
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

Democratic	Theory	and	Democratic	Education:	
A	New	Zealand	Case	Study	

	
	
	
	

	
Amee	Parker	

	
	
	
	

	
	

	
	

	
The	Department	of	Politics		

	
University	of	Otago	

	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

Date	of	Submission:	June	20,	2016		
	

Word	Count:	31,	517	
	

Thesis	submitted	in	fulfilment	of	the	degree	of	Masters	of	Politics	
	



1	
	

	
	

ABSTRACT	
	
	

The	history	of	democracy	and	various	theories	of	democracy	indicate	that	

democracy	is	not	a	static	practice	or	philosophy,	rather	it	is	adapted	for	those	who	

make	use	of	it	and	question	it.	It	is	not,	however,	a	practice	that	is	readily	available	to	

children;	the	very	people	who	ought	to	be	engaging	with	democracy	so	that	they	

may	benefit	from	its	use	not	only	in	the	present,	but	also	so	that	they	may	learn	its	

value	before	they	become	the	governing	body.	Through	the	use	of	a	New	Zealand	

Democratic	Free	School	case	study	this	thesis	uncovers	the	potential	of	Democratic	

Free	Schooling	as	a	space	for	children	to	develop	a	democratic	voice.	By	linking	

research	data	to	democratic	theory	it	also	uncovers	what	democracy	looks	like	

within	such	a	space.		
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INTRODUCTION	

	

Within	democratic	society	there	are	certain	voices	that	are	rarely	heard.	Despite	

the	significant	effects	that	democratic	decisions	have	on	their	lives,	children	tend	

not	to	be	seen	as	legitimate	social	or	political	agents;	rather,	they	are	viewed	as	

social	and	political	agents	in	the	making.	Bronwyn	Hayward	argues,	however,	

that	like	adults,	

	

	…Children	also	identify	with	their	communities,	make	

demands	and	contribute	to	civic	life	as	citizens,	in	the	sense	of	

actors	who	participate	in,	identify	with	and	belong	to	our	

communities,	even	in	the	absence	of	a	full	framework	of	adult	

legal	entitlements	and	obligations.1		

	

By	undertaking	a	case	study	at	a	New	Zealand	Democratic	Free	School,	that	for	

anonymity	purposes	will	be	referred	to	as	Manapori	School,2	this	thesis	not	only	

sheds	light	on	the	experiences	and	perspectives	of	children	within	a	democratic	

community,	it	also	seeks	to	uncover	what	democracy	looks	like	within	a	

particular	form	of	education	known	as	Democratic	Free	Schooling.	By	also	

making	connections	to	democratic	theory	in	the	process	it	aims	to	situate	the	

practices	of	the	school	within	a	wider	theoretical	framework	of	democratic	

participation.		

	

Amy	Gutmann3	and	John	Dewey4	have	both	developed	theories	of	

democratic	education;	each	claim	that	through	the	adoption	of	the	democratic	

educational	endeavours	they	theorise,	the	state	of	democracy	within	wider	

																																																								
1	Bronwyn	Hayward,	Children,	Citizenship	and	Environment:	Nurturing	a	Democratic	Imagination	
2	A	pseudonym	has	been	used	for	the	school	due	to	the	nature	of	the	ethics	agreement	I	
developed	with	the	school	prior	to	undertaking	any	research.	I	chose	to	use	the	word	Manapori	
as	it	is	a	te	reo	Māori	(Māori	language)	word	that	means	democracy.	Additionally,	pseudonyms	
have	been	used	for	all	research	participants.	

3	Amy	Gutmann,	Democratic	Education	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	1987).	
4	John	Dewey,	The	School	and	Society	(Chicago:	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1924).	
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society	could	improve.	Neither	theorist,	however,	was	able	to	conclude	

satisfactorily	that	their	democratic	education	model	was	capable	of	achieving	

such	an	undertaking.	In	this	respect,	this	thesis	is	similarly	limited	–	the	effect	

that	Democratic	Free	Schooling	has	on	the	efficacy	of	broader	democratic	

behaviour	was	unable	to	be	explored.		

	

Yet	it	remains	a	valuable	task	to	consider	various	means	for	developing	

democratic	capacities	within	citizens,	not	only	for	the	short-term	value	

experienced	by	individuals	and	groups,	but	also	for	the	potential	positive	long-

term	effects	that	such	a	process	might	offer.	Developing	democratic	capacities	

within	New	Zealand	citizens	can	be	seen	as	a	desirable	undertaking	as	New	

Zealand	is	experiencing	what	could	be	referred	to	as	a	democratic	deficit.	In	the	

most	recent	national	general	election	in	2014	only	77.9%	of	the	country’s	3.14	

million	enrolled	voters	actually	cast	a	vote.	Twenty	years	prior,	in	1984,	the	

percentage	was	93.71%	(of	1.11	million	enrolled	voters).5	This	thesis	does	not	

attempt	to	examine	why	these	figures	are	so	dramatically	different;	rather,	it	

acknowledges	that	these	disparate	figures	are	problematic	for	the	state	of	

democracy,	which	is	largely	validated	by	citizenry	participation	in	politics.	The	

potential	to	improve	such	citizenry	participation	does,	however,	exist.	As	Robert	

Dahl	notes,	“with	adequate	understanding	of	what	democracy	requires	and	the	

will	to	meet	its	requirements,	we	can	act	to	preserve	and,	what	is	more,	to	

advance	democratic	ideas	and	practices.”6	
	

As	the	number	of	democratic	nations	and	organisations	increases	so	does	

the	global	concern	for	developing	citizens’	democratic	capabilities.	Bernard	

Trafford	notes	that	as	this	occurs,	increased	attention	is	being	paid	to	education's	

																																																								
5	“General	Elections	1853-2014	–	Dates	and	Turnout,”	Electoral	Commission	New	Zealand,	
accessed	November	15,		2015,	http://www.elections.org.nz/events/past-events/general-
elections-1853-2014-dates-and-turnout.		

6	Robert	Dahl,	On	Democracy	(New	Haven,	CT:	Yale	University	Press,	1998),	25.	
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potential	role	in	this	development.7	An	example	of	this	was	when	the	Council	of	

Europe	delegated	2005	as	its	year	of	Education	for	Democratic	Citizenship	

(EDC).	EDC	includes	civic	education,	intercultural	education	and	human	rights	

education;	all	of	which	involve	practices	that	are	designed	to	help	people	prepare	

for	their	role	as	democratic	citzens,	with	the	underlying	assumption	that	

practicing	participation	is	a	necessary	step	in	developing	the	democratic	

capacities	of	citizens.8	
	

But	while	Trafford	considers	the	education	outlined	by	EDC	as	

democratic,	he	pays	little	attention	to	the	democratic	potential	that	resides	in	

Democratic	Free	Schooling.	His	own	study	was	limited,	as	he	states	“space	does	

not	permit	further	consideration	of	this	important	minority	of	schools,”	despite	

describing	them	as	“genuinely	democratic	in	both	foundation	and	practice.”9	The	

EDC’s	claim	that	participatory	preparation	is	necessary,	nevertheless,	remains	

valid.	Indeed,	Carol	Pateman	argues	that	“the	experience	of	participation	in	some	

ways	leaves	the	individual	better	psychologically	equipped	to	undertake	further	

participation	in	the	future.”10	She	highlights	evidence	supporting	the	notion	that:	

	

	…People	who	have	a	sense	of	political	efficacy	are	more	likely	

to	participate	in	politics	than	those	in	whom	this	feeling	is	

lacking	and	it	has	also	been	found	that	underlying	the	sense	of	

political	efficacy	is	a	sense	of	general,	personal	effectiveness,	

which	involves	self-confidence	in	one’s	dealings	with	the	

world.11	

																																																								
7	Bernard	Trafford,	“Democratic	Schools:	Towards	a	Definition,”	in	The	SAGE	Handbook	of	
Education	for	Citizenship	and	Democracy,	ed.	James	Arthur,	Ian	Davies	and	Carole	Hahn	
(London:	SAGE	Publications	Ltd.,	2008),	412-413.	

8	Ibid.	
9	D.	Liegeois,	Democratic	Governance	of	Schools	(Strasbourg:	Council	of	Europe	Publishing,	2007),	
91,	quoted	in	Bernard	Trafford,	“Democratic	Schools:	Towards	a	Definition,”	in	The	SAGE	
Handbook	of	Education	for	Citizenship	and	Democracy,	ed.	James	Arthur,	Ian	Davies	and	Carole	
Hahn	(London:	SAGE	Publications	Ltd.,	2008),	413.	

10	Carol	Pateman,	Participation	and	Democratic	Theory	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	
1970),	45.		

11	Ibid.,	46.		
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Though	this	thesis	is	limited	in	its	ability	to	uncover	the	wider	democratic	

potential	of	Democratic	Free	Schooling,	democratic	theory	supports	the	notion	

that	participation	in	democratic	processes	is	an	important	mechanism	to	

encourage	further	participation.		

	

	 With	this	limitation	in	mind,	the	key	research	questions	that	ultimately	

guided	my	research	were	focussed	on	uncovering	the	nature	of	democracy	in	an	

educational	setting	for	children.	I	wanted	to	know	what	democracy	looks	like	

within	a	Democratic	Free	School	and	whether,	with	such	democracy	at	work,	the	

children	involved	are	able	to	effectively	participate	and	to	develop	a	democratic	

voice.	

