  mo re  o f
these  app roaches  s yne rg i s t i ca l l y  to  enhance  l ea rn i ng  oppo r tun i t i e s .
Ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  i s  adu l t - l ed ,  o f ten  w i th  a  more  s t r uc tu red  app roach
and  des i red  l ea rn i ng  ou tcome( s ) .  When  re fe r r i ng  spec i f i ca l l y  to
educat ion  o f  ch i l d ren ,  tak i ng  l ea rn i ng  ou t s ide  t he  c la s s room p rov ides
ch i l d ren  w i th  oppo r tun i t i e s  fo r  expe r ien t ia l  l ea rn i ng ;  t h i s  p rac t i ca l
s t y l e  o f  l ea rn i ng  can  imp rove  engagement  and  make  l ea rn i ng  more
memorab le .  Spend ing  more  t ime  ou tdoo r s  i n  na tu re  a l so  he lp s  to
dec rease  s t re s s  and  anx ie t y ,  and  has  benef i t s  fo r  bo th  phy s i ca l  and
menta l  hea l t h .  

Ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  i n  t h i s  sense  may  i nc l ude  l ea rn i ng  i n  na tu ra l
env i ronment s ,  bu t  a l so  i n  u rban  con tex t s  l i ke  c i t i e s  and  i ndoo r s ,  s uch
as  museums  and  wor kp laces  (Ben t sen  and  Jensen ,  20 12 ) .  Thus ,
Ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  can  be  seen  to  occu r  ac ros s  a  spec t rum f rom
re la t i ve l y  human-domina ted  spaces  ( t he  bu i l t  env i ronment  o f
se t t l ement s )  to  ex tens i ve  and  re la t i ve l y  ‘ na tu re ’ -  dom ina ted  o r  ‘w i l d ’
spaces  (wh i l s t  acknow ledg ing  the  p rob lemat i c  na tu re  o f  t hese  te rms ) .
Such  con tex t s  a re  ‘ spec ia l ’  because  o f  t he i r  ‘ na tu ra l ’  cha rac te r i s t i c s
o f  b iod i ve r s i t y  (whe the r  i n  te rms  o f  abundance  o r  ra re  spec ie s )
and/o r  l andscape  qua l i t i e s .  Bu t  t hey  a re  a l so  ‘ spec ia l ’  i n  t he  sense
tha t  t hey  p rov ide  a  con t ras t  to  t he  t yp ica l  spaces  t ha t  mos t  peop le
encoun te r  i n  t he i r  e ve r yday  l i ve s  w i t h i n  a  human-domina ted
env i ronment  ( see  Wa i te  and  Morgan ,  2020) .

When  ta l k i ng  abou t  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng ,  we  no rma l l y  r e fe r  to  spec i f i c
ou tdoo r  ac t i v i t i e s  se t  up  fo r  occas iona l  excu r s i ons ,  o f ten  l im i ted  i n
t ime ,  gu ided  and  adu l t - l ed ,  and  w i th  spec i f i c  focus  on  t he
expe r ience .  
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F O R E S T  S C H O O L S

Fo res t  Schoo l  i s  a  fo rm  o f  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  wh ich  i s  cha rac te r i sed  by
a  l ea rne r - l ed  app roach .  I t  i s  focused  on  t he  ho l i s t i c  deve lopment  o f
the  ch i l d  and  de l i ve red  as  a  l ong- te rm  p rog ramme i n  a  wood land  o r
o the r  na tu ra l  se t t i ng .  I t  s uppo r t s  p lay ,  exp lo ra t i on  and  r i s k  tak i ng
w i th  p rog rammes  tha t  i n  some  Eu ropean  coun t r i e s  a re  fac i l i t a ted  by
qua l i f i ed  Fo res t  Schoo l  P rac t i t i one r s .  The  i n te re s t s  and  i n t r i n s i c
mot i va t i ons  o f  t he  i nd i v idua l  pa r t i c ipan t s  gu ides  t he  con ten t  o f  t he
ses s ions ,  wh ich  shou ld  be  suppo r ted  by  hands-on  l ea rn i ng
expe r iences .  Th i s  p roces s  he lp s  to  imp rove  l ea rne r s ’  con f idence  and
se l f -e s teem ,  p romot i ng  i ndependence ,  c rea t i v i t y  and  re s i l i ence ,  and
emot iona l  deve lopment .  

Fo res t  schoo l  has  g rown  i n  a  bo t tom-up ,  emergen t  way  (Sackv i l l e -
Fo rd  &  Davenpo r t ,  20 19 ) ,  becoming  “a  recogn i sab le  and  des i rab le
“b rand”  fo r  se t t i ngs  to  i nco rpo ra te . ”  I n  o rde r  to  make  c la r i t y  abou t
what  exac t l y  fo re s t  schoo l  i s  an  how i t  d i ve rges  f rom ou tdoo r
l ea rn i ng ,  t he  pub l i ca t ion  C r i t i ca l  I s sues  i n  Fo res t  Schoo l s  (Sackv i l l e -
Fo rd  &  Davenpo r t ,  20 19 ) ,  p roposed  to  c la r i f y  t he  ‘ f ou r  key
i ng red ien t s ’  o f  t he  app roach  as :

- l ea rne r -cen t red
-p lay -based
- long  te rm
-w i th i n  a  wooded  a rea .

Othe r  p rac t i t i one r s  and  fo res t  schoo l  expe r t s  d i sag ree  on  t he  la s t
aspec t  - -  t he  impo r tance  o f  exposu re  to  a  wooded  a rea  - -  s i nce  they
cons ide r  t ha t  t he  fo re s t  schoo l  i s  mo re  a  ph i l o soph ica l  p lace ,  ra the r
than  a  rea l  p lace .  I t  i s  an  app roach  i n  wh ich  t he  e thos  o f  de l i ve r y  i s
much  more  impo r tan t  t han  t he  na tu re  p lace  whe re  t he  ses s ion
happens .  

The  pu rpose  o f  educat ion  i s  to  i n sp i re ,  encou rage ,  and  deve lop  the
cu r io s i t y  to  unde r s tand  someth i ng  new and  l ea rn .  Wh i l e  bo th  ou tdoo r
l ea rn i ng  and  Fo res t  Schoo l s  do  p romote  t ha t  sen t imen t  f rom lea rne r s ,
fo re s t  schoo l s  focus  on  t he  i nd i v idua l  l ea rne r  and  p romote  l ea rne r -
l ed  expe r ience ,  and  on  l ong- te rm  p rac t i ce .
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Often ,  fo re s t  schoo l  p rac t i t i one r s  ob ta in  i n fo rmat ion  abou t  each
lea rne r  t h rough  the  base l i ne  as ses sment  to  be  ab le  to  p rov ide
oppo r tun i t i e s  fo r  g rowth  and  s k i l l  deve lopment  t h rough  d i rec t
expe r iences .  I n  t h i s  sense ,  fo re s t  schoo l  p rac t i t i one r s  u se  t he
base l i ne  i n fo rmat ion  o f  each  l ea rne r  to  i nc rease  emot iona l ,  phy s i ca l ,
and  soc ia l  s k i l l s  and  p rov ide  hea l t h y  cha l l enges .
 

4 . 4  W h a t  i s  D e m o c r a t i c  E d u c a t i o n  i n  N a t u r e ?

Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  i s  a  pedagog ica l  concept  t ha t
comb ines  Democra t i c  Educat ion  and  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re ,  b y
es tab l i s h i ng  schoo l s  w i t h  a  s t rong  connec t ion  to  Na tu re ,  whe re
democra t i c  va l ues ,  s uch  as  se l f -de te rm ina t ion  and  democra t i c
commun i t y  p roces ses ,  a re  t he  cen t ra l  pedagog ica l  app roach .
Th i s  concept  t r i e s  to  comb ine  the  benef i t s  o f  bo th  app roaches ,
unde r s tand ing  tha t  t he  democra t i c  ph i l o sophy  i s  t he  pedagog ica l
co re ,  ta ken  ou t  i n to  na tu re ,  to  bene f i t  f r om a l l  t he  r i chnes s  t h i s
su r round ing  i s  o f fe r i ng .  
Th i s  app roach  comes  f rom the  be l i e f  t ha t  t he  neu t ra l ,  no t
i n ten t iona l l y  des igned  and  no t  p re-es tab l i s hed  cha rac te r  o f  na tu re
spaces ,  can  po ten t ia te  t he  fundamenta l  i dea  o f  f ree  se l f -
de te rm ina t ion .  

Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  t he re fo re  d i f fe r s  f rom the  above
ment ioned  app roaches  by  t he  u se  o f  Se l f  D i rec ted  Educat ion  and
democra t i c  commun i t y  p r i nc ip le s ,  t ha t  a re  no t  neces sa r i l y  a t  t he  co re
o f  env i ronmenta l  educat ion ,  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  o r  fo re s t  schoo l s .

I t  has  been  no t i ced  tha t  some  Fo res t  K i nde rga r tens  d raw f rom the
pedagog ica l  app roach  and  methods  o f  con tempora r y  " house "
K i nde rga r tens ,  adapt i ng  t hem to  t he  "new"  su r round ing ,  m i s s i ng  t he
oppo r tun i t y  to  rea l i se  t ha t  na tu re  i s  no t  an  empty  bu i l d i ng  t ha t  we
have  to  f i l l  w i t h  mate r ia l s  and  ac t i v i t i e s ,  bu t  o f fe r s  a  r i ch  i n f i n i te
d i ve r s i t y  o f  s t imu lu s ,  a l l ow ing  to  re th i n k  ou r  pedagog ica l  po in t  o f
depa r tu re .
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Democra t i c  Educat ion  o f fe r s  i n  t h i s  sense  a  se t  o f  pedagog ica l
be l i e f s  wh ich  a l l ow  ch i l d ren  to  be  exposed  to  na tu re  w i th  t he
poss ib i l i t y  to  f ree l y  exp lo re  and  dec ide  how and  what  to  l ea rn  i n
na tu re ,  w i t hou t  a  p re-es tab l i s hed  cu r r i cu l um .  The  se l f -d i rec ted
exposu re  t ha t  i s  t r i gge red  by  t he  i n te rna l  mot i va t i on  o f  t he  ch i l d ren
p rovoques  a  much  more  deep  connec t ion  w i th  na tu re  and  a  rea l
emot iona l  r e la t i onsh ip  o f  g rea t  f u l l  and  re spons ib le  ca r i ng  fo r
na tu re .

Nex t  we  p rov ide  some  examp les  o f  how Democra t i c  Educat ion
benef i t s  f rom Natu re  exposu re  and  how na tu re  exposu re  benef i t s  f rom
the  Democra t i c  Educat ion  ph i l o sophy .

