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Abstract 

There is the growing advocacy to embrace democracy as model governance. As the democratic ideals are 

being espoused, the inherent benefits are projected. It is apparent that such democratic ideals go beyond 

politics and electoral processes to daily interactions at home, businesses and classrooms. Therefore, in 

order to produce a society in which democratic culture is deeply entrenched, we need to start from the 

schools and classrooms so that as these children grow under prevailing democratic climate, it becomes easy 

to apply it in all our personal and official engagements. Thus our democracy may become genuinely and 

deeply entrenched as a culture. Accordingly, this paper analyses the concept of democracy, its values, scope 

and relevance to classroom interaction between teacher, the learners and among the learners. It then 

recommends areas where students could be empowered by involving them in school’s policies and decision 

making. 

 

Objectives of the paper 

The paper aims to achieve the following objectives; 

i. Establish the need to democratize our schools and classroom environments so as to raise leaders with 

genuine democratic values. 

ii. Raise awareness among stakeholders in education especially teachers on why their students’ 

opinions, choices and voices matter in our school and classroom programmes. 

iii. Propose ways school leaders and teachers should treat, engage and involve their students as 

stakeholders in the teaching-learning programmes in the school. 

iv. Identify teachers’ leadership roles in the classroom and the school, and espouse the need to 

democratise such roles 

v. Show the short term and long term benefits of exposing learners to democratic climate on classroom 

management practice and on the whole-school. 

 

Preamble 

The 21
st
 century was greeted with so many ideals which portray human desire to attain greater 

accomplishments. Among these ideals was the tall ambition of improving human development indices to 

globally acceptable standards in all its ramifications. This tall ambition was articulated in the eight 

celebrated millennium development goals (MDGs). Enshrining good democratic governance and quality 

leadership and respect for fundamental human rights such as freedom of choice regarding one’s life across 

all nations of the globe, is one of the cardinal goals of the MDGs. Thus, it would be expected that with every 

step towards achieving the MDGs, all forms of dictatorship, command and control in the political, business 

and public life of man continue to shrivel, globally. However, true as these assertions may be, and the 

amazing rate at which democratic ideals are expanded, they are regrettably being regarded as exclusive 

preserves of adults and not deserving to children in our classrooms. 

 

It is the position of this paper that the success of democracy in any communities depends on how well 

entrenched and internalised it is in the value system of such communities. Thus, it will be argued that it is 

easier to entrench such ideals if we set democracy in our schools or classrooms were values and characters 

are moulded in the young people. The youths then grow to willingly continue observing their civic duties 
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and responsibilities and make patriotic contributions to global peace, security and development. Regrettably, 

this desire will continue to elude us if we do not change the mind set of our (teachers’) and eradicate their 

undemocratic practices from our classrooms. That is why it becomes imperative to equip teachers of the 21
st
 

century schools adequately with strategies of quality democratic leadership and encourage them to apply 

such strategies in their classroom practice. 

 

Why do Students matter? 

Kohn (1993) quotes Dewey as having said that; 

The essence of the demand for freedom is the need of conditions which will enable an 

individual to make his own special contribution to a group interest, and to partake of its 

activities in such ways that social guidance shall be a matter of his own mental attitude, and not 

a mere authoritative dictation of his acts (p. 1). 

 

Therefore, students have to be given opportunity to contribute in their schooling process such that the school 

becomes a truly socialization agency. Education through schooling is regarded as a means of intellectual, 

spiritual and social development of the future leaders (Lakshmi, 1992). Learning is arguably an emotional 

engagement which takes place within an ambience of cordiality. It is for this reason that Beresford (2000) 

reviewed many researches on the need to get students’ perspectives as a school improvement imperative, in 

the course of which he clarified that 

Implicit to this interest was the view that learning took place more effectively 

where the needs of the learner were addressed. Part of the process of addressing 

these needs was canvassing the views of learners (p. 3). 

 

This means that school leaders have to create awareness among teachers to embrace a new culture of 

meaningful dialogue with students. Therefore to meet the needs of learners, school leaders have to encourage 

teachers to abandon the tradition of professional claims of knowing exactly what the students’ needs are. 