	

	

Background	

	

Democratic	Free	Schooling	is	an	educational	approach	that	is	centred	on	student	

autonomy	and	democratic	practices.	In	order	to	develop	a	clearer	picture	of	what	

the	democratic	practices	are	that	operate	within	a	Democratic	Free	School,	

chapter	one	is	dedicated	to	unpacking	aspects	of	democratic	theory	by	including	

a	brief	history	of	democracy,	an	overview	of	liberal	and	republican	theory	and	a	

summary	of	participatory	democracy,	deliberative	democracy,	unitary	

democracy	and	communicative	democracy.	Dahl	notes	that	“democracy”	refers	

to	both	actualities	and	ideals	and	that	democratic	theory	helps	us	not	only	to	

conceptualise	what	a	democracy	could	or	should	look	like,	but	also	to	make	

sense	of	democracies	that	already	exist	or	have	existed.12	Both	democratic	theory	

and	practice,	while	diverse	and	complex	in	character,	share	the	view	that	

“persons	are	equal	in	some	important	ways	and	all	deserve	a	voice	in	their	

government...[and	that]...each	member	of	the	political	community	carries	

elementary	rational	capacities	that	are	sufficient	to	judge	the	conduct	of	

																																																								
12	Ibid.,	4.	
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government.”13	With	this	in	mind,	a	democratic	community	such	as	a	Democratic	

Free	School,	which	operates	within	a	larger	national	democratic	system	can	be	

understood	as	a	space	where	group	members	have	input	into	the	running	of	

their	educational	community.	Due	to	a	focus	on	participation,	Democratic	Free	

Schools	can	be	seen	as	spaces	for	children	to	be	directly	involved	in	the	running	

of	their	community,	to	have	their	voices	and	perspectives	heard,	and	to	learn	

participatory	skills	that	undoubtedly	assist	them	in	the	present,	but	are	likely	

also	to	assist	them	in	the	future.				

	

In	order	to	develop	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	democratic	potential	

within	an	educational	setting,	the	latter	portion	of	chapter	one	provides	an	

account	of	the	democratic	education	theories	of	Amy	Gutmann	and	John	Dewey,	

both	of	whom	argue	that	within	a	democracy,	education	ought	to	prepare	

citizens	for	democratic	participation.	The	history	of	Democratic	Free	Schooling	

will	then	be	presented,	bringing	us	to	a	much	fuller	conception	of	what	

democratic	education	can	and	does	look	like.		

	

Chapter	two	then	examines	the	workings	of	one	particular	New	Zealand	

Democratic	Free	School,	referred	to	throughout	this	thesis	as	Manapori	School.	It	

looks	at	the	philosophies	that	influenced	the	school,	notably	those	of	A.	S.	Neill	

and	of	Maurice	Bevan-Brown,	before	examining	the	official	document	that	the	

school	has	developed	(called	the	Special	Character	Statement),	which	

summarises	its	philosophy	and	highlights	the	democratic	underpinnings	that	

operate	within	the	school.	A	description	of	those	involved	in	the	school	

community	(the	staff,	students	and	parents)	will	then	be	provided,	followed	by	a	

detailed	look	at	the	democratic	processes	these	people	utilise	throughout	their	

time	at	the	school,	notably	the	“request	system”	and	the	“meeting	system.”	

	

																																																								
13	Ronald	Terchek	and	Thomas	Conte,	Theories	of	Democracy:	A	Reader	(Lanham,	MD:	Rowman	
and	Littlefield	Publishers,	2001),	xiii.	



10	
	

Chapter	three	goes	on	to	discuss	in	detail	the	relevant	themes	that	

emerged	during	analysis	of	my	case	study	data	and	to	develop	connections	to	

democratic	theory.	The	first	theme	to	be	discussed	is	freedom,	as	it	is	a	key	

democratic	feature	within	the	school,	where	students	are	allowed	a	significant	

amount	of	autonomy.	Secondly,	the	ways	in	which	school	members	perceive	

power	and	how	it	is	defined	and	distributed	will	be	discussed.	Thirdly,	

democratic	participation	will	be	addressed,	with	particular	attention	given	to	

matters	of	inclusion	and	exclusion	as	theorised	by	Iris	Marion	Young.	Lastly,	

chapter	three	discusses	the	nature	of	the	school	community,	which	is	largely	

maintained	through	strong	friendships,	something	that	Jane	Mansbridge	argues	

is	a	vital	component	in	a	successful	democracy	and	which	I	will	show	is	the	key	

source	of	Manapori	School’s	democratic	character.		

	

The	concluding	section	of	this	thesis	provides	recommendations	to	the	

school	based	upon	my	findings.	It	is	concluded	that	the	school	is	indeed	

democratic	and	that	this	is	largely	a	result	of	the	friendships	and	sense	of	

community	fostered	within	the	school,	however,	it	is	recommended	that	changes	

be	made	to	the	structure	of	the	school	wide	meetings.	The	recommendations	

provided	seek	to	improve	the	inclusive	nature	of	the	meetings	and	to	increase	

the	opportunities	for	students	to	develop	their	democratic	voice.				

	

	 No	previous	study	examines	Democratic	Free	Schooling	in	a	New	Zealand	

context.	The	research	that	has	been	conducted	abroad,	moreover,	does	not	

specifically	address	the	democratic	propensity	of	the	schooling	phenomenon	or	

make	any	significant	connections	to	democratic	theory;	rather,	the	existing	

research	has	focussed	on	uncovering	the	educational	validity	of	such	a	school,	as	

in	Kristan	Accles	Morrison’s	Free	School	Teaching,14	or	on	the	radical	anti-

establishment	sentiments	fostered	within	Democratic	Free	Schools	of	the	1960s	

																																																								
14	Kristan	Accles	Morrison,	Free	School	Teaching:	A	Journey	into	Radical	Progressive	Education	
(New	York:	State	University	of	New	York	Press,	2007).	
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and	70s,	such	as	Free	the	Children	by	Graubard15	and	Free	Schools	by	Kozol.16	

While	another	work,	Free	Schools,	Free	People:	Education	and	Democracy	After	

the	1960s	by	Ron	Miller,	contextualises	the	emergence	of	such	schools.17	

Democratic	Free	Schools	(most	notably	the	Albany	Free	School	in	Albany,	New	

York	and	the	Sudbury	Valley	Free	School	in	Framingham,	Massachusetts)	have	

also	published	works	themselves,18	which	provide	insight	into	their	schooling	

approach,	but	again,	place	little	to	no	focus	on	the	schools’	democratic	quality	or	

on	providing	a	critical	assessment	of	their	practices	in	light	of	democratic	theory.	

This	study	can	therefore	be	considered	a	pilot	study	and	there	are	multiple	

directions	for	future	research	beyond	this	preliminary	study.	

	

	

Methodology	

	

To	better	understand	the	democratic	philosophy	and	practices	of	a	Democratic	

Free	School	it	was	necessary	that	I	spend	time	at	one.	In	2015	I	spent	twenty-five	

days	at	Manapori	School,	gathering	data	that	would	offer	answers	to	my	research	

questions:	what	does	democracy	looks	like	within	a	Democratic	Free	School?	

And	are	the	children	involved	able	to	participate	and	to	develop	a	democratic	

voice?	This	study	is	not	an	attempt	to	judge	the	“success”	of	this	school;	rather,	it	

is	a	complementary	study	designed	to	add	to	the	body	of	research	that	examines	

																																																								
15	Allen	Graubard,	Free	the	Children:	Radical	Refrom	and	the	Free	School	Movement	(New	York:	
Random	House,	1972).		

16	Johnathan	Kozol,	Free	Schools	(Boston:	Houghton	Mifflin	Company,	1972).		
17	Ron	Miller,	Free	Schools,	Free	People:	Education	and	Democracy	After	the	1960s	(New	York:	
State	University	of	New	York,	2002).	

18	Notable	books	from	Sudbury	Valley	School	include:		
Daniel	Greenberg,	Free	at	Last:	The	Sudbury	Valley	School	(Framingham,	MA:	Sudbury	Valley	
School	Press,	1995).		
Daniel	Greenberg	and	Mimsy	Sadofsky,	Starting	a	Sudbury	Valley	School:	A	Summary	of	the	
Experiences	of	Fifteen	Start-Up	Groups	(Framingham,	MA:	Sudbury	Valley	School	Press,	1998).	
Notable	books	written	by	an	Albany	Free	School	teacher	include:		
Chris	Mercogliano,	Making	It	Up	As	We	Go	Along:	The	Story	of	the	Albany	Free	School	,	1st	ed.	
(Portsmouth,	NH:	Heineman,	1998).	
Chris	Mercogliano,	Teaching	the	Restless:	One	School’s	Remarkable	No-Ritalin	Approach	to	
Helping	Children	Learn	and	Succeed	(Boston:	Beacon	Press,	2004).		
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ways	that	the	democratic	voices	of	children	may	be	developed	through	the	

philosophy	and	practice	maintained	within	a	small	scale	democracy.		

	

Research	Approach	

This	study	is	informed	by	an	interpretive	paradigm.	An	interpretive	

epistemological	framework	compels	the	researcher	to	view	knowledge	“as	

historically	situated	and	entangled	in	power	relationships.”19	In	other	words,	

knowledge	is	perceived	as	originating	from,	and	being	situated	in,	social	forces.	

Interpretivism	can	help	the	researcher	to	comprehend	relevant	theory	and	the	

subjects/participants	of	the	research.	Interpretivism	also	assists	the	researcher	

in	practising	self-reflexivity,	that	is,	to	position	herself	as	a	researcher	and	to	

interpret	the	implications	of	such	a	position.	By	being	aware	of	the	normative	

narratives	that	are	attached	to	academia,	adulthood	and	“stranger	danger,”	I	

attempted	to	comprehend	how	members	of	the	Manapori	School	community	

could	perceive	me.	

	

An	interesting	observation	I	made	of	the	school	community	was	that	it	

appeared	to	maintain	unique	beliefs	and	practices	regarding	knowledge	

attainment,	which	coincidentally	fitted	within	the	interpretive	paradigm	itself.	It	

is	through	the	school’s	social	forces	that	knowledge	emerges	and	evolves.	Rules	

and	expected	behaviour	are	not	written	down;	rather,	an	oral	tradition	of	self-

regulation	exists.	There	is	a	strong	reliance	on	verbal	communication	and	social	

interaction	to	maintain	their	values	and	rules.	

	

As	this	study	involved	child	participants	it	was	important	to	recognise	

both	children	and	childhood	as	socially	constructed	concepts.	This	is	not	to	say	

that	the	concepts	of	children	or	childhood	are	in	anyway	wrong	or	unreal;	rather,	

it	is	to	acknowledge	that	society	has	applied	very	particular	narratives	to	both.	