Democra t i c  Educat ion  and  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  comp lement  and
nu r tu re  each  o the r  i n  many  ways .  Democra t i c  Educat ion  o f fe r s  an
oppo r tun i t y  fo r  d i rec t  pa r t i c ipa t ion  i n  dec i s i on-mak ing  p roces ses  and
soc ia l  i n teg ra t ion  i n  w i lde rnes s  educat ion  p ro jec t s .  I t  can  be  an
exce l l en t  way  to  b r i ng  ch i l d ren  toge the r  i n  na tu re ,  o f fe r i ng  too l s  to
deve lop  soc ia l  cohes ion ,  commun i t y  i den t i t y  and  se l f -e s teem ,  wh i l e
na tu re  appear s  a s  t he  pe r fec t  env i ronment  to  s t imu la te  coope ra t ion ,
commun ica t ion ,  c rea t i v i t y  and  l ea rn i ng .  

S tud ie s  show tha t  i n  na tu re ,  coope ra t ion  and  commun ica t ion  a re
p romoted  p r ima r i l y  b y  t he  reduc t ion  o f  hos t i l i t y ,  ad rena l i ne  and
no rad rena l i ne  i n  t he  b lood ,  wh ich  p romotes  ca lmness  and  mutua l
unde r s tand ing .  I n  fac t ,  e ven  impu l s i v i t y  and  soc ia l  t ens ion  reduces  i n
con tac t  w i t h  a  na tu ra l  env i ronment ,  he lp i ng  t he  co l l ec t i ve  dec i s i on-
mak ing  p roces ses .  The  a f fec t i ve  s ta te  and  sense  o f  be long ing
improves  and  peop le  f rom m ino r i t y  g roups  o r  d i f fe ren t  cu l t u ra l
backg rounds  can  become  more  i n teg ra ted .  I n  add i t i on ,  l anguage
sk i l l s  a re  fo s te red  by  t he  va r i e t y  o f  l andscape  and  s i t ua t ions
p romot i ng  commun ica t ion  i n  a  ve r y  p rac t i ca l  way .  
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We see  c rea t i v i t y  nu r tu red  i n  a  r i che r  imag ina t i ve  p lay  i n  t he  ch i l d ren
who  spen t  t ime  i n  na tu re  and  an  imp rovement  o f  c rea t i ve  p rob lem
so l v i ng  when  peop le  spen t  t ime  i n  na tu re  w i thou t  techno logy .

The  l ea rn i ng  p roces s  bene f i t s  f rom na tu re  w i th  an  imp rovement  o f
memory ,  a t ten t ion  and  concen t ra t i on .  Mo reove r  we  see  tha t  t he
fasc i na t ion  com ing  f rom na tu re  he lp s  ch i l d ren  to  re s to re  t he  se l f -
d i rec ted  a t ten t ion ,  e s sen t ia l  i n  t he  p roces s  o f  se l f -d i rec ted  l ea rn i ng ,
one  o f  t he  cen t ra l  fea tu res  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion .

Fo r  t ha t  we  found  tha t  a l l  t he  ma in  cha rac te r i s t i c s  o f  Se l f  D i rec ted
Educat ion  a re  p romoted  by  t he  exposu re  to  na tu re :  we  a l ready  w ro te
abou t  how the  democra t i c  dec i s i on  mak ing  p roces s  imp roves  t hank s
to  t he  p romot ion  o f  commun ica t ion  and  coope ra t ion ,  and  i n  add i t i on
na tu re  he lp s  ch i l d ren  to  take  re spons ib i l i t y  o f  t he i r  educat ion
fos te r i ng  a t ten t ion ,  concen t ra t i on ,  ca lm ,  v i ta l i t y  and  focus .  NE  even
he lps  adu l t s  becoming  he lpe r s  i n s tead  o f  j udges  i n  a  more  d i ve r se
and  unp red ic tab le  env i ronment .

Na tu re  g i ves  chances  to  expe r imen t  ou r  ab i l i t i e s  on  many  l e ve l s
o f fe r i ng  un l im i ted  oppo r tun i t y  to  deve lop  ch i l d ren ’ s  pas s ion  be ing  a
pe r fec t  p layg round  fo r  deve lop ing  c rea t i v i t y  and  imag ina t ion .
F i na l l y ,  i n  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re ,  ch i l d ren  a re  t ra i ned  to
take  r i s k s  and  expose  themse l ves  i n  pub l i c ,  a spec t s  t ha t  a re  e s sen t ia l
fo r  b r i ng ing  i nnova t i ve  ideas  to  t he  commun i t y  fo r  t he  co l l ec t i ve
we l fa re .

He re  fo l l ows  a  l i s t  o f  bene f i t s  o f  na tu re  fo r  se l f -d i rec ted  l ea rn i ng :

1 .  phy tonc ide  dec reases  ad rena l i ne  and  no rad rene l i ne
2 .  M .Vaccae  dec reases  anx ie t y  and  imp roves  l ea rn i ng
3 .  B iod i ve r s i t y  i nc rease  i n te re s t  and  men ta l  hea l t h
4 .  Dec rease  o f  hos t i l i t y  and  dep res s ion
5 .  I nc rease  i n  v i ta l i t y
6 .  I nc rease  i n  memory
7 .  ca lm ,  ac t i ve  and  focused  (o rgan ic  ou tdoo r  l ea rn i ng  env i ronment )
8 .  r i che r  and  more  focused  p lay ,  pos i t i ve  soc ia l  i n te rac t ions
9 .  i nc rease  a t ten t ion  and  s t re s s  recove r y
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1 0 .  l anguage  s k i l l s  ( commun ica t ion )
1 1 .  i nc reased  c rea t i v i t y
12 .  soc ia l  cohes ion ,  commun i t y  i den t i t y
1 3 .  se l f -e s teem
14 .  s i nc ron ic i t y  o f  d i f fe ren t  a reas  o f  t he  b ra i n ( senso r ia l ,  a f fec t i ve ,
cogn i t i ve )
15 .  impu l s i v i t y  and  t ime ' s  pe rcep t ion
16 .  na tu re  and  p re fe rence  imp roves  a f fec t i ve  s ta te
17 .  men ta l  we l l  be i ng ,  connec tedness  w i t h  na tu re  and  eco log ica l
behav io r
1 8 .  be long ing  and  awarenes s  o f  t he  mutua l  suppo r t  s t r uc tu re s
19 .  p ro  soc ia l  and  p ro  env i ronmenta l
20 .  m ind fu l nes s  (obse r v i ng  and  non reac t i v i t y )
2 1 .  a t tenua t ion  o f  t he  l one l i nes s  e f fec t
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5 . 1 .  T h e  E d u c a t i o n  S y s t e m  i n  S p a i n

I n t r o d u c t i o n

The  Span i sh  Cons t i t u t i on  ( 1 978 ) ,  a s  t he  sup reme  no rm  o f  t he  na t iona l
l ega l  s y s tem ,  recogn i zes ,  i n  A r t i c l e  27 ,  t he  r i gh t  to  educat ion  and
educat iona l  f r eedom.  The  fo l l ow ing  educat iona l  l aws ,  wh ich  s i nce  the
gove rnmenta l  democracy  have  been  sub jec t  to  mod i f i ca t ions
acco rd ing  to  t he  d i f fe ren t  i deo log ica l  cu r ren t s  i n  power ,  r egu la te
th i s  cons t i t u t i ona l  r i gh t ,  and  c rea te  t he  f ramework  o f  t he  educat iona l
s y s tem i n  Spa in :

The  educat ion  s y s tem i n  Spa in  i s  gove rned  by  t he  Organ ic  Law
3/2020 ,  o f  December  29 ,  wh ich  amends  t he  Organ ic  Law 2/2006 ,  o f
May  3 ,  on  Educat ion  ( LOE ,  20 13 ) ,  r epea led  the  LOMCE and  i n t roduced
s ign i f i can t  mod i f i ca t ions  to  t he  LOE ,  a  l aw  i n  fo rce  s i nce  2006 ,  t he
LOMLOE.

S ince  the  Gene ra l  O rgan ic  Law o f  t he  Educat iona l  Sy s tem ( LOGSE)  o f
1 990 ,  educat ion  i n  Spa in  has  been  de f i ned  as  compu l so r y  fo r  s t uden t s
up  to  t he  age  o f  1 6 .  and  compensa to r y ,  wh ich  means  t ha t  i t  mus t
o f fe r  t he  same  educat iona l  oppo r tun i t i e s  to  a l l  s t uden t s .  

I n  Spa in ,  t he  d i f fe ren t  Au tonomous  Commun i t i e s  have  l ega l ,
execu t i ve ,  and  admin i s t ra t i ve  competence  i n  mat te r s  o f  educat ion .
They  have  the   au tonomy  to  de te rm ine  the  con ten t s  w i t h i n  t he
cu r r i cu l um  s t r uc tu re  and  t imetab le .  
The  LOMLOE p rov ides  t he  pos s ib i l i t y  o f  c rea t i ng  m i xed  s y s tems  o f
teach ings  f rom the  Span i sh  educat iona l  s y s tem and  o the r  s y s tems ,
re fe r r i ng  to  i n te rna t iona l  o r  na t iona l  educat iona l  s y s tems  w i th
a l te rna t i ve  pedagog ies .  These  a re  t he  p rov i s i ons  whe re  t he
Democra t i c  Schoo l s  make  sense .  

Rega rd ing  the  au tonomy  o f  t he  educat iona l  i n s t i t u t i ons ,  t he  LOMLOE
prov ides  i n  a r t i c l e  120  tha t  t he  schoo l s  sha l l  have  pedagog ica l ,
o rgan i za t iona l  and  management  au tonomy .  I n  t he  exe rc i se  o f  t h i s
au tonomy ,  t hey  mus t  e labo ra te ,  app rove ,  and  execu te  an  educat iona l
p ro jec t  and  a  management  p ro jec t ,  a s  we l l  a s  t he  r u le s  o f
o rgan i za t ion  and  ope ra t ion .  

5.COUNTRY ANALYSIS
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The  pedagog ica l  au tonomy  o f  schoo l s  i nc l udes  t he i r  own  dec i s i ons  on
what  to  teach  and  how to  teach  i t  w i t h i n ,  o f  cou r se ,  t he
co r re spond ing  l ega l  f ramework .
The  educat iona l  and  cu r r i cu la r  p ro jec t s  o f  t he  schoo l s  a re  t he
in s t r ument s  i n  wh ich  au tonomy  i n  t he  o rgan i sa t i ona l  and  pedagog ica l
sphe re  mus t  be  spec i f i ed .  
Pedagog ica l  au tonomy  i s  no t  l im i ted  to  t he  spec i f i ca t ion  and
adapta t ion  o f  cu r r i cu la r  con ten t ;  i t  a l so  i nc l udes  methodo log ica l
spec i f i c i t y ,  t he  commi tmen t  to  educat iona l  i nnova t ion ,  t eache r
t ra i n i ng ,  and  the  p lann ing  o f  teach ing  ac t i v i t i e s .