Instead, the needs of learners should be identified by    listening to them to get their own views and 

perspectives. Regrettably, many principals in our schools maintain a similar stand with an America school 

head who Kohn (1993) cited claiming that his is ‘a simple proposition: This is my house, I'm 46 years old. A 

15-year-old is not going to dictate to me how this school is run’ (p. 1). This goes to show that giving students 

the taste of democracy by affording them voice and choice would continue to remain elusive provided school 

heads do not change this domineering attitude towards the children. Regrettably, almost a decade into the 

21
st
 century in which there is phenomenal expansion of political democratic space, little if anything has 

changed or seems to be changing in our disposition towards bringing democracy into our classrooms even in 

the developed democracies. Cohen (2002) observed that even in the United States which is globally 

acknowledged as a model, there is a misconception about giving students a truly democratic curriculum and 

that American education is only; 

Democratic in theory perhaps (public education is free and accessible to all children), but to 

suggest that our public schools are democratic in practice is untrue. It seems that America's 

misconception that autonomy bears rebellion has endured and resulted in a polarizing and 

strangely undemocratic curriculum. It is my belief that this misconception is the main obstacle 

to a truly democratic curriculum. (p.7) 

Teachers make several complaints about students’ poor attitudes to learning and to school rules (Kohn, 

1993; Glasser, 1998; Deiro, 2005; Tellier, 2007) ignoring the fact that students do so largely as they ‘are 

compelled to follow someone else's rules, study someone else's curriculum, and submit continually to 
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someone else's evaluation’ (Kohn, 1993, p. 1). The consequence of this is that the children would become 

passive rather than active members of the school community where everything does not seem to make 

meaning to them. Consequently, they would feel they are not valued and their opinions do not count 

(Glasser, 1998). Since they do not have choice or voice to influence their entire life in school, they tend to 

resist the school programmes imposed on them regardless of the schools’ promises for reward and 

punishment (ibid.). It could be suggested that this imposition of values on the students is responsible for the 

rate of indiscipline in Nigerian schools (Ajayi and Oluchukwu, 2002).  

Kohn (1993) observed that ‘to talk about the destructive effects of keeping students powerless is to describe 

the benefits of having a sense of self-determination’ (p. 3). That is why, under the slightest provocation, 

these students become bullies, unruly or go wild against their teachers. Kohn then aptly depicted the 

conditions which are quite befitting of Nigerian schools;  

Schooling is typically about doing things to children, not working with them. An array of 

punishments and rewards is used to enforce compliance with an agenda that students rarely 

have any opportunity to influence. (p. 5). 

 

 In a reactive manner, the school authorities resort to taking disciplinary measures (Glasser, 1998) which do 

not and could not in any way address these problems. Perhaps that is why our youth grow with violence as 

the only means to express themselves in the community. Kohn (1993) drew extensively from various 

researches to propose five benefits for involving students in deciding programmes and activities in their 

schools. These include; 

� Effects on general well-being – He concluded that where people (both teachers and students) have a 

sense of self determination they tend to be happier and healthier, arguing that emotional adjustment 

is better among students where they persist in doing constructive things where they feel they 

influence the process. This idea was congruent with Glasser (1998) who also argued that reward and 

punishment does not sustain good behaviour. The implication of this is that school leaders will find it 

easier to influence behaviour of teachers and students where they involve them in formulating 

policies that govern them. 

� Effects on behavior and values – Here, the argument is that for a school to develop students with 

ability to take responsibility, the school has to give sufficient autonomy and self control to the 

students where they learn through their mistakes. This argument would be helpful for school leaders 

in West African schools where the strength of a leader is measured by the extent of control he has 

over all affairs in the school. Kohn, (1993) succinctly summed-up the compelling need to involve 

students indecision making thus; 

children are less likely to comply with a rule when they have had no role in inventing or 

even discussing it. And if our goals are more ambitious - if we want children to make 

good values their own over the long haul - then there is no substitute for giving them the 

chance to become actively involved in deciding what kind of people they want to be and 

what kind of classroom or school they want to have. (p. 11). 

 

This goes to show that as much as we want the children to become the leaders of tomorrow, they could not 

be expected to handle such higher task spontaneously without growing through reasonably challenging tasks 

to their stages of development. As most of the African countries grow as young multi-ethnic democracies, 

the rate of growth of democratic culture could be enhanced only when our schools become democratic. 