Hayward	reminds	us	that	“taking	children	seriously	as	political	actors	in	their	

																																																								
19	Lisa	Weeden,	“Ethnography	as	Interpretive	Enterprise,”	in	Political	Ethnography,	ed.	Edward	
Shatz	(Chicago:	the	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2009),	80.	
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environment	forces	us	to	rethink	our	adult	assumptions	about	what	we	mean	by	

the	terms	‘citizenship’	or	‘environment’.”20	Childhood	Studies	is	a	field	that	has	

emerged	and	rapidly	evolved	since	the	1980s	and	it	has	been	validated	and	

informed	by	the	United	Nations	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	Child	(UNCRC),	

which	was	ratified	in	1989.21	Childhood	Studies	is	generally	considered	as	a	

multi-disciplinary	approach	but	with	a	number	of	uniting	views,	including	that	

the	concepts	of	the	child	and	childhood	are	socially	constructed	and	that	children	

are	not	miniature	or	incomplete	adults;	rather,	they	are	complete	people	with	

perspectives	that	are	not	only	valid,	but	also	valuable.22	Therefore,	although	this	

study	did	uncover	some	adult	perspectives,	it	focussed	mainly	on	the	

experiences	and	perspectives	of	the	children,	whose	world-views	are	often	

ignored.	It	is	the	children’s	education	as	well	as	their	present	and	future	

democratic	behaviour	that	this	study	is	primarily	concerned	with.	

	

Before	I	began	any	field-based	research	it	was	necessary	that	I	be	granted	

ethics	approval,	which	specifically	supported	research	involving	children.	Prior	

to	applying	for	ethics	approval	I	consulted	the	Ethical	Research	Involving	

Children	(ERIC)	compendium,	which	outlines	important	aspects	of	research	

involving	children.23	I	also	sought	the	advise	of	a	University	of	Otago	lecturer	

who	has	conducted	numerous	studies	with	children	herself	and	who	was	able	to	

offer	useful	advise	on	the	process,	including	how	to	structure	the	information	

and	consent	forms	that	I	needed	to	provide	Manapori	School	students	and	

parents.		

	

In	order	to	record	any	data	pertaining	to	children	it	was	necessary	first	to	

seek	consent	from	their	parents	or	guardians.	This	involved	distributing	an	
																																																								
20	Hayward,	Children,	Citizenship	and	Environment,	3.		
21	“Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	Child,”	United	Nations	Human	Rights	Office	of	the	High	
Commissioner,	accessed	November	1,	2015,	
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx.	

22	Carmel	Smith	and	Sheila	Greens,	Key	Thinkers	in	Childhood	Studies	(Bristol:	Policy	Press,	2014),	
2-3.	

23	A.	Graham	et	al.,	Ethical	Research	Involving	Children	(Florence:	UNICEF	Office	of	Research	–	
Innoceti,	2013).	
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information	form,	which	outlined	the	nature	of	the	study	as	well	as	an	attached	

consent	form.	Only	once	the	parent	or	guardian	of	the	child	had	provided	

consent	could	I	approach	their	child	or	children	to	discuss	the	research	and	to	

request	consent	also	from	them.	The	information	form	I	provided	for	children	

was	a	simplified	version	of	that	provided	to	adults	and	due	to	the	age	or	literacy	

ability	of	some	of	the	participants,	I	needed	to	read	the	information	to	some	of	

them.	Once	the	children	had	been	provided	with	the	necessary	information	they	

were	given	the	opportunity	to	sign	a	consent	form,	which	would	allow	me	to	

utilise	them	as	a	research	participant	and	to	record	data	that	related	to	them.	

They	were	informed,	however,	that	they	were	welcome	to	change	their	mind	at	

any	time	without	repercussion.		

	

During	the	ethics	approval	process,	consultation	with	Māori	was	also	

undertaken	as	there	were	four	Māori	students	attending	Manapori	School	in	

2015.	Prior	to	undertaking	the	research	the	Ngāi	Tahu	Research	Consultation	

Committee	had	first	to	approve	the	research	and	an	agreement	was	then	

established	that	upon	completion	of	my	thesis	they	will	be	provided	with	a	copy	

of	the	submission.	

	

Research	Design	

This	research	is	a	single	instance	case	study.	Denscombe	suggests	that	case-

studies	“focus	on	one	instance	(or	a	few	instances)	of	a	particular	phenomenon	

with	a	view	to	providing	an	in-depth	account	of	events,	relationships,	

experiences,	or	processes	occurring	in	that	particular	instance.”24	For	this	study,	

the	single	instance	is	a	New	Zealand	Democratic	Free	School	referred	to	as	

Manapori	School.	Although	the	school	belongs	to	the	particular	phenomenon	of	

Democratic	Free	Schooling,	it	can	also	be	positioned	in	the	broader	phenomenon	

of	democratic	spaces,	which	maintain	the	potential	to	increase	and	improve	the	

democratic	participation	of	citizens.	Other	examples	of	such	phenomenon	are	

																																																								
24	Martyn	Denscombe,	The	Good	Research	Guide	For	Small-Scale	Social	Research,	2nd	ed.	
(Maidenhead:	Open	University	Press,	2004),	23.	
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work	places,	community	groups,	local	government	or	other	education	initiatives	

that	utilise	democratic	practices.	The	nature	of	a	case	study	is	not	to	relate	or	

compare	the	single	instance	to	other	cases,	but	to	link	it	to	theory	–	in	this	case,	

theories	of	democracy,	which	will	help	explain	what	has	been	uncovered.25	Case	

study	data	allows	theory	to	be	tested	and	developed	in	an	explanatory,	

exploratory	or	descriptive	manner.26	

	

For	her	research	into	small	democratic	spaces,	Jane	Mansbridge	utilised	

case	study	research.	She	was	able	to	provide	a	detailed,	intimate	and	in-depth	

examination	of	some	unique	democratic	communities.27	Both	her	case	study	

research	design	and	the	theory	she	was	challenging	and	exploring	influenced	the	

research	I	conducted.	The	democratic	spaces	she	focused	on	were	a	small	

voluntary	workspace	and	a	small	town,	which	utilised	democratic	town	

meetings.	Throughout	this	thesis	connections	to	her	findings	are	made.	A	

significant	connection	is	made	between	what	Mansbridge	calls	unitary	

democracy	and	Manapori	School.	Unitary	democracy	is	heavily	influenced	by	

friendship,	and	the	trust,	respect	and	equality	that	friendship	entails.28	

	

Despite	the	benefits	of	utilising	a	case	study,	this	approach	is	not	without	

limitations,	notably	the	risk	of	bias	and	the	inability	to	satisfactorily	generalise	

based	on	a	single	case	study.29	The	potential	for	bias	is,	however,	not	limited	to	

case	study	research	alone	and	is	something	every	researcher	needs	to	consider	

at	all	stages	of	her	research.	In	terms	of	being	able	(or	unable)	to	make	

generalisations	based	on	this	single	instance	case	study,	it	is	reasonable	to	

conclude	that	other	cases	(of	either	Democratic	Free	Schools	or	democratic	

																																																								
25	Janet	Buttolph	Johnson	and	H.	T.	Reynolds,	Political	Science	Research	Methods,	5th	ed.			
(Washington,	DC:	CQ	Press,	2005),	85.	

26	Ibid.,	87.	
27	Jane	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy	(New	York:	Basic	Books	Inc.	Publishers,	1980).	
28	Ibid.	
29	Denscombe,	The	Good	Research	Guide,	46.	
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spaces),	which	maintain	similar	characteristics	would	reveal	similar,	but	not	

identical,	outcomes	–	this	is	known	as	logical	inference.30	

	

Although	there	are	numerous	spaces	in	which	democracy	can	and	is	

practised,	I	chose	to	research	a	school	because	of	the	potential	for	education	to	

shape	lifelong	habits.	It	is	possible	that	being	in	a	democratic	environment	at	a	

young	age	will	develop	democratic	principles	and	behaviours	in	a	way	that	will	

assist	the	child,	not	only	in	their	present	environment,	but	also	in	the	future.	If	

such	an	education	were	more	readily	available,	perhaps	society	would	also	

benefit.	I	chose	to	research	this	particular	school	for	a	number	of	reasons,	the	

least	of	which	being	that	of	the	three	New	Zealand	Democratic	Free	Schools,	

Manapori	School	was	the	closest	to	my	home	and	place	of	work	and	study.	

Additionally,	the	school	was	founded	decades	ago,	which	suggested	that	the	

school’s	practices	were	well	established	and	less	likely	to	involve	“teething”	

problems.31	

	

Although	Manapori	School	is	a	state	funded	school,	it	operates	as	a	

designated	Special	Character	School,32	which	obliges	the	school	to	follow	an	

agreed	upon	Special	Character	Statement.	This	Statement	reveals	the	schools’	

strong	emphasis	on	democratic	principles,	providing	further	reason	for	selecting	

this	school	as	a	research	subject.	The	Special	Character	Statement	formulates	

two	aims;	the	most	notable	one	in	this	instance	is	that	it	is	Manapori	School's	

aim	to	“equip	each	child,	according	to	the	child's	nature	and	talent...to	be	an	

effective	and	contributing	member	of	a	democratic	society.”33	Additionally,	there	

are	multiple	references	to	children	being	autonomous	or	“in	control”	of	matters	

relating	to	their	own	learning,	to	school	structures,	including	rule	making,	and	to	
																																																								
30	Ibid.,	43.		
31	The	exact	date	has	been	withheld	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	the	school.		
32	“Education	Act	1989,”	The	Ministry	of	Education,	accessed	August	1,	2015,	
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM175959.html#DLM182464.
The	Ministry	of	Education	may	designate	a	school	as	a	special	character	school	if	those	involved	
in	the	school	feel	that	the	school's	special	character	is	reasonably	different	to	other	state	
schools.	All	enrolled	students	and	their	families	need	to	align	with	the	character.	

33	Reference	intentionally	withheld	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	the	school.		
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their	environment.34	The	Statement	determines	the	school	is	a	democratic	space	

that	holds	the	potential	to	improve	and	increase	democratic	participation	of	New	

Zealand	citizens.	