O r g a n i s a t i o n a l  a u t o n o m y

The  o rgan i sa t i ona l  au tonomy  o f  schoo l s  takes  t he  fo rm  o f
d i f fe ren t ia ted  o rgan i sa t i ona l  and  ope ra t iona l  p ro jec t s  i n  te rms  o f  t he
o rgan i sa t i on  o f  schoo l  t ime  and  space ,  t he  g roup ing  o f  s t uden t s  and
the  ac t ions  o f  t he  teach ing  s ta f f  i n  r e la t i on  to  t he  p ro jec t s  and  the
schoo l  mode l .  On  the  o the r  hand ,  acco rd ing  to  t he  Span i sh  mode l ,
o rgan i sa t i ona l  au tonomy  mus t  gua ran tee ,  w i t h i n  a  gene ra l  f ramework ,
adequate  pa r t i c ipa t ion  o f  t he  en t i r e  educat iona l  commun i t y  (a l l
t eache r s ,  pa ren t s ,  s t uden t s ,  and  admin i s t ra t i ve  and  se r v i ce
pe r sonne l ) .

The  au tonomy  o f  t he  schoo l  mus t  a l l ow  the  rea l i sa t i on  o f  a  p ro jec t
fo r  t he  o rgan i sa t i on  and  management  o f  educat ion  app rop r ia te  to
the  educat iona l  commun i t y ' s  expec ta t ions  and  the  s tuden t ' s  spec i f i c
needs .  Schoo l s  mus t  have  a  gene ra l  f ramework  t ha t  a l l ows  t hem to
conc re t i se  t he  pa r t i c ipa t ion  o f  t he  en t i r e  educat iona l  commun i t y  and ,
s imu l taneous l y ,  a l l ows  i t s  conc re t i on  i n  d i f fe ren t  o rgan i sa t i ona l  and
ope ra t iona l  p ro jec t s  rega rd ing  the  o rgan i sa t i on  o f  schoo l  t ime ,  t he
g roup ing  o f  s t uden t s ,  t he  coex i s tence  mode l ,  e tc .

Au tonomy  i s  a  p re requ i s i t e  fo r  pa r t i c ipa t ion .  Pa r t i c ipa t i ng  i n  t he
management  o f  schoo l s  means  exe rc i s i ng  o r  a s sum ing  an  ac tua l  sha re
o f  power ,  t ha t  i s ,  hav i ng  t he  capac i t y  to  make  one ' s  own  dec i s i ons .
The  LOMLOE es tab l i s hes  t he  na tu re  and  con ten t  o f  t hese  document s
i n  A r t i c l e s  12 1  fo r  t he  Educat iona l  P ro jec t ,  123  fo r  t he  Management
P ro jec t  and  124  fo r  t he  No rms  o f  o rgan i sa t i on ,  ope ra t ion  and
coex i s tence .
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M a n a g e m e n t  a u t o n o m y

Th i s  au tonomy ,  a l so  known  as  admin i s t ra t i ve  au tonomy ,  can  be
cons ide red  the  l ega l  o r  ope ra t iona l  capac i t y  to  con t rac t  se r v i ces  and
peop le ,  e s tab l i s h  ag reement s  and  con t rac t s ,  and  i n te r vene  i n  a s s ign i ng
peop le  to  t he  schoo l ' s  t eam o f  p ro fes s iona l s .  L i kew i se ,  i t  r e fe r s  to  t he
capac i t y  to  admin i s te r  f ree l y ,  w i t h i n  t he  l ega l  f ramework ,  t he
economic  re sou rces  conce rn i ng  t he  fo re seen  ob jec t i ve s  and  the
e labo ra t ion ,  execu t ion ,  and  eva lua t ion  o f  i t s  budget .

A  demons t ra t i on  o f  t he  au tonomy  o f  t he  teach ing  s ta f f  r ega rd ing  the
des ign  o f  d idac t i c  p roposa l s  i s  s hown  i n  a r t i c l e  9 1  o f  t he  LOMLOE ,
func t ions  o f  t he  teach ing  s ta f f ,  i n  po in t  1 .  " The  func t ions  o f  t he
teach ing  s ta f f  a re ,  among  o the r s ,  t he  fo l l ow ing :  a )  The  p rog ramming
and  teach ing  o f  t he  a reas ,  s ub jec t s ,  modu le s  o r  cu r r i cu la r  a reas
en t ru s ted  to  t hem. "

" (g )  The  con t r i bu t i on  t ha t  t he  ac t i v i t i e s  o f  t he  educat iona l  i n s t i t u t i ons
a re  deve loped  i n  a  c l imate  o f  re spec t ,  t o le rance ,  pa r t i c ipa t ion  and
f reedom to  fo s te r  i n  s t uden t s  t he  va l ues  o f  democra t i c  c i t i zensh ip  and
cu l t u re  o f  peace . "
These  two  po in t s  appear  a s  nove l t i e s  i n  sa id  Law ,  w i t h  re spec t  to  t he
LOMCE ,  a l t hough  they  d id  ex i s t  i n  t he  p rev ious  one  ( LOE) .  
 

I n n o v a t i o n

I t  i s  a  f undamenta l  p r i nc ip le  o f  t he  Law ,  acco rd ing  to  A r t i c l e  1 .  n )  The
encou ragement  and  p romot ion  o f  re sea rch ,  expe r imen ta t ion ,  and
educat iona l  i nnova t ion .  S im i la r l y ,  among  the  func t ions  o f  t he  teach ing
s ta f f  i s  i nnova t ion ,  when  i n  A r t i c l e  9 1  o f  t h i s  Law ,  on  t he  func t ions  o f
the  teach ing  s ta f f ,  i t  i s  made  exp l i c i t  t ha t  among  the i r  du t i e s  a re :  l )
Resea rch ,  expe r imen ta t ion ,  and  con t i nuous  imp rovement  o f  t he
co r re spond ing  teach ing  p roces ses .  

One  o f  t he  p r i nc ipa l  competenc ie s  i s ,  acco rd ing  to  a r t i c l e  1 32  c ) ,
Exe rc i se  o f  pedagog ica l  d i rec t i on ,  p romote  educat iona l  i nnova t ion  and
p lans  to  ach ieve  t he  pu rposes  o f  t he  educat iona l  i n s t i t u t i on ' s
educat iona l  p ro jec t .
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On the  one  hand ,  t he  p roposa l  o f  se l f -d i rec ted  l ea rn i ng ,  does  no t
co inc ide  w i th  t he  requ i rement  o f  p re-p rog ramming  o f  ac t i v i t i e s  and
con ten t s ,  wh ich  mus t  be  subm i t ted  to  t he  M in i s t r y  o f  Educat ion
p r io r  to  t he  beg inn i ng  o f  t he  schoo l  c yc le  ( see  LOE ,  a r t i c l e  125 ) .
A l t hough  the re  i s  a  new cu r r i cu la r  f l e x ib i l i t y ,  based ,  fo r  examp le ,  on
the  acqu i s i t i on  o f  competenc ie s  ( see  LOMLOE ,  a r t i c l e  6 ) ,  a  p re-
es tab l i s hed  cu r r i cu l um  mus t  be  fo l l owed  fo r  each  schoo l  l e ve l
( seg regated  by  age ) ,  de ta i l i ng  t he  ob jec t i ve s  fo r  each  sub jec t .  Th i s
requ i rement  does  no t  a l l ow  f reedom to  d i rec t  one ' s  own  l ea rn i ng ,
no r  i s  i t  cen te red  on  t he  i n te re s t s  o f  t he  s tuden t s .     

On  the  o the r  hand ,  e ve r y  educat iona l  cen te r ,  wh ich  wan t s  to  be
regu la ted  and  recogn i zed  as  such ,  mus t  have  an  i n f ra s t r uc tu re  t ha t
l eaves  ou t  o f  pos s ib i l i t i e s  sma l l  educat iona l  commun i t i e s ,  s i nce  t he
techn ica l  r equ i rement s ,  fo r  examp le ,  demand  tha t  eve r y  P r ima r y
Educat ion  Cen te r ,  has  a  pa r t ia l l y  cove red  pa t io ,  i n  no  case  l e s s
than  900m2 ( see  Roya l  Dec ree  1 32/20 10 ,  o f  Feb rua r y  12 ,  a r t i c l e  3 ) .
Th i s  shows  tha t  techn ica l  de ta i l s  (wh ich  on l y  con temp la te  t he
ex i s tence  o f  mac ro- schoo l s )  a re  p laced  above  pedagog ica l
concept s ,  educat iona l  qua l i t i e s  and  human  re sou rces .

A t  t he  same  t ime ,  i t  u rges  t he  (au tonomous )  educat iona l
admin i s t ra t i ons  to  s t reng then  and  p romote  t he  au tonomy  o f  t he  schoo l s
so  t ha t  t he i r  economic ,  mate r ia l ,  and  human  re sou rces  can  be  adapted
to  t he  wo r k  and  o rgan i za t ion  p lans  t hey  d raw up  once  they  have  been
approp r ia te l y  e va lua ted  and  as ses sed .  The  schoo l s  suppo r ted  w i th
pub l i c  f unds  mus t  rende r  accoun t s  o f  t he  re su l t s  ob ta ined .
To  p romote  expe r imen ta t ion ,  pedagog ica l  i nnova t ions ,  educat iona l
p rog rams ,  wo r k  p lans ,  fo rms  o f  o rgan i sa t i on ,  coex i s tence  r u le s ,  an
ex tens ion  o f  t he  schoo l  ca lenda r  o r  o f  t he  schoo l  t ime tab le  o f  a reas  o r
sub jec t s ,  fo l l ow ing  the  p rov i s i ons  o f  a r t i c l e  120 .a .  M )  To  p romote  t he
qua l i f i ca t ion  and  t ra i n i ng  o f  t he  teach ing  s ta f f ,  a s  we l l  a s  re sea rch ,
expe r imen ta t ion ,  and  educat iona l  i nnova t ion  i n  t he  schoo l .  

R e g u l a t o r y  l e g i s l a t i o n  f o r  t h e  o p e n i n g  o f  E d u c a t i o n  C e n t r e s  i n  t h e
c o m p u l s o r y  s c h o o l i n g  s t a g e s :
 
Cont ras t i ng  t he  rea l i t y  o f  t he  educat iona l  s y s tem i n  Spa in  w i t h  t he
Span i sh  Cons t i t u t i on ,  we  f i nd  t ha t ,  e spec ia l l y  f rom p r ima r y  educat ion
onwards ,  t he  imp lementa t ion  o f  i nnova t i ve  p roposa l s  such  as
Democra t i c  Educat ion  and   Educat ion  i n  Na tu re ,  wh ich  a l ready  have
expe r ience ,  comp l y  w i t h  cu r ren t  pedagog ica l  s tanda rds ,  and  a re
recogn i zed  i n  o the r  Eu ropean  coun t r i e s ,  face  a t  l eas t  two  ma jo r
cha l l enges  i n  Spa in :



Hav ing  sa id  t h i s ,  we  can  unde r s tand  tha t  t hese  requ i rement s  deepen
the  gap  be tween  pub l i c  and  p r i va te  educat ion ,  s i nce  hav i ng  such
in f ra s t r uc tu re  requ i re s  a  l a rge  economic  i n ves tmen t ,  wh ich  t rans la tes
i n to  ve r y  h igh  mon th l y  fees  fo r  fam i l i e s  who  choose  a l te rna t i ve
pedagog ica l  p roposa l s ,  so  i t  ends  up  be ing  exc l u s i ve .  
A t  t he  same  t ime ,  i t  f o rces  fam i l i e s  who  choose  non- regu la ted
pedagog ica l  a l te rna t i ve s ,  o r  p rac t i ce  homeschoo l i ng  o r  Unschoo l i ng
(wh ich  a re  no t  recogn i zed  as  educat iona l  r i gh t s ) ,  t o  be  l e f t  ou t  o f
S ta te  se r v i ces ,  r enounc ing  the i r  cons t i t u t i ona l  r i gh t  to  educat ion  and
f reedom o f  educat ion ,  due  to  unequa l  cond i t i ons/oppo r tun i t i e s .

