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School Democracy Information Sheet


Information Sheet – “Comenius Projekt”

 Podiumsdiskussion, 22nd March 2004 on School Democracy.

	Student Representatives and the voting process.


Schools in Austria elect two different types of representatives:

· Klassensprecher (Class Reps) and Schulsprecher (School Reps)

What do they do?

	Class Reps
	School Reps

	
	

	Attend meetings held by the school reps and report back to their classes.
	Convene and chair meetings with the class representatives.

	Act as a mediator between their class and teachers if problems arise
	Three most senior representatives sit on the SGA (Schulgemeinschaftsausschuss)

	Can also participate in class conferences, but must leave when a vote is made.
	Represent the entire student body in their school.

	Represent the students in their class in meetings with the school reps or class conferences.
	They can participate in any conference, but must also leave when a vote is made.

	
	The most senior school rep has the power to expel a student or prevent a student being expelled (agreement between headmaster and school rep leads to expulsion)


How do the elections work?

CLASS REPS are usually elected around the second week of the school year.  Each student in a class writes down two names (for class rep and deputy class rep) in order of preference.  The first name written down receives 2 points, the second 1 point.  The student who receives the highest number of points becomes the class rep, with the second highest becoming the deputy.

SCHOOL REPS elections are held around the fourth week of the school year.  All students in the school are eligible and can nominate themselves for election.  Students receive a ballot paper with the names of the candidates on it and vote for their six favourite candidates in order of preference (most favourite receives six points, least receives 1 point).  The student with the highest ratio of first places, NOT the highest number of points, becomes the school rep.  The other positions are filled automatically.

	If there is no clear majority, then another election is held with the two most popular candidates.


Are there any other positions that are voted on?

The school reps are eligible to stand as candidates for the position of Landesschulsprecher (regional students representative) and vote in these elections.  There is also an election held by (and from) all the regional representatives for the Bundesschulsprecher (national students representative). 

	The SGA (Schulgemeinschaftsausschuss)


What does it do?

The SGA meets (at least three times a school-year) to discuss and vote on issues that concern the running of the school, such as setting the curriculum in each school year and evaluating school rules.  

Who sits on this committee?

There are ten SGA members:

· The Headmaster (chairs the meeting but has no voting rights)

· 3 different parties:

· Students (The three most senior student representatives)

· Teachers (Teachers representatives elected in the same way as the school representatives, voting only takes place amongst the staff in the school)

· Parents (Voted for by the Elternverein [parent’s organisation])

How are decisions made?
Each party when voting must agree on a policy with a 2/3rds majority in order for the policy to pass.  

	Vertrauenslehrer (confidence teachers)


NOTE: This does not apply to all Austrian schools.

Students are able to go and see the “confidence teachers” to talk about any problems they have, whether concerning school or more personal issues.  Anything that a student talks to a Vertrauenslehrer about must be kept confidential and the teachers fulfilling this role are not allowed to discuss the issues students raise with them in any way with other teachers or staff at the school.

The Vertrauenslehrer also act as providers of advice to students, giving them links to information or details of organisations that may be able to help them.

Many students, however, do not use this service.  Each class has a Klassenvorstand (form tutor), whose job is to deal with mostly school issues that students in their class may have.  This tends to leave the Vertrauenslehrer solely for personal issues.  Students, however, don’t feel comfortable talking about their personal issues with one of their teachers.  They prefer to confide in friends or to talk with their parents.  The Vertrauenslehrer service isn’t well advertised in our particular school, because not many students realise such a service exists.

	School Laws


Each school in Austria has their own set of school rules.  There is also a set of national laws that schools must adhere to.

A commission is currently working on a new set of national laws for Austrian schools (web resource: http://www.klassezukunft.at/, English and German versions available).  Some of their ideas are:

· Headmasters are free to choose their own staff.  Teachers will no longer be assigned to schools by the LSR (Landesschulrat) anymore.

· To reduce the number of students that have to retake a year

· To give schools more financial independence.

Further information can also be found on the homepage for the Ministry of Education in Austria (http://www.bmbwk.gv.at)

The current set of school laws are very general, possibly vague and are open to interpretation.

	Tenure


All teachers at some time in their careers are offered tenure (Dauerstellung).  This means that they either take a small reduction in pay (or refuse any future increases in pay) in return for job security.  This means that the school cannot sack them unless they break the law or physically abuse one of their students.  A teacher with tenure therefore cannot be sacked if they are doing a bad job, or if they are verbally mean to their students.  Official reports say that tenure stopped being given to teachers two years ago, yet it is still being offered to some teachers.

	Possible discussion topics


· School democracy is a good thing, but it takes a lot of work for it to be effective.  Some of the reasons it isn’t effective could be:

· Many students aren’t interested in democracy.  They choose to concentrate on their education instead.

· They complain, but do not challenge the teachers in fear of the consequences.

· In their own minds, they believe they do not have the power to change anything

· Teachers might be afraid of more regulations due to school democracy.  The influence of the teachers could diminish whilst the influence of the students increases.

· Parents don’t feel responsible and leave affairs to the students and the teachers.  Maybe they don’t have time to get involved in school democracy?

· Some schools have a student newspaper (our school has a newspaper called 4Sale).  Are the students able to voice their opinions in them?  Do the newspapers help or hinder school democracy?

· Are teachers with “Tenure” a barrier to school democracy?

· What other ideas are there to help promote school democracy?

· Does the current system of voting used in SGA meetings result in anything being “achieved” in the eyes of all parties involved?  Does democracy allow this to happen?
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