	

From	the	school’s	administrator	I	obtained	a	record	of	the	school’s	roll,	

which	provided	me	with	the	students’	names,	ages,	genders	and	ethnicities.	As	of	

late-2015	the	school	consisted	of	twenty-five	male	students	and	nineteen	female	

students,	two	five-year-olds,	five	six-year-olds,	three	seven-year-olds,	eight	eight-

year-olds,	three	nine-year-olds,	seven	ten-year-olds,	fourteen	eleven-year-olds,	

two	twelve-year-olds,	and	one	fourteen-year-old.	Of	these	students	thirty-five	

were	pākehā,35	three	were	Māori,	two	were	Japanese,	one	was	Samoan,	two	were	

Malaysian,	and	one	was	German.	Of	the	senior	school	(those	aged	eleven	and	

older)	only	five	were	female,	while	twelve	were	male.	This	demographic	

information	was	useful	for	informing	data	and	for	making	the	interview	

questions	more	robust	as	I	did	not	need	to	collect	this	information	from	the	

students	themselves.	

	

Data	Collection	Methods	

Ethnography	

Ethnography	was	chosen	as	my	main	data	collection	method	because	it	lends	

itself	to	interpretivism	and	is	a	suitable	data	collection	method	for	case	studies.	

It	is	a	useful	way	to:	

	

…Gain	insight	into	actors’	lived	political	experiences,	to	observe	

how	people	make	sense	of	their	worlds,	to	chart	how	they	

ground	their	ideas	in	everyday	practices	and	administrative	

routines,	and	to	analyze	the	gap	between	the	idealized	

																																																								
34	Ibid.	
35	Pākehā	is	the	te	reo	Māori	(Māori	language)	word	for	European	New	Zealander.	For	many	
European	New	Zealanders	it	is	a	term	they	also	use	to	describe	themselves.	
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representation	and	actual	apprehension	of	events,	people	and	

political	orders.36	

	

Although	it	is	not	particularly	common	for	politics	or	political	science	

researchers	to	undertake	an	ethnographic	study,	it	has	been	suggested	that	

“Close,	person-to-person	contact	that	is	attuned	to	the	worldviews	of	the	people	

we	study	is	invaluable	for	a	science	of	politics.”37	Furthermore,	ethnography	

ensures	a	study	of	politics	that	is	“empirically	sound,	theoretically	vibrant,	

epistemologically	innovative,	and	a	normatively	grounded	study	of	politics.”38	

	

Ethnography	involves	the	researcher	participating	in	a	community,	

witnessing	people	in	their	natural	environment,	and	being	self-reflexive	in	the	

process.	As	a	researcher,	I	became	what	is	referred	to	as	a	“participant	observer”	

of	a	unique	community.	For	this	ethnographic	study,	gathering	data	in	the	field	

involved	taking	field	notes,	conducting	interviews	with	the	schools’	students	and	

staff,	as	well	as	providing	a	brief	survey	for	students’	parents	or	guardians.	

	

By	being	physically	present	at	this	school	for	twenty-five	days	during	

2015,	I	was	able	briefly	to	become	a	part	of	its	community	and	to	participate	in	it	

–	I	ate	with	community	members,	played	games	and	read	with	some	of	the	

children,	and	I	helped	with	clean	ups.	It	was	beneficial	to	my	research	for	the	

staff	and	students	to	feel	comfortable	speaking	to	me	and	to	have	me	present.	

Therefore,	I	spent	my	first	two	weeks	focusing	on	building	positive	relationships	

with	participants,	while	also	offering	and	collecting	participant	consent	forms	

from	staff,	students	and	their	parents.	

	

	

	

																																																								
36	Weeden,	“Ethnography	as	Interpretive	Enterprise,”	85.	
37	Edward	Schatz,	“Ethnographic	Immersion	and	the	Study	of	Politics,”	in	Political	Ethnography,	
ed.	Edward	Schatz	(Chicago:	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2009),	4.	

38	Ibid.	
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Field	Notes	

Observations	recorded	in	the	field	were	in	the	form	of	field	notes.	My	field	notes	

were	hand-written	in	a	journal	during	my	days	at	the	school	and	typed	up	at	the	

end	of	each	day.	I	tried	to	move	myself	around	the	school	to	get	a	broad	overview	

of	events.	I	mainly	spent	time	in	the	school’s	kitchen,	which	is	accessible	to	

anyone	at	the	school	at	any	time	and	regularly	had	people	gathered	around	the	

table;	the	central	meeting-room	and	the	mezzanine	floor	above	it;	the	common-

room,	which	is	home	to	the	science	equipment;	the	sunroom,	where	the	juniors	

tend	to	base	themselves	likely	due	to	the	incredible	array	of	toys,	puzzles,	

musical	instruments	and	the	very	popular	junior	school	teacher	herself;	the	red-

door	room,	which	is	open	to	everyone	but	is	also	where	the	senior	school’s	

classes	happen	–	this	room	also	has	a	computer	nook;	the	green-door	room,	

where	the	middle	school	classes	tend	to	happen;	the	playground,	the	field,	and	

the	hall.	The	most	common	places	I	chose	to	base	myself	were	the	kitchen,	the	

meeting-room,	the	sunroom	and	the	playground.	I	chose	these	places	over	the	

others	mainly	because	of	who	was	there	and	what	was	going	on,	but	also	because	

I	felt	I	was	the	least	intrusive	in	these	spaces.	My	decision	to	place	myself	in	

these	spaces	rather	than	others	impacted	the	data	I	collected.	There	were	blind	

spots;	areas	that	I	would	rarely	go	and	thus	I	could	not	record	any	data	

pertaining	to	what	was	happening	in	these	spaces.	

	

In	my	field	notes	journal,	a	separate	section	was	dedicated	to	“meeting	

notes.”	At	the	beginning	of	each	meeting	that	I	was	present	for,	I	noted	what	type	

of	meeting	it	was	(whole	school	or	small),	who	was	chairing	the	meeting,	who	

called	the	meeting,	what	the	initial	matter	was,	and	who	was	participating	–	a	

tally	was	kept	of	the	number	of	boy,	girl	and	adult	participants	in	each	meeting.	

Other	points,	matters	and	notable	observations	were	also	recorded.	

	

Because	the	whole	school	meeting	procedure	involves	a	student	

chairperson	walking	around	the	school	grounds	melodically	and	methodically	

calling	“whole	school	meeting,	meeting	for	the	whole	school,”	I	was	able	to	be	
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present	for	every	whole	school	meeting	that	occurred	while	I	was	on	school	

grounds.	It	was,	however,	not	possible	to	attend	every	small	meeting	that	

occurred	while	I	was	there	because	there	are	no	public	announcements	that	such	

meetings	are	about	to	be	undertaken.	Small	meetings	can	be	called	at	any	time	

by	the	selected	chairperson,	who	is	obliged	to	request	the	presence	of	only	one	

adult	to	supervise	the	meeting	and	the	people	or	person	with	whom	the	matter	

relates.	This	meant	that	I	missed	some	small	meetings	while	I	was	at	the	school	

because	I	was	not	in	the	vicinity	of	them	as	they	got	under	way.	There	was	also	

an	occasion	where	I	was	asked	to	leave	by	a	student	who	did	not	feel	comfortable	

with	the	meeting	being	recorded.	

	

Interviews	

During	my	second	week	at	the	school	I	began	conducting	interviews	with	

students.	Interviews	were,	at	times,	difficult	to	arrange.	Prior	to	being	able	to	

interview	a	student,	a	student’s	parent	or	guardian	needed	to	have	completed	a	

consent	form	so	the	child	could	then	sign	a	consent	form.	This	placed	limits	on	

who	I	was	able	to	interview,	particularly	because	some	parents	or	guardians	did	

not	return	the	forms,	which	I	gave	to	some	in	person,	or	they	did	not	respond	to	

the	school-wide	email	with	the	attached	forms.	In	total	I	received	twenty-three	

consent	forms	from	parents,	but	I	was	only	able	to	interview	twelve	students.	

The	discrepancy	in	these	figures	is	due	to	three	children	not	wanting	to	be	

interviewed	and	the	remainder	either	being	busy	at	the	time	I	was	able	to	

interview	them	(adults	at	Manapori	School	are	discouraged	from	interrupting	

children’s	play,	as	it	is	seen	as	valuable	learning	time),	or	I	was	put	off	for	

another	time,	which	did	not	actualise.			

	

I	recorded	interviews	on	my	laptop	using	video	capture	software,	

capturing	both	audio	and	video	data.	Later,	I	transcribed	the	interviews	(both	

questions	and	answers).	When	interviewing	students	I	began	each	interview	

with	the	question	“What	is	your	favourite	thing	about	school?”	followed	by	

“What	is	your	least	favourite	thing	about	school?”	The	purpose	of	these	
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questions	was	to	get	students	thinking	about	their	feelings	towards	their	school	

and	to	see	if	any	themes	emerged	in	terms	of	favourite	and	least	favourite	things.	

The	remaining	questions	generally	targeted	topics	such	as	equality	(“Do	you	

think	everyone	is	treated	equally?”),	the	meetings	(“What	do	you	think	of	the	

meetings?”),	and	democratic	knowledge	attainment	(“How	do	you	learn	how	to	

take	part	in	meetings?”).	I	was	careful	not	to	ask	leading	questions,	and	generally	

I	tried	to	ask	follow	on	questions	relating	to	what	was	being	discussed	in	accord	

with	open-ended	interview	procedure.		

	

A	limit	to	interviewing	students	was	that	I	was	only	able	to	interview	

students	who	were	willing	or	wanting	to	be	interviewed.	This	meant	that	some	

very	shy	or	very	busy	students	did	not	partake.	Another	limit	placed	on	the	

interview	process	was	the	lack	of	quiet	spaces	in	which	to	conduct	an	interview.	

At	best	we	could	use	a	room	that	no	one	was	in,	but	in	every	instance,	someone	

else	came	into	the	room	while	the	interview	was	under	way.	Sometimes	the	

intruder	would	recognise	what	we	were	doing	and	leave;	however,	there	were	

times	when	the	intruder	would	get	on	with	a	task	in	the	room,	thus	being	in	

earshot	of	the	interview.	The	intruder’s	presence	may	have	affected	the	answers	

that	interviewed	students	provided,	but	all	interviewees	appeared	unconcerned	

with	the	intruder’s	presence.	I	looked	for	any	signs	of	discomfort	or	concern	

from	the	interviewee,	who	may	have	been	triggered	by	either	an	intruder,	my	

general	presence	or	from	the	questions	I	asked,	but	I	did	not	perceive	any	

discomfort	or	concern	from	any	interviewee.	