Th i s  i s  how ,  i n  t he  cu r ren t  Span i sh  rea l i t y ,  fam i l i e s  o f  l ow  and  med ium
resou rces  who ,  fo r  d i f fe ren t  reasons ,  dec ide  to  a t tend  schoo l ,  can  on l y
go  to  t rad i t i ona l  pub l i c  o r  subs id i zed  cen te r s .  

F rom the  g row ing  need  o f  fam i l i e s  to  o rgan i ze  t hemse l ves  to  ge t  t he
educat ion  t ha t  t hey  t h i n k  i s  mos t  bene f i c ia l  and  hea l t h y  fo r  t he i r
ch i l d ren ,  see ing  tha t  t he  s ta te  does  no t  rea l l y  gua ran tee  educat iona l
a l te rna t i ve s  i n  pub l i c  i n s t i t u t i ons ,  a l te rna t i ve  schoo l s  a re  bo rn ,  mos t  o f
them ,  o rgan i zed  as  non-p ro f i t  a s soc ia t i ons  (NGOs ) .

S c h o o l s  i n  N a t u r e :

I n  t he  H i s to r y  o f  t he  Schoo l s  i n  Na tu re ,  we  have  a l ready  men t ioned  the
"Escue la  de l  Bosque"  o f  Ba rce lona ,  founded  i n  1 9 14 ,  and  we  know o f
many  o the r s  t ha t  encou raged  con tac t  and  coex i s tence  w i th  and  i n
na tu re ,  bu t  a f te r  t he  Repub l i can  s ide  l o s t  t he  C i v i l  Wa r  ( 1 936- 1939 ) ,
t hese  t ypes  o f  i n i t i a t i ve s  and  p rac t i ces  d i sappear .  

The  cu r ren t  Na tu re  Schoo l s  do  no t  have  a  l ong  t ra jec to r y ,  t he  o ldes t
ones  a re  l i t t l e  mo re  t han  10  yea r s  o ld .  Today  t he re  a re  a l ready  more
than  50 ,  bu t  mos t  o f  t hem have  on l y  s ta r ted  to  ope ra te  s i nce  the
2020-2 1  schoo l  yea r ,  a f te r  t he  Cov id 19  pandemic .  
These  schoo l s ,  p layg roups  o r  l ea rn i ng  commun i t i e s  a re  no t  ve r y  d i ve r se
i n  te rms  o f  t he  pedagogy  app l i ed  i n  t he  Na tu re  space .

We  shou ld  a l so  men t ion  t he  d i f f i cu l t y  o f  f i nd i ng  spaces  i n  na tu re ,  and
tha t  a re  as  "w i ld "  a s  pos s ib le ,  e spec ia l l y  i n  u rban  a reas ,  bu t  e ven  i n
ru ra l  a reas .  

DEN RESEARCH REPORT - 46



Some Au tonomous  Commun i t i e s  have  regu la ted  two  Schoo l s  i n  Na tu re
bu t  on l y  a s  a  Ch i ld ren ' s  Educat iona l  Cen te r :  Bosquescue la  Ce rceda
( I n te rp rende  S . L .  - no t  NGO-) ,  i n  Madr id ,  wh ich  has  t he  mun ic ipa l
pe rm i s s i on  to  be  l oca ted  i n  an  open  r u ra l  space ,  w i t h  a  50m2 cab in
i n f ra s t r uc tu re ;  and  Bosqueco  (NGO) ,  i n  t he  Cana r y  I s l ands ,  wh ich  i s
l oca ted  i n  a  mano r  house  w i th  a  l a rge  de l im i ted  and  c lo sed  land ,  bu t
qu i te  w i ld .  I n  bo th  cases ,  adapta t ions  have  been  made  to  meet  t he
regu la to r y  requ i rement s ,  bo th  techn ica l l y  and  pedagog ica l l y .

I t  seems  tha t  mos t  Na tu re  Schoo l s  i n  Spa in  deve lop  the i r  p rog ramming
in  s t rong  re fe rence  to  t he  t rad i t i ona l  cu r r i cu l um ,  w i t h  compu l so r y
"c la s ses " ,  w i t h  s im i la r  con ten t s ,  and  a t  t he  end  the  s im i la r  ve r t i ca l
h ie ra rchy  s t r uc tu re s  be tween  adu l t s  and  ch i l d ren  (even  hav i ng  a  more
respec t fu l  and  f r i end l y  app roach ) ,  chang ing  on l y  t he  env i ronment  and
the  d idac t i c  mate r ia l s  t hey  u se  fo r  " na tu ra l  mate r ia l s " ,  j u s t
i nco rpo ra t i ng  some  more  ac t i v i t i e s  o f  f ree  cho ice ,  bu t  p rog rammed
and  p roposed  by  t he  pedagog ica l  team.

The re  a re  ve r y  few  i n i t i a t i ve s  o f  t h i s  k i nd  t ha t  o f fe r  t h i s  p roposa l  fo r
t he  P r ima r y  Educat ion  l e ve l  ( 6  to  12  yea r s  o ld ) ,  and  the  few  tha t  do ,  do
no t  men t ion  i t  open l y  due  to  t he  fea r  o f  t he  repe rcus s ions  t ha t  t h i s
may  cause  t hem on  the  pa r t  o f  t he  gove rnment  au tho r i t i e s ,  s i nce  fo r
t h i s  s tage ,  t he  expec ta t ions  and  demands  o f  academic  l ea rn i ng  a re
g rea te r  and ,  a s  we  have  a l ready  men t ioned ,  t he  l eg i s la t i on  i nd ica tes
schoo l i ng .

D e m o c r a t i c  S c h o o l s :

I n  h i s to r y  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  we  have  a l ready  h igh l i gh ted  the
p ionee r i ng  pos i t i on  o f  Spa in  a s  a  re fe rence  o f  t he  educat iona l
vangua rd  i n  t he  la te  n i ne teen th  and  ea r l y  twen t ie th  cen tu r y .  A t  t ha t
t ime ,  two  impo r tan t  na t iona l  and  i n te rna t iona l  educat iona l  i n s t i t u t i ons
a l ready  emerged  i n  Spa in :  t he  I n s t i t uc ión  L ib re  de  Enseñanza  ( I LE ) ,
founded  i n  1 876  by  Lau reano  F igue ro la ,  d i smant led  i n  1 939  a f te r  t he
Repub l i can  de fea t  i n  t he  C i v i l  Wa r ;  and  the  Escue la  Moderna ,  founded
in  1 90 1  by  F ranc i sco  Fe r re r  Gua rd ia ,  banned  and  c lo sed  i n  1 906 ,  a f te r
t he  shoo t i ng  o f  i t s  founde r ,  i n  a  ve r y  comp lex  po l i t i ca l  con tex t .
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Nowadays  i n  Spa in ,  t he  p resence  o f  Democra t i c  Schoo l s  i s  l i t t l e .  Un t i l
ve r y  recen t l y ,  Democra t i c  Educat ion  was  no t  men t ioned  a t  a l l  i n  t he
t ra i n i ng  o f  pedagog ica l  ca ree r s ,  and  cu r ren t l y  i t s  r e fe rence  i s  r ea l l y
l i t t l e ,  qua l i f i ed  teache r s  have  no  know ledge  o f  t h i s  educat iona l
mode l  and ,  s i nce  the  cu r ren t  comp lementa r y  t ra i n i ng  o f fe r  does  no t
g i ve  i t  p re sence  e i t he r ,  t he re  i s  a  l o t  o f  i gno rance  on  t he  sub jec t .  We
a l so  men t ion  once  aga in  t he  lack  o f  f l e x ib i l i t y  i n  t he  regu la t i ons
gove rn i ng  t he  open ing  o f  new educat iona l  cen te r s  and  the  l ega l
f ramework  o f  t he  Span i sh  educat iona l  s y s tem.  The re fo re ,  t he  few
democra t i c  schoo l s  t ha t  a re  regu la ted  have  re so r ted  to  t he
f ramework  o f  regu la t i on  as  a  Fo re ign  Educat iona l  Cen te r ,  whose
ce r t i f i ca t ions  and  annua l  i n spec t ions  imp l y  an  economic  i n ves tmen t
tha t  i s  imposs ib le  to  a s sume  fo r  p ro jec t s  t ha t  wan t  to  be  i nc l u s i ve .  

E ven  so ,  t he  app roved  democra t i c  schoo l s ,  mus t  f i nd  a  ba lance
between  a  deep  w i l l  t o  pu t  a t  t he  cen te r  o f  t he i r  pedagog ica l
p ro jec t  an  educat ion  based  on  t he  f ree  and  au tonomous  l ea rn i ng  o f
ch i l d ren  and ,  a t  t he  same  t ime ,  t he  adapta t ion  o f  t he i r  pedagog ica l
concept  to  be  ab le  to  coun t  on  such  regu la t i on .  
Some  examp les  a re :  D ragon  I n te rna t iona l  Schoo l ,  Madr id ;  Madr id
Ac t i ve  Schoo l ,  Madr id ;  A lma  Fo res t  Schoo l ,  Anda lu s ia  (a l so  i n teg ra tes
Natu re  Educat ion  componen t s ) ;  Ka le ide  I n te rna t iona l  Schoo l ,  Cana r y
I s l ands .
A l l  t hese  cen te r s  cove r  a t  l eas t  t he  i n fan t  and  p r ima r y  s tages .
None  o f  t hese  examp les  rece i ve  s ta te  subs id ie s ,  so  t he i r  mon th l y
con t r i bu t i ons  a re  no t  a f fo rdab le  fo r  many  fam i l i e s .

D e m o c r a t i c  S c h o o l s  i n  N a t u r e :

The re  a re  ve r y  few  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  i n i t i a t i ve s  i n
Spa in ,  to  name  a  few :  O jo  de  Agua ,  i n  A l i can te ;  En t re  A rb res ,  i n
Cata lon ia ,  and  P layaEscue la  E l  Médano ,  i n  Tene r i fe .  
They  a re  cons t i t u ted  as  non-p ro f i t  a s soc ia t i ons .
As  t he re  i s  no  educat iona l  f ramework  t ha t  i den t i f i e s  t hem ,  t hey  a re
no t  regu la ted  i n  t he  Span i sh  Educat iona l  Sy s tem.  The re fo re ,  none  o f
them have  f i nanc ia l  s uppo r t  f rom the  s ta te  and ,  a l t hough  the i r
mon th l y  fees  a re  no t  a s  h igh  as  t he  Democra t i c  Schoo l s  and  the
Schoo l s  i n  Na tu re  t ha t  a re  regu la ted ,  t hey  canno t  be  t r u l y  i nc l u s i ve  i n
an  economic  sense  e i t he r .