Since democracy is about decisions premised on choice and bargain, ‘the only way children can acquire 

both the skills of decision making and the inclination to use them, is if we maximize their experiences with 

choice and negotiation’ (ibid, p. 13). 
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�  Effects on academic achievement – Kohn metaphorically puts it that every teacher who is rigidly 

controlled concerning what course content to cover, when and how to cover it would not find it 

interesting to accomplish arguing that the same applies to students. ‘If learning is a matter of 

following orders, students simply will not take to it in the way they would if they had some say about 

what they were doing’(p. 14).   This implies that denying students choice is denying them motivation 

(ibid.; Glasser, 1998). Undesirably, it is still unimaginable that students would be given some 

opportunity to suggest how their subjects would be arrange on the school time-table, or when their 

sports should hold among other routines. Absolute silence in our classrooms is synonymous with 

high level of discipline while any noise shows a lack of effective class-room management among the 

teachers.  

� Effects on teachers – Kohn argued that teachers also stand to gain from collaborating with students to 

plan their work. It is always a one-size-fits-all learning experience we prepare for a group of twenty-

five to thirty-five students in an average class of most the independent schools. This does not take 

care of the individual differences and their varying learning styles. Therefore the teacher would be 

liberated from imposing rigorous sanctions to maintain discipline and control disruption of lesson 

where the students are involved in deciding what goes on and they actively take part as participants 

(ibid; Glasser, 1998). 

� Intrinsic value – Here, the argument is that there is ultimate inner satisfaction and sense of belonging 

in participation. That is how to promote collaboration, cooperation and creativity. Again the freedom 

of expression should not be limited to adults only, rather to the children also, who Kohn (1993) 

claimed   

after all, are not just adults-in-the-making. They are people whose current needs and 

rights and experiences must be taken seriously. Put it this way: students should not only 

be trained to live in a democracy when they grow up; they should have the chance to 

live in one today (p. 18). 

 

Considering the length of period they spend schooling, if children are not treated in a culture of respect and 

encouragement towards self-esteem, then their adulthood would be too late to learn all these. In that case, 

the aim of schooling would have been defeated.  

 

The most important stakeholders in education are the pupils whose lives are directly affected. Thus, if the 

pupils are happy with their schools’ program because they are involved in it, they will participate in the 

program actively and not passively. Hence learning in its entire ramifications is more likely to happen 

(Aspinwall, 1998; Sergiovanni et al, 2004). In fact even in mature democracies, regrettably, teachers almost 

always ignore the students’ inputs while planning school activities.  Sergiovanni et al (2004) quoted Ericson 

&Ellett (2002) who observed that the American ‘educational reform proposals have largely ignored the role 

that students play in the success of efforts to increase academic excellence’. (p. 175)   

 

In addition, ‘as key participants in teaching-learning initiatives, students have a profound influence on the 

success of those efforts’ (Sergiovanni et al, 2004, p. 175). Therefore students should be the focus of school 

programs and should be given the opportunity to express their wish about what affects their future. Also, 

they are more likely to influence their friends and families, and promote the image of the school in a number 

of other ways (Law & Glover, 2000). 

However, many teachers in West African schools would not like this idea as it would be interpreted as “over 

pampering”, or “spoiling”, or even giving away their powers to the students. Our culture puts the teacher as 
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the authority in terms of knowledge, morals, values and discipline. Therefore any school leader who fails to 

recognise this societal role-expectation on the teacher and by the teachers themselves is sure to encounter a 

stiff resistance that would be hard to overcome in cultural re-orientation attempt. Therefore, it becomes 

necessary to define the extent of this students’ involvement (Kohn, 1993).  

 

How to and how not to involve students in school programmes. 

Scholars (Glasser, 1998; Deiro, 2005) have suggested ways to motivate students. However, the problem is 

whether teachers and school leaders are willing to allow students to make choice in their academic and social 

life in the school. Kohn (1993) grouped the school’s programs broadly into two within which students could 

be provided opportunity to make choices and inputs: 

 

Academic issues – It has been argued that curriculum has always been externally prepared and teachers are 

often helpless about this (Fidler and Bowles, 1989). Beresford (2000) observed that 

With the marginalisation of teacher control over the curriculum content, the method of 

curriculum delivery became the main arena of teacher-student dialogue. Now that schools were 

also interested in maximising student numbers in order to attract funding, students’ views on 

how their school was run became critical (p. 13). 