	

Interviews	were	also	conducted	with	two	staff	members	towards	the	end	

of	my	time	at	the	school	and	the	school’s	principal	completed	an	email	delivered	

questionnaire	shortly	after	I	left.	The	questions	for	staff	intended	to	uncover	

information	such	as:	what	they	saw	as	the	most	prominent	qualities	of	the	

school;	what	negative	aspects	they	perceived;	what	they	perceived	their	role	to	

be	within	the	school;	whether	they	thought	the	school	was	aligned	in	principle	
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and	in	practice;	and	how	they	perceived	democracy	as	a	feature	within	the	

school.	All	staff	provided	me	with	insightful	and	thoughtful	responses.	

	

Surveys	

As	I	approached	parents	at	the	school	with	information	forms	outlining	my	study	

and	consent	forms	to	be	signed,	I	also	gave	them	a	survey	to	complete.	Some	

parents	took	the	forms,	never	to	return	them,	while	others	promptly	filled	out	

the	consent	forms	and	completed	the	survey	on	the	spot.	In	total	I	received	

twelve	completed	surveys	from	parents.	An	initial	key	question	in	the	survey	

asked	the	parent	or	guardian	if	they	moved	their	child(ren)	to	Manapori	School	

from	another	school	and	if	so,	why.	Not	only	did	this	question	provide	some	

insight	into	why	Manapori	School	was	chosen,	it	also	allowed	me	to	see	if	there	

were	different	outcomes	for	those	who	had	been	at	the	school	from	the	

beginning	of	their	schooling	years	(some	had	also	spent	time	at	the	school	

during	their	pre-school	years)	and	for	the	students	who	had	moved	there	later.	

	

By	utilising	multiple	data	collection	methods	I	was	able	to	collect	a	wide	

variety	of	data,	which	helped	paint	a	broader	and	clearer	picture	of	Manapori	

School.	My	field	notes	contain	my	perceptions	of	what	was	going	on,	while	the	

interviews	offered	an	insight	into	the	perspectives	of	the	students	and	staff	and	

the	survey	results	provide	a	brief	look	at	how	parents	or	guardians	perceive	

certain	aspects	of	the	school.	

	

Data	Analysis	

Analysing	Field	Notes	

My	analysis	of	the	data	presented	in	this	thesis	required	multiple	readings	of	the	

transcripts	to	determine	what	themes	were	present.	A	theme	was	determined	as	

such	if	it	related	to	my	research	questions	and	it	appeared	on	three	or	more	

occasions.	The	themes	that	emerged	and	have	been	linked	to	democratic	theory	

are:	freedom,	power,	inclusion	and	exclusion,	and	friendship	and	community	–	all	

of	which	are	discussed	in	chapter	three.		
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I	kept	a	separate	section	of	my	field	notes	journal	specifically	for	

capturing	details	of	the	school’s	meetings.	The	data	I	collected	from	the	meetings	

required	a	somewhat	quantitative	analysis	such	as	counting	up	the	number	of	

meetings,	be	they	whole	school	or	small,	who	called	and	chaired	the	meetings,	

and	the	overall	number	of	boy,	girl	and	adult	participants.	The	results	of	this	

simple	counting	process	revealed,	for	example,	that	there	were	significantly	

more	adults	than	children	calling	and	participating	in	meetings.	

	

Analysing	Interview	Data	

I	read	and	re-read	interview	transcripts	and	looked	for	any	reoccurring	themes.	

For	example,	discussion	around	meetings	was	an	obvious	theme.	It	could	then	be	

divided	into	two	categories	–	negative	feelings	toward	meetings	and	positive	

feelings	toward	meetings.	Additionally	there	appeared	to	be	a	neutral	category;	

however,	few	fell	into	this	category.	Other	themes	related	to	children’s	favourite	

things	–	the	most	common	response	related	to	freedom	and	choice;	and	the	least	

favourite	things,	which	were	commonly	the	whole	school	meetings.	

	

Analysing	Surveys	

The	parent	survey	outputs	were	relatively	straightforward	and	answers	were	

simple	to	group	and	tally.	Most	survey	questions	offered	a	yes	or	no	option	prior	

to	a	why	option.	The	themes	mentioned	above	could	be	identified	within	the	why	

component	of	the	answers.	
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CHAPTER	ONE:	DEMOCRATIC	THEORY	

	

This	chapter	provides	some	historical	insight	into	the	development	of	

democracy,	followed	by	an	examination	of	liberalism	and	republicanism,	after	

which	it	is	concluded	that	neither	liberal	nor	republican	theory	or	practice	

adequately	addresses	matters	of	participation.	It	is,	therefore,	necessary	to	look	

at	democratic	theories	that	overtly	strive	to	increase	and	improve	democratic	

participation	–	participatory	democracy,	deliberative	democracy,	communicative	

democracy	and	unitary	democracy.	It	is	argued	that	democratic	theory	and	

practice	ought	to	be	attentive	to	the	quality	and	inclusivity	of	citizenry	

participation.	Education	is	then	discussed	as	possessing	the	potential	to	improve	

democratic	participation	through	the	utilisation	of	various	democratic	practices,	

and	Dewey	and	Gutmann’s	democratic	education	theories	are	assessed.	Finally,	

this	chapter	looks	at	Democratic	Free	Schooling,	which	can	be	seen	as	a	viable	

way	to	improve	and	develop	the	democratic	voices	of	young	citizens.	Democratic	

Free	School	history,	theoretical	underpinnings	and	some	examples	of	such	

schools	are	provided.	

	

	

The	Development	of	Democracy	

	

All	democracies	involve	some	form	of	citizenry	participation	in	the	governance	of	

the	society	or	group	in	question.	Who	has	been	considered	a	citizen	has	changed	

over	time	and	remains	somewhat	varied.	Until	the	late	nineteenth	century	the	

right	to	conventional	political	participation39	in	a	democracy	was	almost	strictly	

																																																								
39	della	Porta,	Can	Democracy	be	Saved?:	Participation,	Deliberation	and	Social	Movements	
(Cambridge,	United	Kingdom:	Polity	Press,	2013),	58.	I	use	the	term	conventional	political	
participation,	as	della	Porta	does,	to	refer	to	matters	of	state	and	parliamentary	democracy,	for	
example,	voting	in	national	or	local	elections	or	legitimately	attending	and	participating	in	town	
meetings.	Non-conventional	participation,	on	the	other	hand,	refers	to	action	that	is	
intentionally	aimed	at	affecting	state	and	parliamentary	politics,	but	occurs	outside	these	
realms.	Examples	of	unofficial	political	participation	include	public	protesting,	petitioning,	
boycotts,	and	writing	letters	to	politicians.	della	Porta	notes	that	since	the	1960s	conventional	
participation	has	remained	fairly	stable,	while	non-conventional	participation	has	risen	
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limited	to	adult	males.40	This	highlights	the	limited	scope	of	many	forms	of	

democracy	both	in	theory	and	practice.	There	are,	however,	small	groups	of	

people	of	all	ages	and	citizenry	status	within	a	state	who	utilise	democracy	as	a	

way	to	manage	their	community	or	group	politics,	but	it	remains	the	case	that	for	

most	states	citizenship	is	the	minimal	requirement	for	democratic	state	

participation.	

	

As	with	the	definition	of	a	citizen,	the	methods	and	conventions	regarding	

democratic	participation	have	altered	throughout	democracy's	history.	Initially,	

citizens	were	involved	in	a	direct	manner;	they	were	physically	present	for	key	

deliberations.	This	direct	citizenry	participation	in	politics	–	as	opposed	to	

participation	via	representative	processes,	which	developed	centuries	later	–	laid	

the	foundations	for	what	has	come	to	be	referred	to,	in	general	terms,	as	direct	

democracy.		The	earliest	large-scale	exemplar	of	direct	democracy,	which	is	now	

commonly	referred	to	as	classical	democracy,	emerged	in	Athens,	Greece,	in	the	

sixth	century	B.C.E..	Only	Athenian	born	land-owning	males	could	participate,	

highlighting	the	exclusionary	conception	of	the	citizen.41	

	

Athenian	citizens	were	perceived	as	holding	equal	status,	while	also	

maintaining	unique	interests,	some	of	which	conflicted.	Conflict	was	legitimised	

through	a	system	of	majority	rule	voting	and	it	was	understood	that	ultimately	a	

vote	outcome	revealed	the	correct	outcome	for	all.	Mansbridge	suggests	that	“By	

accepting	some	conflict	as	legitimate	and	by	instituting	the	formal	procedures	of	

one-citizen/one-vote	and	majority	rule”	Athens	rejected	decision	making	

procedures	that	were	based	around	the	friendships	of	community	members,	yet	

retained	the	value	that	all	citizens	be	involved	in	the	decision	making	process.42	

																																																																																																																																																														
substantially.	She	posits	this	is	“not	an	indicator	of	political	alienation	but	...of	the	growth	in	
political	competencies,	in	participation	among	the	young.”	

40	Robert	Dahl,	On	Democracy,	89.		New	Zealand	achieved	universal	suffrage	in	1893,	allowing	
women	to	vote	in	national	elections.	New	Zealand	was	the	first	nation	state	to	make	this	
momentous	change,	but	it	would	take	decades	for	many	other	democracies	to	follow	suit.	

41	Ibid.,	9-11.	
42	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy,	15.	
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Despite	Athenian	democracy	eventually	dissipating,	certain	democratic	

practices	were	evident	in	the	politics	of	a	few	European	societies43	but	it	was	not	

until	democracy's	large-scale	revival	in	Britain	in	the	late-seventeenth	and	

eighteenth	centuries	that	we	see	a	key	shift	in	both	theory	and	practice	from	

democracy	as	a	mode	of	civic	participation	to	democracy	as	a	method	of	civic	

protection.	Democracy	came	to	be	seen	as	a	mechanism	for	protecting	oneself	

against	government	encroachments.44	An	encroachment	of	central	concern	in	

Britain	during	the	seventeenth	and	eighteenth	centuries	was	the	potential	for	the	

government	to	expropriate	privately	owned	property.	The	government	reserved	

the	right	to	expropriate	property	in	the	interest	of	the	common	good.	If	someone	

was	not	paying	the	required	taxes,	they	could	be	forced	to	give	up	their	right	to	

own	the	property	in	question,	also,	if	the	property	was	seen	by	the	state	to	suit	a	

better	or	more	common	good.	Instances	of	the	latter	became	increasingly	

common	as	the	British	government	funded	and	provided	(often	expropriated)	

land	to	advance	the	“transport	revolution.”45	As	a	result,	citizens	were	

increasingly	concerned	with	their	own	rights,	particularly	relating	to	property,	

and	they	demanded	the	right	to	belong	to	or	to	determine	the	membership	of	the	

legislature	that	was	able	to	dictate	the	fate	of	their	property.46	

	

	 Voting	was	an	important	element	of	Athenian	democracy;	however,	it	was	

a	practice	that	was	solely	undertaken	by	those	who	were	physically	present.	