5 . 2  T h e  E d u c a t i o n  S y s t e m  i n  B e l g i u m

The  fede ra l  gove rnment  manages  t he  ove ra l l  educat iona l  s t r uc tu re s
wh i l e  each  o f  t he  Be lg ian  language  commun i t i e s  ( F l em i sh ,  F rench ,
and  German )  have  the  re spons ib i l i t y  to  o rgan i se  and  imp lement  t he
d i f fe ren t  educat ion  s y s tems .  The  cu r r i cu l um  i s  a l so  de te rm ined  by
the  i nd i v idua l  r eg ions .  The  be low  desc r ip t i on  i s  t he re fo re  i n tended
fo r  t he  F lem i sh  l anguage  commun i t y  and  i s  mos t l y  based  on  t he
pub l i ca t ion  “Educat ion  i n  F lande r s ,  a  b road  v iew  o f  t he  F lem i sh
educat iona l  l andscape” ,  ed i t i on  2005 .

F reedom o f  educat ion  i s  a  cons t i t u t i ona l  r i gh t  i n  Be lg i um .  Th i s
means  t ha t  eve r y  na tu ra l  o r  l ega l  pe r son  has  t he  r i gh t  to  o rgan i ze
educat ion  and  to  se t  up  i n s t i t u t i ons  fo r  t h i s  pu rpose .  The
gove rnment  may  no t  take  p reven t i ve  measu res  to  p roh ib i t  t he
es tab l i s hment  o f  f ree  schoo l s .  F i na l l y ,  t he  gove rnment  i s
cons t i t u t i ona l l y  ob l iged  to  o rgan i ze  neu t ra l  educat ion .

The  concept  o f  o rgan i z i ng  body  (o r  schoo l  boa rd )  i s  a  key  concept
i n  t he  o rgan i za t ion  o f  educat ion  i n  F lande r s .  The  o rgan i z i ng  body  i s
re spons ib le  fo r  one  o r  mo re  schoo l s .  I t  can  be  compared  to  a  boa rd
o f  d i rec to r s  i n  a  company .  The  o rgan i z i ng  body  can  take  t he  fo rm  o f
a  gove rnment ,  a  na tu ra l  pe r son  o r  a  l ega l  pe r son ( s ) .  

The  o rgan i z i ng  bod ies  have  b road  au tonomy .  Fo r  examp le ,  t hey  a re
f ree  to  choose  the i r  t each ing  methods  and  can  base  the i r  t each ing
on  a  pa r t i cu la r  ph i l o sophy  o f  l i f e  o r  pedagog ica l  concept ion .  They
can  a l so  de f i ne  t he i r  own  cu r r i cu la  and  t ime tab le s  and  appo in t
the i r  own  s ta f f .  Schoo l s  t ha t  wan t  to  be  recogn i zed  o r  f i nanc ia l l y
suppo r ted  by  t he  gove rnment  mus t  meet  t he  a t ta i nment  ta rge t s ,  be
su f f i c i en t l y  equ ipped  and  have  su f f i c i en t  d idac t i c  mate r ia l s .  
They  mus t  be  l oca ted  i n  bu i l d i ngs  t ha t  a re  hab i tab le ,  sa fe  and
su f f i c i en t l y  c l ean ,  e tc .

The  cons t i t u t i on  a l so  gua ran tees  t he  f reedom o f  cho ice  o f  t he
pa ren t s .  Pa ren t s  and  ch i l d ren  mus t  have  access  to  a  schoo l  o f  t he i r
cho ice  a t  a  reasonab le  d i s tance  f rom the i r  p lace  o f  re s idence .
Recen t  l eg i s la t i on  f u r t he r  exp la i n s  and  p ro tec t s  t h i s  f r eedom o f
cho ice .  Schoo l s  a re  no t  a l l owed  to  re fu se  s tuden t s ,  w i t h  t he
except ion  o f  a  number  o f  we l l -de f i ned  cases .
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The  educat iona l  ne twor k s ,  a s  a  rep resen ta t i ve  as soc ia t i on  o f
o rgan i z i ng  bod ies ,  o f ten  take  ove r  ce r ta i n  re spons ib i l i t i e s  f rom the
o rgan i z i ng  body ;  t hey  d raw up  the i r  own  cu r r i cu la  and  t ime tab le s .  A s  a
resu l t ,  t he  o rgan i z i ng  bod ies  i n vo l ved  cede  pa r t  o f  t he i r  au tonomy

T rad i t i ona l l y ,  t h ree  educat iona l  ne twor k s  a re  d i s t i ngu i shed :
•  Commun i t y  educat ion  (GO)  i s  o rgan i zed  by  t he  pub l i c  i n s t i t u t i on  on
beha l f  o f  t he  F lem i sh  Commun i t y .  Commun i t y  educat ion  i s  r equ i red  by
the  cons t i t u t i on  to  be  neu t ra l .  Th i s  means  t ha t  t he  re l i g ious ,
ph i l o soph ica l  o r  i deo log ica l  be l i e f s  o f  t he  pa ren t s  and  the  s tuden t s
mus t  become  comparab le .
•  s ubs id i zed  o f f i c ia l  educat ion  (OGO)  compr i se s  mun ic ipa l  educat ion ,
o rgan i zed  by  t he  mun ic ipa l  au tho r i t i e s ,  and  p rov i nc ia l  educat ion ,
o rgan i zed  by  t he  p rov i nc ia l  au tho r i t i e s .  The  o rgan i z i ng  bod ies  o f  t h i s
educat ion  a re  un i ted  i n  two  umbre l l a  o rgan i sa t i ons ,  t he  Educat ion
Sec re ta r ia t  o f  t he  C i t i e s  and  Mun ic ipa l i t i e s  o f  t he  F lem i sh  Commun i t y
(OVSG)  and  the  P rov i nc ia l  Educat ion  F lande r s  ( POV) .
•  s ubs id i zed  p r i va te  educat ion  (VGO)  i s  o rgan i zed  by  a  p r i va te  pe r son
o r  p r i va te  o rgan i sa t i on .  The  o rgan i z i ng  body  i s  o f ten  a  non-p ro f i t
a s soc ia t i on  ( v . z .w . ) .  P r i va te  educat ion  cons i s t s  o f  sepa ra te  schoo l s .
They  a re  un i ted  unde r  t he  umbre l l a  F lem i sh  Sec re ta r ia t  o f  Catho l i c
Educat ion  (VSKO) .  I n  add i t i on ,  t he re  a re  a l so  P ro tes tan t ,  Jew i sh ,
Or thodox ,  I s l am ic ,  . . .  s choo l s .  I n  add i t i on  to  t hese  denomina t iona l
schoo l s ,  t he re  a re  a l so  schoo l s  t ha t  a re  no t  l i n ked  to  a  re l i g ion .
Examp les  a re  t he  method  schoo l s  (based  on  t he  s t r uc tu re  o f  F re i ne t ,
Mon tes so r i  o r  S te i ne r )  t ha t  app l y  spec ific  pedagog ica l  methods .
A  sma l l  number  o f  schoo l s  i n  F lande r s  a re  no t  recogn i zed  by  t he
gove rnment .  These  so-ca l l ed  p r i va te  schoo l s  a re  ne i t he r  f i nanced  no r
subs id i zed  by  t he  gove rnment .
The  educat ion  t ha t  i s  o rgan i zed  fo r  and  by  t he  gove rnment  ( commun i t y
educat ion  and  mun ic ipa l  and  p rov i nc ia l  educat ion )  i s  ca l l ed  o f f i c ia l
educat ion .  Recogn i zed  educat ion  f rom p r i va te  i n i t i a t i ve  i s  ca l l ed  f ree
educat ion .
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D e m o c r a t i c  E d u c a t i o n  i n  N a t u r e  i n  B e l g i u m :

I n  Be lg i um  we  have  abou t  7  democra t i c  schoo l s .  The re  was  a  Sudbu r y
schoo l  i n  Gen t  t ha t  c lo sed .  Some  o f  t he  democra t i c  schoo l s  a re
comp le te l y  se l f -d i rec ted  w i th  no  ac t i v i t y  p roposed  to  t he  ch i l d ren
( th i s  i s  t he  case  o f  Or v i ta  t ha t  fo l l ows  t he  Sudbu r y  mode l ) .  

Some  o the r  schoo l s  fo l l ow  a  more  s t r uc tu red  week l y  ca lenda r  t ha t
has  been  ag reed  i n  t he  as semb l i e s  ( i t  i s  t he  case  o f  BOS  schoo l ,
A rb re  de  Pos s ib le  and  Orneau ) .  A l l  s choo l s  have  an  emphas i s  on  t he
impor tance  o f  na tu re ,  and  mos t  o f  t he  schoo l s  spend  l o t s  o f  t ime  i n
na tu re .

The  democra t i c  schoo l s  i n  Beg l i um  a re  no t  o f f i c ia l l y  r ecogn i zed  as
schoo l s ,  t he re fo re  t hey  tend  to  o rgan i ze  t hemse l ves  i n  NGOs  o r
educat iona l  cen t re s  and  the  ch i l d ren  a t tend ing  a re  l ega l l y
cons ide red  as  homeschoo le r s .  I n  B ru s se l s ,  fam i l i e s  t ha t  en ro l  t he i r
ch i l d ren  i n  a  democra t i c  schoo l ,  have  to  s ign  a  dec la ra t ion  o f
homeschoo l i ng  e i t he r  i n  t he  F lem i sh  o r  i n  t he  F rench  commun i t y .  

Ch i l d ren  en ro l l ed  i n  p r i va te  schoo l s  o r  home  schoo le r s  mus t  pas s
lega l  con t ro l s  t ha t  va r y  acco rd ing  to  t he  t h ree  commun i t i e s :  t he
F lem i sh  commun i t y ,  t he  F rench  commun i t y  and  the  German-speak i ng
commun i t y .  