The situations of the UK teachers depicted above are similar to that of their Nigerian counterparts teaching 

in independent schools. Therefore, areas of dialogue with students are quite wide for teachers to explore. For 

instance, children could be consulted on whether they prefer to work individually, in small groups or as a 

whole class (Kohn, 1993). Choice could also be given to them on specific issues of interest within the 

general topic to write an essay as well as agreeing on criteria for testing their learning among others (ibid.).  

� Social and behavioural issues – School is a social environment where children from divergent 

backgrounds converge (Deiro, 2005). Many children come to school with a lot of emotional stress 

(Harris, 2007) and need caring adults to listen to them.  The African families cope with many 

problems ranging from poverty, broken-homes to traumatising diseases like HIV-AIDS among 

others which grossly affect the children as well. Therefore, listening to such children and showing 

them genuine care would go a long way in helping them to grow as ‘prosocial adults’ (Deiro, 2005, 

p. 3). 

 

In addition, students could be involved in discussion to compose some reasonable rules in the classroom and 

school’s codes of conduct. Where these rules are their own rules, the students are more likely to observe 

them and convince their peers to do so (Glasser, 1998). Furthermore, in a boarding school, students’ voice 

could be heard while planning schedules for after school games, preparing food menu, choice of field trip 

sites among others (Tellier, 2007). 

 

However, a reasonable limit needs to be set to students’ choice as adult guidance is necessary so as to realise 

the important business of schools. Also the right to choice is not to emphasise individual choice for every 

child in which case the school loses basic order (Kohn, 1993). Rather, emphasis should be on community 

choice where the consensual decisions among the students would be reached (Aspinwall, 1998; Beresford, 

2000).  However, the success of a school leader to convince teachers to adapt to this cultural change would 

be determined largely by defining reasonable limits between the right of students to choice, laissez-faire 

gesture and teachers’ authoritarianism. 

 

Creating the Democratic Community In The Classrooms 



Global Voice of Educators, Vol. 1. No.1, June 2012 

 

6| T A K I N G  D E M O C R A C Y  I N T O  T H E  C L A S S R O O M S -  B a d a m a s i A y u b a T a r d a  

 

Teachers have always assumed the roles of “masters” who “know it all” while pupils were treated as 

“subjects” or “empty cans” waiting to be filled. Furthermore, the “master” is always right and before whom 

the pupils were merely “subjects”. Such teacher decides at will in judgemental ways, who is right or wrong 

among learners even when the issues at stake were open to more than (yes/no) one answer.  However, the 

moment any teacher assumes that she is a “master”, then learning stops (Covey, 2002) and resorts to 

speculation. She then dishes-out orders and punish (alternative) dissenting views, hence turning the 

supposedly democratic classroom to a jungle where “the mighty is right”. 

Covey (2002) advised that 

Teachers can learn to assist in the empowerment process of students. Through the 

facilitator concept, they can better meet the individual needs of students. Once 

empowered, students become more responsible for their own learning process. (p. 304). 

The above claim is possible when the whole school culture is changed such that teachers and out-of–class 

staff see themselves as facilitators of learning while classroom becomes a leader-followers territory with the 

teacher as the instructional leader. In this way, appropriate recognition will be given to every one’s 

contributions in a classroom environment. Also, learners will feel safe to express themselves without feeling 

of threats for making mistakes or being rebuked for “foolishness” (Deiro, 2005). Then creativity and critical 

thinking could flourish which would displace the culture of docility and compliance. Learning in such a 

classroom becomes exciting, challenging and profound (West-Burnham, 2002). 

 

Conclusion 

Attainment of effective teaching-learning process in the 21
st
 century schools is more challenging than it used 

to be in the past. Democratic practice is becoming more recognised as the civilised way of living. However, 

it will be a criminal, selfish and discriminatory to exclude a large segment of human population as 

significant as the young people of school age who are being denied access to democracy by virtue of their 

age. Teachers should therefore accept the reality so that the power of meaningful engagement is unleashed 

between the teacher as instructional leader and learners as members of a democratic classroom community. 

The multiplier effects of this will be greater interest in learning, happier school community with reduction in 

reported disciplinary cases, and children who grow with deeply internalised democratic values. We would 

then realise that we have wisely invested in securing an enduring democratic leadership throughout the 

world.  
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