Come	the	late-seventeenth	century,	voting	in	the	United	Kingdom	was	equally	

important	but	it	did	not	require	the	physical	presence	of	voters.	Rather	voting	on	

specific	matters	became	the	responsibility	of	representatives,	while	citizen’s	

																																																								
43	Dahl,	On	Democracy,	19-20.	The	Swiss	Alps	had	adopted	a	common	rights	system	by	around	
800	C.	E.	and	by	900	C.	E.	Vikings	were	assembling	across	Scandinavia.	Viking	meetings	were	
referred	to	as	Ting	and	it	was	here	that	laws	were	decided,	disputed	and	settled.	Even	religions	
were	amended,	as	was	the	case	when	Christianity	replaced	the	Norse	religion.	Small	city-states	
in	northern	Italy	also	utilised	popular	rule	from	around	1100	C.	E.	

44	Andrew	Heywood,	Politics,	2nd	ed.	(Basingstoke,	Hampshire:	Palgrave,	2002),	73.	
45	Julian	Hoppit,	“Compulsion,	Compensation	and	Property	Rights	in	Britain,	1688-1833,”	Past	
and	Present,	no.	210	(2011):	100,	accessed	April	19,	2015,	
http://past.oxfordjournals.org.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/content/210/1/93.full.pdf+html.	

46	Ibid.	
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votes	were	used	to	establish	who	these	representatives	were.	Representation	

was	still,	however,	not	well	conceptualised	at	this	point	in	history,	but	was	to	

develop	over	the	next	century.	47		

	

The	shift	toward	a	more	protection	based	conception	of	democracy	and	

role	of	government	allowed	for	the	development	of	representative	systems,	

whereby	consent	to	be	governed	was	enacted	through	competitive	and	regular	

elections.48	Heywood	outlines	four	models	of	representation	that	have	been	

supported	in	both	theory	and	practice:	the	trusteeship,	delegation,	mandate	and	

resemblance	models.49	What	follows	is	a	description	of	each,	but	note,	as	

Heywood	does,	that	in	practice,	more	than	one	model	is	often	utilised	

simultaneously.	This	suggests	that	no	one	model	is	adequate	for	a	sufficient	

representative	government.	

	

Strongly	conservative	in	character,	the	trustee	model	was	supported	by	

eighteenth	century	statesman	and	political	theorist	Edmund	Burke	(1729-1797).	

It	is	an	elitist	model	as	it	leaves	the	role	of	representation	solely	to	“those	with	

the	good	fortune	to	possess	education	and	understanding.”50	It	is	arguably	

belittling	of	the	citizenry	since	these	representatives	act	with	their	own	

judgement,	disregarding	their	constituent’s	wishes	and	making	judgements	

based	on	their	own	perception	of	what	comprises	the	common	good.51	Two	

additional	points	of	contention	are	as	follows;	firstly,	despite	the	claims	of	those	

who	favour	this	model,	compassion	and	goodwill	are	not	necessarily	outcomes	

nor	even	goals	of	education,	and	secondly,	there	is	little	to	ensure	that	

representatives	will	not	simply	pursue	their	own	interests	under	the	guise	of	the	

public	good.52	

																																																								
47	Heywood,	Politics,	74.	
48	Ibid.	
49	Ibid.,	224-228.	
50	Ibid.,	225.	
51	Hanna	Fenichel	Pitkin,	The	Concept	of	Representation	(Berkley:	University	of	California	Press,	
1967),	170.	

52	Heywood,	Politics,	225.	
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	 Unlike	the	trustee	model	representative,	a	delegate	model	representative	

is	required	to	put	personal	interests	and	opinions	aside	in	order	to	represent	

expressly	the	views	and	decisions	of	her/his	constituents.	This	model	relies	on	

frequent	elections,	short-terms	in	office,	and	referendums	to	ensure	politicians	

maintain	the	views	of	the	represented.	A	concerning	aspect	of	this	model	is	that	

there	is	little	room	for	representatives	to	make	any	independent	judgement	or	to	

inspire	their	constituents	–	they	are	merely	reflecting	and	pandering	to	the	views	

of	others.53	

	

	 As	political	parties	developed	so,	too,	did	the	mandate	model	of	

representation.	Mandate	model	representatives	act	on	behalf	of,	not	only	their	

constituents	but	also,	perhaps	more	importantly,	their	party	and	its	principles.	

Essentially,	mandate	representatives	“are	seen	as	foot	soldiers	for	a	party.”54	

Once	elected,	the	representative	is	then	authorised	to	enact	or	install	any	

programmes	or	policies	the	party	outlined	during	its	campaign.	On	the	one	hand,	

this	model	seems	encouraging	as	it	provides	accountability	and	meaning	to	

election	promises,	yet	on	the	other	hand,	it	is	questionable	whether	voters	cast	

their	votes	based	on	party	policy	or	simply	on	party	members’	personalities	or	

persistent	party	allegiance.	Problems	may	also	arise	when,	for	example,	

circumstances	change	and	there	is	a	need	for	an	adjustment	in	policy	direction;	

yet	mandate	representatives	are	bound	to	their	party	principles	and	

programmes.55	Additionally,	Hanna	Pitkin	notes	that	matters	are	further	

complicated	with	the	mandate	model	“by	the	differences	between	representing	a	

single	principle	and	representing	a	diverse	political	constituency.”56	

	

	 The	final	model	presented	by	Heywood	is	the	resemblance	model.57	Each	

social	group	based	on	gender,	religion,	ethnicity,	age,	income	bracket	and	so	on	is	

																																																								
53	Ibid.,	226-227.	
54	Ibid.,	227.	
55	Ibid.	
56	Pitkin,	Concept	of	Representation,	145.	
57	Heywood,	Politics,	228.	
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represented	with	the	intention	to	provide	a	“microcosm”	of	society.	At	a	glance	

this	may	appear	to	be	“true”	representation,	but	upon	closer	inspection	some	

problematic	factors	are	revealed.	Pitkin	notes	that	models	that	attempt	to	mirror	

society	ultimately	select	representatives	based	on	characteristics,	i.e.,	based	on	

the	person	“being	something,”	rather	than	“doing	something.”	This	restricts	

electoral	choice	and	party	candidate	options	to	what	people	“are”	(a	complicated	

matter	indeed	–	and	one	that	will	not	be	addressed	here)	as	opposed	to	how	they	

act.58	

	

	 Young	proposes	that	a	variety	of	perspectives	be	represented	as	opposed	

to	a	variety	of	groups.	She	suggests	that	representation	be	a	relationship	

between	the	representatives	and	their	constituents,	whereby	the	representative	

does	not	stand	in	for	their	constituents	or	seek	to	mirror	their	identity,	but	seeks	

to	offer	their	social	perspective	within	the	relevant	political	setting.	Mansbridge	

explains,	“Social	perspective	is	the	point	of	view	group	members	have	on	social	

processes	because	of	their	position	within	them.”59	Furthermore,	social	

perspectives	are	not	synonymous	with	particular	shared	opinions	or	interests.60	

Ultimately,	the	most	compelling	reason	for	favouring	the	representation	of	

perspective	over	interests	or	opinions	is	that	“some	asserted	interests	or	

opinions	may	be	bad	or	illegitimate,	whereas	a	social	perspective	is	not	in	itself	

illegitimate.”61	

	

	 Although	representation	is	now	commonly	associated	with	democracy,	

there	remains	democratic	spaces	where	direct	democracy	prevails,	such	as	in	the	

United	States	New	England	town-meetings	and	various	workplaces	and	schools,	

most	notably	Democratic	Free	Schools.	Such	spaces	may	utilise	an	informal	

representative	system,	whereby	meeting	attendees	attempt	to	represent	those	

who	are	not	in	attendance.	Mansbridge	suggests	such	an	informal	representative	

																																																								
58	Pitkin,	Concept	of	Representation,	61.	
59	Iris	Marion	Young,	Inclusion	and	Democracy	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2002),	137.	
60	Ibid.,	133.	
61	Ibid.,	146.	
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system	is	best	achieved	if	meetings	are	held	at	varying	times	of	day	and	are	of	

varying	lengths,	allowing	more	opportunities	for	a	wider	group	of	

representatives	to	attend.	Such	meetings	should	offer	community	wide	referenda	

to	ensure	that	attendees	are	meeting	the	interests	of	their	wider	group.	

Mansbridge	also	suggests	rhetoric	that	praises	attendees,	while	shaming	non-

attendees	needs	to	cease.	She	believes	that	democratic	polities	ought	to	promote	

decision	making	at	meetings	as	a	privilege,	which	carries	the	responsibility	that	

one	must	not	act	solely	in	one’s	own	interests	but	also	in	consideration	of	the	

interests	of	the	whole	group.62	She	further	notes	that	the	only	way	to	ensure	

meeting	attendees	act	as	representatives	is	through	“moral	exhortation	and	the	

threat	that	the	group	as	a	whole	will	overturn	their	decisions	if	the	interest	of	

absent	members	are	completely	ignored.”63	

	 	

Having	established	who	is	involved	in	democratic	practices	and	how	they	

are	involved	(directly	or	indirectly),	we	move	to	examine	why	people	involve	

themselves	in	democratic	processes.	As	with	the	definition	of	citizen	and	the	

method	of	involvement,	the	motivation	for	participation	has	also	evolved	and	can	

be	traced	back	to	two	key	democratic	theories	–	republicanism	and	liberalism.	