I n  t h i s  sense ,  seve ra l  democ ra t i c  schoo l s  tend  to  f i nd  a  ba lance
between ,  on  t he  one  hand ,  a  deep  des i re  to  pu t  a t  t he  hea r t  o f  t he i r
pedagog ica l  p ro jec t  an  educat ion  based  on  t he  f ree  and  au tonomous
lea rn i ng  o f  t he  ch i l d ren  and ,  on  t he  o the r  hand ,  t he  p repa ra t ion  o f
ch i l d ren  fo r  t he  acqu i s i t i on  o f  s k i l l s  and  re su l t s  p re sc r ibed  by  t he
Be lg ian  schoo l  s y s tem.  
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Fo r  t he  Wa l l on ia-B ru s se l s  Fede ra t ion ,  t he  requ i red  as ses sment s  a re :  
-a  f i r s t  a s ses sment  a t  8  yea r s  o f  age  
-a  second  as ses sment  a t  10  yea r s  o f  age
- the  Bas i c  S tudy  Ce r t i f i ca te  (C .E .B . )  a t  age  12
- the  Ce r t i f i ca te  o f  Secondar y  Educat ion  fo r  t he  f i r s t  l e ve l  (C .E . 1 .D )
a t  age  14
- the  Ce r t i f i ca te  o f  Secondar y  Educat ion  fo r  t he  second  l e ve l
(C .E .2 .D )  a t  1 6  yea r s  o f  age .  
Fo r  t he  F lem i sh  Commun i t y ,  t he  as ses sment s  a re :  
-a  f i r s t  a s ses sment  a t  t he  la te s t  i n  t he  yea r  o f  t he  ch i l d ' s  1 1 t h
b i r t hday  
-a  second  as ses sment  no  la te r  t han  t he  yea r  i n  wh ich  t he  ch i l d  t u rn s
13 ,  a t  wh ich  t ime  he  o r  she  mus t  ob ta in  a  secondar y  schoo l
ce r t i f i ca te  
-a  t h i rd  a s ses sment  no  la te r  t han  t he  yea r  i n  wh ich  t he  ch i l d  t u rn s  1 5  
-a  f i na l  a s ses sment  no  la te r  t han  t he  yea r  i n  wh ich  he/she  tu rn s  1 6 ,
a t  wh ich  t ime  he/she  mus t  ob ta in  h i s/he r  ce r t i f i ca te  o f  l ower
secondar y  educat ion .  

Some  democra t i c  schoo l s  choose  to  accompany  t he  ch i l d ren  i n  t he
exams ,  wh i l e  keep ing  i n  m ind  tha t  pa ren t s  rema in  re spons ib le  fo r
pas s i ng  t he  te s t s  imposed  by  t he  two  Commun i t i e s .  To  he lp  ch i l d ren
p repa re  fo r  t he  eva lua t ions ,  bu t  a l so  to  a s ses s  p rog res s ,  some
schoo l s  pu t  i n  p lace  eva lua t ion  too l s  adapted  to  t he  ages  and
respec t i ng  each  ch i l d ' s  backg round .  
Some  o f  t hese  a re :
-  The  re la t i onsh ip  w i th  t he  re fe r r i ng  adu l t  a s  men to r sh ip ,  and
ind i v idua l i sed  j ou rney  to  fo l l ow  the  evo lu t i on  o f  t he  l ong- te rm
prog res s
-  Keep ing  a  "pe r sona l  j ou rna l " :  t o  keep  t rack  o f  wo r k shops ,  ac t i v i t i e s
and  games ,  somet imes  comp le ted  by  t he  ch i l d  du r i ng  t he  week  and
es tab l i s hes  a  l i n k  be tween  the  ac t i v i t i e s  ca r r i ed  ou t  by  t he  ch i l d ren
on  a  da i l y  bas i s  and  the  s k i l l s  u sed .  
-  Fo lde r s  whe re  ch i l d ren  can  co l l ec t  t he i r  "d i scove r i e s "  (d raw ings ,
wo r k s ,  e tc . )  and  exe rc i se s  
du r i ng  t he  yea r
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5 . 3  T h e  E d u c a t i o n a l  S y s t e m  i n  I t a l y  

The  ma in  re fo rm  tha t  i s  now fea tu r i ng  t he  I ta l i an  Educat iona l  Sy s tem
dates  back  f rom 1999  ( Law n°  275/99  –  named  “Au tonomia  Sco las t i ca ”
-  hencefo r th  AS ) .  The  AS  cance l s  i n  a  de f i n i t i ve  way  t he  Cen t ra l
Educat iona l  Sy s tem ,  cen te red  on  t he  Na t iona l  p rog ram ,  and  i t  a l l ows
eve r y  schoo l s  to  d ra f t  a  spec i f i c  cu r r i cu la  based  on  t he  pecu l ia r  needs
o f  t he  commun i t y  and  the  soc ie t y  i n  wh ich  t he  schoo l  i s  l oca ted .

Desp i te  t he  AS ,  i n  20 12 ,  t he  Na t iona l  Gu ide l i nes  fo r  t he  cu r r i cu l um
were  d rawn  up ,  i n  o rde r  to  de f i ne  t he  common  tas k s  and  s k i l l s  fo r  a l l
t he  I ta l i an  S tuden t s  o f  p r ima r y  and  l ower  secondar y  schoo l .  Mo reove r ,
i n  20 15 ,  t he  Law n .  1 07/ 15  ( named  Buona  Scuo la )  enhances  t he  AS  and
p romote  a  more  i nnova t i ve  schoo l  opened  to  educat iona l  cha l l enges ,
t hank s  to  seve ra l  r e fo rms  such  as  a  mass i ve  u se  o f  ICT  i n  d idac t i c ,  t he
compu l so r y  t ra i n i ng  fo r  teache r s ,  and  the  upg rad ing  o f  t he  number  o f
teache r s  pe r  schoo l .

Today ,  i t  i s  pos s ib le  to  have  a  good  deg ree  o f  f l e x ib i l i t y  i n  schoo l
cu r r i cu la ,  bu t  i t  i s  ra the r  d i f f i cu l t  t o  rea l i ze  i t  a s  t he  I n s t i t u te s  have  to
face  seve ra l  p rob lems ,  i n  pa r t i cu la r  i n  o rgan i za t ion  and  admin i s t ra t i on
f i e ld s .  Anyway ,  each  schoo l  can  de f i ne  h i s  own  cu r r i cu la ,  can  p lan
d i f fe ren t  p ro jec t s  and  ac t i v i t i e s ,  can  d raw up  the  r u le s  o f  behav io r  a t
schoo l ,  can  choose  the  eva lua t ion  c r i t e r ia  and  so  on . . .

The  head  teache r  has  a  l o t  o f  au tonomy  i n  h i s  cho ices ,  bu t  a l l  t he
pedagog ic  fea tu res  have  to  be  sha red ,  d i scus sed  and  app roved  by  t he
who le  teache r  team.  Fu r the rmore ,  t he  head  teache r  has  to  face  a  l o t
o f  i s sues  such  as  t he  f i nanc ia l  management  o f  t he  schoo l ,  t he  sa fe t y  o f
pup i l s  and  wo r ke r s ,  t he  re la t i onsh ip  w i th  pa ren t s  and  fam i l i e s ,  t he
dea l i ng  w i th  t he  mun ic ipa l i t y ,  t he  f und ra i s i ng  ac t i v i t y  e tc . . .

The  teach ing  s ta f f  o f  each  schoo l  can  choose  the i r  own  pedagog ica l
l i ne .  Bes ides ,  t he  i n t roduc t ion  o f  d idac t i c  and  methodo log ica l
expe r imen t s  a t  schoo l  i s  f r ee  and  open ,  and  i t  i s  dec ided  by  t he  who le
team o f  teache r s .  
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Howeve r ,  t o  g i ve  un i t y  to  t he  teach ing  ac t ion  o f  t hens i ng le  schoo l ,
e ve r y  yea r  a  P lan  o f  t he  Educat iona l  Of fe r  ( hencefo r th  PTOF )  i s  d rawn
up ,  des igned  and  vo ted  by  t he  teach ing  team;  PTOF  i s  i n sp i red  by  t he
ac t  o f  p r i nc ip le s  o f  t he  Schoo l  Leade r .  I s t i t u to  Carducc i ,  e .g . ,  adopt s
a  schoo l  mode l  ca l l ed  “Senza  Za ino ”  wh ich  cons ide r s  t he  schoo l  a
democra t i c  s y s tem whe re  t he  coope ra t i ve  l ea rn i ng  i s  t he  mos t  common
methodo logy ,  whe re  t he  pup i l s  can  take  dec i s i ons  w i t h  t he  teache r s
and  so  on . . . . bas i ca l l y  i t  i s  a  cen te red  s tuden t  s y s tem ,  and  fo r  t h i s
reason  each  teache r  can  de te rm ina te  t he  r h y thm ,  t he  app roach ,  t he
methodo logy  t ha t  i s  app rop r ia te  to  t he  c la s s .  Mot i va t i on ,  cha l l enges ,
oppo r tun i t i e s  and  commun ica t ion  a re  t he  mos t  impo r tan t  fac to r s  to
rea l i ze  a  f l e x ib le  and  i nnova t i ve  schoo l ,  bu t  somet imes  a l l  t hese
c ruc ia l  p r i nc ip le s  o f  t he  pedagog ica l  t hough t  c la sh  w i th  t he  r i g id i t y  o f
r u le s ,  l aws  and  dec rees  o f  t he  S ta te  t ha t  gu ides  t he  schoo l s .

Pa ren t s  o f  pup i l s  a t tend ing  non-pa r i f i ed  schoo l s  app l y  fo r
homeschoo l i ng  o r  home  educat ion  i n  wh ich  t he  fam i l y ' s  cho ice  i s  to
p rov ide  d i rec t l y  fo r  t he  educat ion  o f  t he i r  ch i l d ren .
A r t i c l e  33  o f  t he  cons t i t u t i on  a l l ows  en t i t i e s  and  p r i va te  i nd i v idua l s  to
es tab l i s h  schoo l s  and  educat iona l  i n s t i t u t i ons ,  howeve r  non-pa r i f i ed
schoo l s  ( l i ke  democra t i c  schoo l s )  canno t  i s sue  qua l i f i ca t ions/degrees .

I n  o rde r  to  gua ran tee  the  fu l f i lmen t  o f  t he  du t y  o f  l ower  educat ion
impar ted  fo r  a t  l eas t  t he  f i r s t  8  yea r s  ( cons t i t u t i on  a r t .  34 )  t he  ch i l d  i s
ob l iged  to  s i t  an  exam du r i ng  a l l  t he  schoo l  yea r s .
I n  t he  case  o f  pa ren ta l  educat ion ,  t he  pa ren t s  o f  t he  pup i l  a re
requ i red  to  no t i f y  annua l l y  t he  dec la ra t ion  o f  homeschoo l i ng  to  t he
pub l i c  schoo l  o f  r e s idence .

Pup i l s  a t tend ing  non-pa r i f i ed  schoo l s  (and  the re fo re  unde r  t he
homeschoo l i ng  l ega l  s y s tem)  have  to  unde r take  examina t ions  eve r y
yea r  fo r  t he  pas sage  to  t he  nex t  c la s s ,  a s  ex te rna l  cand ida tes  a t  a
s ta te  o r  pa r i t y  schoo l  un t i l  t he  comp le t i on  o f  t he  l ower  compu l so r y
educat ion  ( 1 6  yea r s  o f  age )  (Dec ree  Law no .  62  o f  1 3  Ap r i l  20 17 ,  A r t .
23 ) .
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D e m o c r a t i c  E d u c a t i o n  i n  I t a l y :

I n  I ta l y ,  t he  cons t i t u t i ona l  p r i nc ip le  o f  f reedom o f  educat ion  i s
imp lemented  th roughou t  t he  coun t r y  t h rough  s ta te  and  non- s ta te
schoo l s .  
The  I ta l i an  educat ion  and  t ra i n i ng  s y s tem i s  d i v ided  i n to :
.  s ta te  schoo l s
.  pa r i f i ed  schoo l s  ( l aw  62  o f  10  March  2000 )
.  non-pa r i f i ed  schoo l s  /p r i va te
.  fo re ign  schoo l s  (dec ree  389  o f  1 8  Ap r i l  1 994 ) .