	

	

Liberalism	and	Republicanism	

	

Two	key	but	generally	conflicting	rationales	that	underpin	democratic	

participation	are	the	search	for	and	protection	of	the	common	good	and	the	

belief	in	and	protection	of	individual	rights.	The	search	for	and	the	protection	of	

the	common	good	is	a	trait	of	classical	democracy	and	more	recent	republican	

democracy,	whereas	the	belief	in	and	protection	of	individual	rights,	notably	

individual	freedom,	are	key	features	of	liberal	democratic	theory	and	practice.	

	

																																																								
62	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy,	250-251.	
63	Ibid.,	251.	
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From	the	republican	position	the	entire	citizenry,	as	opposed	to	a	liberty	

endowed	individual,	is	viewed	as	the	political	body.	This	large	political	body	is	

believed	to	share	ideals	of	the	good	life	and	it	is	the	role	of	the	citizen	to	

participate	in	democratic	processes	in	order	to	shield	the	common	good	from	

tyranny	of	the	minority.	Republicanism	places	the	common	good	above	the	

interests	of	the	individual,	and	supports	the	belief	that	commonalities	be	the	

focus	of	political	participation	for	social	cohesion	and	unity	to	develop.64	Such	a	

notion	clearly	harks	back	to	Athenian	ideals	of	direct	democracy;	however,	in	

large	modern	states,	contemporary	republicans	favour	representative	

government	over	direct	citizenry	participation.	This	could	be	considered	a	purely	

pragmatic	shift,	since	citizenship	status	has	broadened	and	participant	numbers	

have	drastically	increased.65	

	

Liberalism	emerged	during	the	breakdown	of	feudal	systems	and	

eventually	became	closely	aligned	with	capitalist	values,	promoting	individual	

freedom	and	eventually	equal	rights	as	a	way	to	protect	people	from	the	tyranny	

of	the	masses	and	of	government.	As	opposed	to	the	republican	conception	of	the	

good,	which	is	seen	as	common	or	shared,	the	liberal	conception	of	good	

emerges	from	the	individual.	The	autonomous	liberal	individual	must	maintain	

liberty	above	all	else,	with	the	understanding	that	freedom	does	not	equate	to	

license,	meaning	that	one	is	free	insofar	as	one	does	not	impinge	upon	on	the	

liberties	of	others.	The	notion	of	the	liberty-endowed	individual	lends	itself	to	a	

conception	of	equality.	Liberalism	maintains	that	everyone	is	of	equal	moral	

worth	and	is	thus	entitled	to	equal	politically	sanctioned	rights.66	

	

David	Miller	suggests	that	whilst	the	liberal	citizen	is	able	to	regulate	the	

private	self	within	a	set	of	accepted	principles	(particularly	individual	rights	and	
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the	laws	that	protect	them),	the	republican	citizen	is	able	to	contest	the	set	of	

principles	themselves.67	In	other	words:	

	

…The	contrast	between	republicanism	and	liberalism	is	not	that	the	

liberal	recognizes	the	value	of	entrenched	rights	whereas	the	

republican	does	not,	but	that	the	liberal	regards	these	rights	as	

having	a	pre-political	justification	while	the	republican	grounds	

them	in	public	discussion.68	

	

If	one	is	able	and	perhaps	even	encouraged	to	contend	the	very	structures	one	is	

bound	to,	responsibility	for	political	decision-making	is	surely	high	and	

obligations	numerous.	However,	for	some,	this	may	not	be	seen	as	a	negative	

attribute,	as	ultimately,	the	republican	citizen	is	seen	as	“someone	who	plays	an	

active	role	in	shaping	the	future	direction	of	his	or	her	society	through	political	

debate	and	decision-making.”69	By	contrast,	the	liberal	citizen	is	more	inclined	to	

entrust	political	action	to	“others”	such	as	politicians	and	bureaucrats	under	the	

condition	that	these	“others”	will	protect	their	pre-existing	rights.70	

	

Both	republicanism	and	liberalism	assume	that	conflict	is	a	requirement	

of	democratic	proceedings	and	therefore	both	can	be	considered	models	of	

adversary	democracy.	Within	an	adversary	democracy	“members	do	not	know	or	

care	for	each	other	[rather]	they	assume	conflicting	interests”	and	emphasis	is	

placed	on	the	equal	protection	of	interests,	either	common	or	individual,	rather	

than	on	equal	respect.	71	When	interests	do	conflict,	republicanism	and	

liberalism	seek	to	resolve	conflict	in	different	ways.	
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Republican	democracy	seeks	to	eradicate	conflict	through	democratic	

practices	that	aim	to	arrive	at	a	decision	through	consensus.72	This	notion	sees	

citizenry	unification	as	an	ideal	end	of	adversary	processes.	A	strong	democracy,	

according	to	Benjamin	Barber,	is	one	based	on	the	republican	ideals	of	

participation,	commonness	and	unity.	He	claims	that	a	citizenry	“owes	the	

character	of	its	existence	to	what	its	constituents	have	in	common”73	and	

political	practices	that	focus	on	affinities	will	leave	citizens	feeling	bonded	over	a	

shared	vision	for	their	community.	Yet	such	commonality	may	not	be	

immediately	apparent,	and	in	practice	may	only	be	illuminated	through	

adversary	processes.	

	

	 Barber's	argument	is	flawed	as	it	ignores	difference	and	the	nuances	that	

diversity	contributes	to	society.	Young	believes	that	there	is	something	

profoundly	lacking	in	a	society	that	aims	for	or	focuses	on	commonness	rather	

than	diversity.	She	claims	that	an	insistence	on	“the	ideal	of	a	common	good,	a	

general	will,	a	shared	life	leads	to	pressures	for	a	homogeneous	citizenry.”74	

Ultimately,	Barber	neglects	to	acknowledge	the	range	of	perspectives,	

experiences,	histories,	cultures	and	needs	that	a	community	contains.	Although	

he	advocates	for	a	strong	democracy	based	around	citizenry	participation,	he	

does	not	confront	the	exclusionary	nature	that	may	be	inherent	within	certain	

modes	of	participation.	

	

	 Adversary	processes	are	also	a	key	feature	of	liberal	democracy;	however,	

consensus	and	unity	are	not	the	ideal	end.	In	this	model,	conflict	assists	in	

legitimising	individual	interests,	while	also	maintaining	equal	rights.	Liberalism	

is	centred	on	the	idea	that	equal	rights	for	individuals	(notably	the	right	to	

liberty)	leads	to	a	greater	sense	of	social	and	political	equality.	To	protect	

individual	liberty,	liberal	democracy	presents	us	with	a	prescribed	set	of	rights	
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that	all	citizens	may	equally	enjoy75	and	everyone	is	measured	using	the	same	

norms.76	It	is	understood	that	each	citizen	is	endowed	with	certain	rights	and	

that	these	rights	are	to	be	unbiasedly	guaranteed	by	the	state.	Young	argues,	

however,	that	liberalism's	“formalistic	ethic	of	rights...denies	difference	by	

bringing	all	such	separated	individuals	under	a	common	measure	of	rights.”77	

Since	it	is	a	matter	of	one	set	of	rights	applied	to	everyone	in	the	same	way,	it	can	

be	argued	that	all	individuals	are	officially,	by	way	of	the	state,	denied	any	

acknowledgement	that	they	are	different	to	one	another.	

	

	 Liberalism’s	call	for	equal	rights	allocation	initially	served	people	and	

democracy	well	by	highlighting	peoples'	equal	moral	worth.	When	the	time	was	

such	that	rights	were	unequally	distributed	according	to	one's	natural	position	in	

life,	it	was	reasonable	to	demand	that	rights	be	reallocated	in	a	way	that	puts	

aside	differences.78	Instances	of	important	equal	rights'	realisations	include	

women's	suffrage	in	all	democratic	countries79	and	in	the	case	of	the	United	

States	specifically,	the	Civil	Rights	Act	of	1964,	which	expanded	voting	rights	to	

all	American	citizens.	The	Act	also	forbade	discrimination	in	the	workplace	or	

places	of	education	based	on	race,	sex,	religion,	creed	or	age.80	

	

	 Despite	the	allocation	of	equal	rights,	it	remains	the	case,	however,	that	

“an	equal	vote	cannot	guarantee	equal	power,”81	something	which	neither	

republicanism	nor	liberalism	adequately	address.	Mansbridge's	case	for	equality	

asserts	that	it	is	the	equal	distribution	of	power	that	will	ultimately	lead	to	
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equality.	For	Mansbridge,	power	means	one’s	ability	to	determine	decisions,	

which	must	be	equally	available	to	all	for	democracy	to	be	realised.82	

	

Mansbridge	states	that	democratic	equality	should	not	be	seen	as	“little	

mounds	of	status	or	respect,	carefully	measured	and	levelled	so	that	none	

exceeds	the	others	in	height,	width,	or	weight.”83	Rather,	she	suggests	that	equal	

power	can	be	achieved	through	the	presence	of	equal	respect,84	which	is	best	

understood	as	something	that	is	qualitative,	rather	than	quantitative:	“It	has	to	

do	with	subjective	relations	among	human	beings,	with	the	tone,	the	nature,	the	

kind	of	bond	between	them.”85	For	Mansbridge,	power	and	status	are	somewhat	

synonymous.	She	suggests	that	efforts	to	reduce	status	inequality	and	increase	

mutual	respect	could	be	more	productive	than	demanding	total	political	

equality.86	

	

	 With	Mansbridge’s	ideals	in	mind,	perhaps	it	is	through	democratic	

participation	that	equal	power	can	best	be	realised.	Participation,	therefore,	can	

be	seen	as	not	only	a	democratic	end	in	itself	but	also	as	a	way	to	achieve	a	

variety	of	other	valuable	ends.	The	following	section	focuses	on	participatory,	

deliberative,	unitary	and	communicative	democratic	theory	and	practices	–	all	of	

which	aim	to	increase	and	improve	democratic	participation.	

	

	

Participation	

	

All	forms	of	democracy	require	citizenry	participation	but,	as	we	have	seen,	

different	democratic	theories	conceptualise	participation	in	different	ways.	