A r t i c l e  30  o f  t he  cons t i t u t i on  recogn i ses  t he  du t i e s  and  r igh t s  o f  t he
fam i l y  un i t  t o  educate  t he i r  ch i l d ren .
The re fo re ,  fo r  non- s ta te  and  non-pa r i t y  educat ion ,  pa ren ta l
educat ion  i s  r equ i red .

I n  t he  l ega l  f ramework  o f  educat ion ,  on l y  s ta te  and  pa r i f i ed  schoo l s
a re  recogn i sed  by  t he  na t iona l  educat ion  s y s tem ,  w i t h  t he  r i gh t  to
p roceed  to  s t uden t  exam ina t ion  and  to  i s sue  qua l i f i ca t ion .
The  schoo l s  de f i ned  as  non-pa r i f i ed  schoo l s/p r i va te ,  ( i nc l ud ing  the
democra t i c  schoo l  p ro jec t s ) ,  a s so l ve  t he  fu l f i lmen t  o f  t he  educat iona l
ob l iga t ion  by  p rov id i ng  t he  reques t  fo r  home-schoo l i ng  ( Leg i s la t i ve
Dec ree  25  Ap r i l  2005 ,  no .  76  a r t . 1  pa rag raph  4 ) ;  a s  t he  I ta l i an
Cons t i t u t i on  recogn i ses  t he  cho ice  o f  t he  fam i l y  to  dec ide  whe re  and
how to  educate  t he  ch i l d ren  and  no t  t he  ob l iga t ion  to  a t tend  schoo l .

The  democra t i c  schoo l s  i n  I ta l y  a re  mos t l y  connec ted  to  t he
L ibe r ta r ian  mode l ,  and  a re  g rouped  i n to  t he  REL  ( I ta l i an  l i be r ta r ian
educat ion  ne twor k )  i n  wh ich  l i be r ta r ian  and  ou tdoo r  educat iona l
expe r iences  i n  na tu re  have  been  ac t i ve  fo r  seve ra l  yea r s .  I n  I ta l y
t he re  a re  va r i ous  g roups  on  t he  te r r i t o r y  fo rmed  by  peop le  commi t ted
to  cu l t i va t i ng  l i be r ta r ian  educat iona l  p rac t i ces  and  to  mak ing  a
l i be r ta r ian  educat iona l  expe r ience  a r i se  i n  t he i r  a rea .  
Each  g roup  i s  i ndependen t ,  fo rms  i t se l f  au tonomous l y ,  i s  se l f -
o rgan i sed  and  f ree l y  connec t s  to  o the r  member s/g roups  i n  t he
ne twor k .  Abou t  14  expe r iences  matu re  enough  to  be  cons ide red
schoo l s  fa l l  i n to  t h i s  sec t ion .  Mos t  o f  t hese  schoo l s  app l y  sha red
dec i s i on  mak ing  w i th  ch i l d ren ,  have  an  emphas i s  on  soc ia l  equa l i t y
and  an t i -  au tho r i ta r ian  app roach .  Some  o f  t he  schoo l s  a re  no t
comp le te l y  se l f -d i rec ted ,  w i t h  a  negot ia ted  cu r r i cu l um  w i th  ch i l d ren .
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t he  to ta l i t y  o f  schoo l s  we re  p r i va te  schoo l s
a l l  t he  schoo l s  we re  k i nde rga r ten  and   p r ima r y  schoo l s
the  schoo l s  had  an  ave rage  o f  30  ch i l d ren  each  (w i t h  a  m in imum o f  5
and  max  o f  72 )
A l l  s choo l s  had  a  g rea t  unde r s tand ing  o f  democra t i c  educat ion ,  na tu re
educat ion  and  h igh  l e ve l  o f  app l i ca t ion  o f  i t  
A l l  s choo l s  had  h igh  c la r i t y  on  t he  de f i n i t i on  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion
i n  Na tu re  

6 . 1  R e s u l t s  o f  t h e  Q u e s t i o n n a i r e  

G e n e r a l  a n a l y s i s

These  a re  t he  ove ra l l  f ea tu res  o f  t he  schoo l s  t ha t  rep l i ed  to  ou r
ques t i onna i re s .  

A b o u t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  c h o i c e  f o r  c h i l d r e n  a b o u t  g o i n g  o r  n o t
o u t d o o r s :  i f  ch i l d ren  do  no t  wan t  to  go  ou t s ide ,  i n  mos t  o f  t he  schoo l s  t he
dec i s i on  i s  r e spec ted ,  bu t  t he  ch i l d  i s  obse r ved  and  fo l l owed  i n  t he i r
need ,  t r y i ng  to  unde r s tand  the  emot iona l  r eason  fo r  no t  choos i ng  to  be
ou tdoo r s .  I n  2  schoo l s ,  k i nde rga r ten  ch i l d ren  a re  no t  g i ven  t he  op t ion  to
be  i ndoo r s .

N o  s c h o o l  h a d  t r a i n i n g  o n  D e m o c r a t i c  E d u c a t i o n ,  o n e  h a d  t r a i n i n g  o n
F o r e s t  S c h o o l s .

6 . R E S E A R C H  R E S U L T S
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I t  i s  d i f f i cu l t  t o  take  t he  ch i l d ren  ou tdoo r s  fo r  so  l ong ,  and  so  i s  t he
adapta t ion  f rom the  ga rden  to  t he  fo re s t .  
Ch i l d ren  a re  u sed  to  l i ve  i n  c i t i e s .  Few o f  t hem have  the  oppo r tun i t y
to  expe r ience  na tu re  and  tha t  makes  t hem a f ra id .  And  we ,  too ,  a re
c i t y  ch i l d ren  and  i t  i s  sca r y  to  face  someth i ng  so  unknown .  We  have
to  wo r k  on  i t ,  on  ou r se l ves  and  then  on  t he  pup i l s .
Somet imes  ch i l d ren  go  too  fa r  away  i n  t he  na tu re ,  and  we  canno t
ca l l  t hem ,  t he re fo re  we  need  to  go  and  l ook  fo r  t hem.  
M i s t r u s t  o f  na tu re ,  l ack  o f  know ledge ,  fea r . . .  Fam i l i e s  do  no t  spend
t ime  i n  na tu re .  They  don ' t  en joy  i t .

To  rec ru i t  mo re  ch i l d ren  to  t he  schoo l .
To  we lcome  ch i l d ren  t ha t  a re  no t  o f ten  we lcome  o r  f i t  i n  c la s s i ca l
schoo l s .
D i f fe ren t  ages  make  the  p roces s  mo re  comp l i ca ted .

The  d i f f i cu l t y  i s  dea l i ng  w i th  t he  doubt s  t ha t  a re  ra i sed  f rom t ime
to  t ime  by  t he  pa ren t s ,  e spec ia l l y  t hose  w i th  o lde r  ch i l d ren .  Pa ren t s
tend  to  be  anx ious  abou t  l ea rn i ng  fo rma l  competences ,  somet imes
send ing  ch i l d ren  to  c la s ses  a f te r  schoo l .  So  a f te r ,  i f  t he re  i s  an
o rgan i zed  ac t i v i t y  to  l ea rn  someth i ng  by  t he  ch i l d ren  i n  t he
democra t i c  schoo l ,  t hey  don ’ t  wan t  to  pa r t i c ipa te  because  they
p rac t i ce  a t  home .

Re-educat ion  o f  pa ren t s  a s  we l l  a s  g i v i ng  a  sens ib le  con t i nu i t y  to
schoo l  w i t h  t he  l i f e  ou t s ide  schoo l  bo th  i n  t he  fam i l y  cons te l l a t i on
and  soc ia l l y  w i t h  t he  wo r ld .  

Pa ren t s  f u l l y  s uppo r t i ng  t he  idea  ( t hey  s t i l l  ho ld  on  to  t rad i t i ona l
educat iona l  s y s tems )

The  fo l l ow ing  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  D e m o c r a t i c  E d u c a t i o n  i n  N a t u r e  have
been  recogn i sed :

Abou t  na tu re :  

Abou t  ch i l d ren :

Abou t  pa ren t s :
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Some pa ren t s  send  the i r  ch i l d ren  to  t he  schoo l  w i t hou t
unde r s tand ing  the  pedagogy  and  the  concept  o f  a  democra t i c
f ree  schoo l ,  wh ich  may  l ead  to  m i sunde r s tand ings .  

Cha l l enges  to  ha rmon i se  t he  day t ime  commun i t y  and  the
commun i t y  o f  pa ren t s .

To  f i nd  s ta f f  fo r  a  l ong  pe r iod .
To  make  su re  t ha t  t he  wo r k  and  emot iona l  bu rden  o f  t he
accompany ing  pe r sons  and  the  coo rd ina to r  i s  no t  too  heavy .

Economic  se l f -management  i s  ve r y  d i f f i cu l t  w i t hou t  t he  gua ran tee
tha t  we  a re  a t  l eas t  a l l owed  to  p rog res s  by  ou r  own  means .  
Dependency  on  fam i l y  fees .
Economic  cha l l enge :  To  o f fe r  qua l i t y  educat ion ,  w i t h  t he  h ighes t
voca t ion  and  the  m in imum resou rces  (p r i va te ) ,  t o  i n ves t  i n
obso le te  i n f ra s t r uc tu re s  i n  o rde r  no t  to  r un  t he  r i s k  o f  c lo su re .

Non- recogn i t i on  by  t he  s ta te/m in i s t r y  o f  educat ion .
I n f ra s t r uc tu ra l  r egu la t i ons  t ha t  wou ld  a l l ow  the  imp lementa t ion  o f
any  educat ion  o the r  t han  mass  and  i n s t i t u t i ona l i sed  educat ion .
90% be l i e ve  t ha t  t he  l ega l  and  p rac t i ca l  s t r uc tu re  o f  t he
educat ion  s y s tem i n  t he i r  coun t r y  does  no t  a l l ows  democra t i c
schoo l s  i n  na tu re  to  deve lop  eas i l y .

Abou t  s ta f f :

Abou t  f i nances :

Abou t  t he  l ega l  f ramework :
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S O L U T I O N S :

 -  G i ve  rea l  f r eedom o f  cho ice  to  pa ren t s  abou t  t he  educat ion  t hey
want  fo r  t he i r  ch i l d ren .

 -  Lega l i se ,  va l i da te  t h i s  t ype  o f  educat ion .

 -  The  recogn i t i on  o f  o the r  educat iona l  p roposa l s  w i t h  a  regu la t i on
tha t  i den t i f i e s  t hem ,  and  the  economic  suppo r t  o f  t he  s ta te ,  so  t ha t
i t  gua ran tees  j u s t i ce  and  educat iona l  f r eedom.

 -  The  benef i t s  o f  na tu re  fo r  ch i l d ren  a re  we l l  k nown ,  e spec ia l l y  a f te r
t he  pandemic  we  have  expe r ienced .  The re  a re  p len t y  o f  r easons  fo r
t h i s .

 -  The  mos t  rea l i s t i c  p roposa l  t ha t  I  t h i n k  cou ld  wo r k  i s  t ha t  eve r y
schoo l  shou ld  be  a l l oca ted  a  pub l i c  g reen  space  tha t  can  be  u sed
and  the  neces sa r y  i n f ra s t r uc tu re  pu t  i n  p lace .

 -  P roposa l  fo r  teache r  t ra i n i ng .  I n f ra s t r uc tu re  i s  impo r tan t ,  bu t  t he
adu l t  r o le  i s  e ven  more  impo r tan t .

 -  I  p re fe r  t ha t  t he  commun i t y  su s ta i n s  t he  schoo l ,  no t  t he  s ta te  as  I
do  no t  “ recogn i se ”  myse l f  i n  t he  s ta te .
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Need  to  know more  re sea rch  beh ind  th i s  app roach .
Know ledge  o f  rea l  cases ,  examp les ,  o f  young  peop le  and  adu l t s
w i th  such  educat ion .
Know ledge  o f  t he  day  to  day  l i f e  i n  o the r  p ro jec t s  and  i n  o the r
env i ronment s ,  i n  na tu re  o r  no t ,  based  on  t hese  p r i nc ip le s  o f
Democra t i c  Educat ion .
How to  comb ine  th i s  educat ion  w i th  t he  educat ion  a t  home ,  so  t he
ch i l d ren  a re  no t  con fused .  
How to  he lp  t he  ch i l d ren  deve lop  the i r  se l f -e s teem and  f reedom.
Have  more  t ra i n i ng  i n  na tu re  educat ion  and  Democra t i c  Educat ion .  

Lega l  f ramework
Re la t i onsh ip  w i th  pa ren t s
Pedagogy  and  Resea rch  on  pedagogy
Cha l l enges  fo r  some  ch i l d ren  
I n f ra s t r uc tu re

L E A R N I N G  N E E D S  

The  re sponde r s  o f  t he  ques t i onna i re  unde r l i ned  the  fo l l ow ing  needs
as  cen t ra l  to  be  ab le  to  i nc rease  t he i r  unde r s tand ing  and  app l i ca t ion
o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re :

S U G G E S T E D  C O N T E N T  O F  T H E  W O R K S H O P

The  re sponde r s  o f  t he  ques t i onna i re  enumera ted  the  fo l l ow ing  i npu t s
as  sugges t i ons  fo r  t he  wo r k shop  con ten t :
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Hav ing  a  s tab le  team
Paren t s  ( fea r  o f  pa ren t s ,  unde r s tand ing  o f  t he  pedagogy )
F i nances  
Exams  and  l ega l  r ecogn i t i on
Ne ighbo rhood
C losenes s  o f  t hese  p ro jec t s ,  l i ke  a  bubb le

ac t i va te  a  l ega l  and  advocacy  s t ra tegy  i n  o rde r  to  a l l ow
democra t i c  schoos  i n  na tu re  to  be  l ega l ,  and  f i nanc ia l l y  s tab le
keep  sha r i ng  among  the  p rac t i t i one r s
bu i l d i ng  up  more  sc ien t i f i c  re sea rch

6 . 2  R e s u l t s  o f  T h e  F o c u s  G r o u p

The  expe r t s  ga the red  i n  t he  focus  g roup  showed  a  gene ra l i sed
consensus  on  t he  added  va l ue  o f  na tu re  i n  a  se l f -d i rec ted  l ea rn i ng ,
and  they  a l l  p rov ided  many  i n sp i ra t i ona l  examp les  o f  how na tu re
he lped  ch i l d ren  i n  t he  p roces s  o f  se l f -d i rec ted  l ea rn ign  and  a t  t he
same  t ime  how na tu re  educat ion  i s  en r i ched  and  po ten t ia ted  by  a
se l f -d i rec ted  pedagogy .

 Abou t  f reedom to  dec ide  i f  go ing  ou tdoo r s  o r  no t ,  mos t  o f  t he
schoo l s  l e t  t he  dec i s i on  to  t he  ch i l d ren ,  and  they  t r y  to  unde r s tand
why  t he  ch i l d  dec ided  o r  no t  to  go  ou tdoo r s ,  and  accompany  h im/he r
i n  t he  p roces s ,  h igh l i gh t i ng  t he  emot iona l  a spec t s .  They  exp la i n  t ha t
the  p roces s  i s  a  l ong  te rm  one .

Some  schoo l s  dec ide  on  a  spec i f i c  t ime tab le  to  be  ou tdoo r s ,
e spec ia l l y  fo r  sma l l  ch i l d ren  who  do  no t  have  ye t  t he  pos s ib i l i t y  o r
t he  w i sdom to  dec ide  by  t hemse l ves .

The  expe r t s  ga the red   ag reed  on  a  l i s t  o f  ma jo r  d i f f i cu l t i e s  t ha t
democra t i c  schoo l s  i n  na tu re  a re  fac ing .  Such  d i f f i cu l t i e s  a re  t he
fo l l ow ing :

By  re f l ec t i ng  toge the r  on  pos s ib le  so l u t i ons  to  m i t iga te  t he  above
ment ioned  p rob lems ,  t he  re sponde r s  a l l  ag reed  tha t  t he  bes t  ways  to
face  cha l l enges  t ha t  mos t  democra t i c  schoo l s  i n  na tu re  a re  fac ing
cou ld  be  summar i sed  i n  t he  fo l l ow ing  po in t s :
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Nowadays ,  con tempora r y  sc ien t i f i c  s tanda rds  i n  educat ion ,  cu t t i ng
edge  s tud ie s  on  neu rosc ience  and  ch i l d ren  deve lopment  a re
reo r i en t i ng  i n te rna t iona l  educat ion  expec ta t ions  towards  what
Democra t i c  Educat ion  has  been  i nd ica t i ng  fo r  mo re  t han  a  cen tu r y :
t he  need  fo r  a  mo re  re spec t fu l  educat ion  t ha t  i s  based  on  a  ho l i s t i c
we l lbe ing  o f  t he  pe r son ,  no t  on l y  on  academic  ach ievement s .

A t  t he  same  t ime ,  r e sea rches  on  ps yco logy ,  educat ion ,  neu rosc ience ,
b io logy ,   a l so  po in t  ou t  t he  impo r tance  o f  exposu re  and  connec t ion
w i th  na tu re  fo r  a  hea l t h y  deve lopment  o f  t he  ch i l d .

We  can  see  tha t  i n te rna t iona l  o rgan i sa t i ons  a re  po in t i ng  ou t  to  t he
impor tance  o f  an  educat ion  t ha t  i s  r e spec t fu l  o f  ch i l d ren  r i gh t s  and
tha t  connec t  ch i l d ren  to  na tu re  ( i e .  UNESCO Repo r t  on  t he  Fu tu re  o f
Educat ion  and  the  EU  Key  Competenc ie s  F ramework ) .

A t  t he  same  t ime ,  we  a l so  w i tnes s  t ha t ,  bes ides  a  few  advanc ing
except ions ,  conven t iona l  educat ion  i s  ve r y  s l ow  to  change ,  and  the
road  to  pu t  i n  p lace  a  re spec t fu l  educat ion  i n  na tu re  i s  s t i l l  l ong .

Th i s  r e sea rch  wan ted  to  p rov ide  a  con t r i bu t i on  i n  acce le ra t i ng  t hese
p roces ses  o f  educat iona l  change ,  by  p rov id i ng  a  comprehens i ve
ana l y s i s  o f  t he  fea tu res ,  bene f i t s  and  cha l l enges  o f  Democra t i c
Educat ion  i n  Na tu re .  

The  re sea rch ,  i ndeed ,  wan ted  to  t u rn  t he  a t ten t ion  to  t he
poten t ia l i t i e s  t ha t  me rg ing  Democra t i c  Educat ion  w i th  Educat ion  i n
Na tu re  cou ld  b r i ng .  

W i th  t h i s  ob jec t i ve ,  t he  re sea rch  p rov ided  a  t heo re t i ca l  o ve r v i ew  o f
Democra t i c  Educat ion  and  na tu re  educat ion ,  o f fe red  an  emp i r i ca l
ana l y s i s  based  on  l i t e ra tu re  rev iew ,  ques t i onna i re s ,  focus  g roups  and
case  s tud ie s .

7 .CONCLUSIONS
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I n  conc lu s ion ,  t he  re sea rch  can  p rove  t ha t  t he  benef i t s  o f  se l f
de te rm ina t ion  and  na tu re  educat ion  t ha t  emerge  i n  t he  mos t  recen t
l i t e ra tu re  on  ch i l d ren  deve lopment  a re  f u l l y  r epo r ted  by  t he  emp i r i ca l
f i nd i ngs  showcased .  

Bo th  t he  democra t i c  schoo l s  and  the  na tu re  schoo l s  i n te r v i ewed  i n  t he
d i f fe ren t  methodo log ie s  con f i rmed  tha t  app l y i ng  Democra t i c  Educat ion
i n  Na tu re  i s  bene f i c ia l  fo r  a  hea l t h y  deve lopment  o f  t he  s tuden t s ,  t o
boos t  t he i r  mot i va t i on  and  to  p romote  t he i r  pe r sona l  and  soc ia l  s k i l l s .  

A t  t he  same  t ime ,  t he  cha l l enges  faced  i n  t he  app l i ca t ion  o f
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  a re  rea l l y  h igh  i n  t he  schoo l s  t ha t
app l y  t h i s  pedagogy .  

The  s tudy  sugges t s  t ha t  t he re  a re  s teps  to  be  taken  i n  o rde r  to
advocate  fo r  t h i s  pedagogy  a t  t he  na t iona l  l e ve l ,  i n  o rde r  to  a l l ow  fo r
schoo l s  t ha t  app l y  Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  Na tu re  to  be  suppo r ted
f i nanc ia l l y ,  l og i s t i ca l l y  and  l ega l l y  by  t he  s ta te .  

The re fo re ,  a  roadmap  o f  ac t ions  needs  to  be  con f igu red ,  i nc l ud ing
awarenes s  ra i s i ng  (open  up  more  i n  t he  l oca l  commun i t i e s ,  do ing  more
t ra i n i ngs  and  showcas i ng  examp les )  r e sea rch  ( need  to  p rov ide  more
ev idences  o f  t he  benef i t s  o f  Democra t i c  Educat ion )  po l i t i ca l  advocacy
(meet i ng  w i th  key  po l i c y  make r s  to  have  an  impact  on  t he  i nc l u s ion  o f
Democra t i c  Educat ion  i n  t he  na t iona l  f ramework  and  i n  mak ing  more
f l ex ib le  t he  cu r r i cu l um  en fo rcement  p rov i s i ons )  and  l ega l  ac t ions  ( to
suppo r t  ch i l d ren  r i gh t s  o f  pa r t i c ipa t ion  and  cho ice  on  an  EU  and
In te rna t iona l  l e ve l ) .  
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