There	are	other	democratic	theories	that	emerged	during	the	late-twentieth	
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century	that	moved	beyond	liberal	and	republican	ideals,	with	the	more	specific	

aim	to	increase	and	improve	citizenry	participation.	Participatory	democracy,	

deliberative	democracy,	contemporary	unitary	democracy,	and	communicative	

democracy	are	four	theories	and	practices	that	arguably	aim	to	increase	and	

improve	citizenry	participation.	

	

	 Participatory	democracy,	as	a	contemporary	theory	and	practice	surfaced	

in	the	1960s,	with	the	New	Left	aligning	strongly	with	its	rationale.	The	New	Left	

that	emerged	in	the	1960s	and	1970s	was	made	up	of	a	variety	of	thinkers	and	

movements	that	shared	a	radical	critique	of	industrial	society	and	oppressive	

“systems.”	They	rejected	“old”	left	ideals	such	as	Soviet-style	socialism	and	

working	class	revolutions,	and	adopted	participatory	democracy	and	a	desire	for	

decentralisation.	The	New	Left	shared	ideas	and	practices	from	both	the	liberal	

tradition,	notably	a	dislike	for	government	intervention	in	the	private	sphere;	

and	from	republicans,	a	desire	for	democratic	participation	by	the	people	and	a	

focus	on	the	common	good.	87	Although	sharing	some	liberal	ideals,	the	New	Left	

questioned	the	claim	that	liberal	democracies	enabled	individuals	to	be	free	and	

equal	and	they	saw	participatory	democracy	as	a	way	to	remedy	the	problem.88			

	

	 The	Port	Huron	Statement	is	seen	as	a	key	text	for	the	New	Left	

participatory	democrats.	An	excerpt	from	the	document	states:	

	

We	seek	the	establishment	of	a	democracy	of	individual	

participation,	governed	by	two	central	aims;	that	the	

individual	share	in	those	social	decisions	determining	the	

quality	and	direction	of	his	life;	that	society	be	organized	to	

																																																								
87	Heywood,	Politics,	284.	
88	David	Held,	Models	of	Democracy	(Cambridge,	United	Kingdom:	Polity	Press,	2006),	209.	
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encourage	independence	of	man	and	provide	the	media	for	

their	common	participation.89	

	

This	text	highlights	the	links	between	participatory	democracy	and	both	liberal	

individualism	and	republican	participatory	ideals.		

	

	 According	to	participatory	theorists,	one	advantage	of	participation	lies	in	

the	act	of	participation	itself	as	spaces	for	participation	ultimately	become	

“schools	of	democracy.”90	Participation	can	then	be	understood	as	“a	virtuous	

circle	[...where]	opportunities	to	participate	stimulate	trust	and	activism,	thus	

reproducing	the	stimulus	to	participate	and	improving	the	effects	of	

participation	itself.”91	The	reproductive	and	educative	potential	within	

participatory	democracy,	as	we	will	see,	is	emphasised	in	alternative	schools	that	

adopt	democratic	practices	with	the	aim	of	fostering	engaged	individuals	and	

citizens.	

	

	 Gutmann	and	Thompson	argue,	however,	that	participation	is	not	an	end	

in	itself;	rather,	it	is	essential	to	the	management	of	what	they	see	as	inevitable	

conflicting	interests	or	moral	disagreements.	They	propose	that	deliberative	

democracy	be	the	method	of	participation	used	to	work	through	such	conflict.	In	

instances	of	moral	disagreement,	deliberative	democracy	promotes	“extensive	

moral	argument	about	the	merits	of	public	policies	in	public	forums,	with	the	

aim	of	reaching	provisional	moral	agreement	and	maintaining	mutual	respect	

among	citizens.”92	
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Deliberative	democracy	has	become	a	popular	democratic	theory	over	the	

last	few	decades	and	has	been	increasingly	adopted	in	democratic	spaces.	A	

focus	on	the	deliberative	process	is	intended	to	unravel	a	problem	and	to	provide	

an	insight	into	possible	interpretations,	stances	and	solutions.	Problematically,	

however,	deliberative	democracy	favours	consensus,	which	arguably	can	result	in	

homogeneity.	It	also	assumes	conflict	is	an	essential	element	of	the	democratic	

process.93	

	

Unlike	Gutmann	and	Thompson,	Mansbridge	does	not	assume	that	

conflict	is	an	essential	or	useful	component	for	democracy;	rather,	she	defends	

and	promotes	unitary	democracy,	which	focuses	on	unifying	processes	rather	

than	adversary	ones.	Mansbridge	claims	that	unitary	democracy	“extends	

traditional	conceptions	of	friendship	to	the	political	realm,	and	that	[it]	is	the	

oldest	and	longest	lived	form	of	human	organisation.”94	Mansbridge	argues	that	

participation	is	best	facilitated	within	a	polis	that	has	a	strong	sense	of	

friendship	and	community	and	in	the	same	way	that	the	family	is	the	metaphor	

for	a	monarchy,	friendship	should	be	the	basis	for	democracy.95	

	

For	Mansbridge,	adversary	democracies	are	overly	focussed	on	the	equal	

protection	of	interests,	whereas	the	central	egalitarian	ideal	of	unitary	

democracy	is	equal	respect.96	She	notes	that	friends	are	always	considered	

equals	and	that	this	genuine	sense	of	equality	allows	for	the	costs	of	

participation	to	be	low.	It	could	be	assumed	that	her	position	on	equality	

assumes	some	sort	of	homogeneity;	however,	she	is	careful	to	note	that	friends	

must	be	seen	as	complementary,	rather	than	the	same.97	
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With	concerns	for	the	negative	impact	caused	by	homogeneity,	Young	

attempts	to	move	beyond	deliberative	and	unitary	democracy.	She	does	

acknowledge,	however,	the	potential	that	deliberative	democracy	has	to	foster	

unity,	to	develop	a	shared	understanding	and	to	promote	inclusivity.	Inclusivity	

is	an	issue	addressed	by	Young	in	detail.	She	points	out	that	“democratic	norms	

mandate	inclusion	as	a	criterion	of	the	political	legitimacy	of	outcomes”	and	that	

“the	norm	of	inclusion	is...a	powerful	means	for	criticizing	the	legitimacy	of	

nominally	democratic	processes	and	decisions.”98	Yet	this	“norm	of	inclusion”	is	

for	Young	unsatisfactorily	addressed	within	deliberative	democracy.99	She	argues	

that	deliberative	processes	that	aim	to	formulate	opinion	and	preference,	and	to	

remedy	moral	tensions	are	too	reliant	on	particular	methods	of	articulation,	

which	favour	not	what	is	said	but	how	it	is	said.100	

	

	 Young	elaborates	on	two	types	of	political	exclusion	–	external	and	

internal.101	External	exclusion	occurs	when	individuals	or	groups	are	

intentionally	kept	from	participating	in	political	processes,	which	allows	for	

other	individuals	and/or	groups	to	dominate.	Internal	exclusion	involves	

conventions	whereby	certain	styles	of	expression	or	modes	of	participation	are	

not	welcome	in	political	processes.	Internal	exclusion	results	in	individuals	or	

groups	lacking	“effective	opportunity	to	influence	the	thinking	of	others	[even]	

when	they	have	access	to	fora	and	procedures	of	decision-making.”102	Young's	

concern	for	styles	of	articulation	relates	to	informal	exclusion	–	those	who	do	not	

adhere	to	the	favoured	style	of	articulation,	despite	being	formally	included	in	a	

political	arena,	become	informally	excluded.	The	same	could	be	said	for	people	

who	do	not	conform	to	“appropriate”	attire,	gestures	or	general	behaviour.	
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	 Young’s	critiques	of	deliberative	democratic	theories	have	led	her	to	

develop	communicative	democracy.	She	argues	that	communicative	democracy	

recognises	“when	political	dialogue	aims	at	solving	collective	problems,	it	justly	

requires	a	plurality	of	perspectives,	speaking	styles,	and	ways	of	expressing	the	

particularity	of	social	situation	as	well	as	the	general	applicability	of	

principles.”103	Young's	theory	of	communicative	democracy	develops	

deliberative	practices	that	are	inclusive	but	do	not	overly	focus	on	ideals	of	

sameness	and	unity.	

	

	 The	unity	that	Young	promotes	does	not	involve	processes	that	aim	to	

uncover	a	common	good;	rather,	the	unity	she	envisions	relies	on	three	unifying	

conditions	–	formal	equal	respect,	agreed-upon	procedures	and	significant	

interdependence.104	She	claims	that	these	conditions	allow	for	differences	to	be	a	

useful	resource	in	a	democracy:	

	

Within	the	context	of	this	minimal	unity	that	characterizes	

communicative	democracy,	a	richer	understanding	of	

processes	of	democratic	discussion	results	if	we	assume	that	

differences	of	social	position	and	identity	perspective	function	

as	a	resource	for	public	reason	rather	than	as	divisions	that	

public	reason	transcends.105	

	

Accurate	representation	and	respect	for	social	position	and	identity	perspective	

are	vital	to	Young’s	theory	of	communicative	democracy.	Through	the	use	of	

consultative	processes,	representatives	are	able	to	present	accurately	and	

respectfully	the	perspectives	of	their	constituents.	Furthermore,	Young	

significantly	values	three	modes	of	deliberation	that	she	claims	will	help	to	
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improve	the	inclusive	quality	of	democracy:	greetings,	rhetoric	and	storytelling.	

She	values	greetings	because	of	the	universality	of	such	gestures;	they	invoke	a	

sense	of	polite	respect	and	flattery,	which	engages	participants	and	promotes	

inclusivity.106	For	Young,	rhetoric	“constructs	speaker,	audience,	and	occasion	by	

invoking	or	creating	specific	meaning,	connotations,	and	symbols,	and	it	serves	

this	connecting	function	whether	the	speaker	and	audience	share	meaning	or	

not.”107	Storytelling	is	able	to	go	even	further	to	reveal	particular	experiences	

and	perspectives,	and	to	contextualise	the	emergence	of	meanings,	values	and	

cultures.108	The	intention	behind	such	processes	is	that	they	will	ultimately	help	

to	solve	collective	problems	and	lead	to	better,	more	informed	public	policies.	

	

	 Many	of	the	principles	and	practices	of	deliberative	democracy,	

communicative	democracy,	and	unitary	democracy	are	well	aligned	with	the	

principles	and	practices	of	participatory	democracy.	Indeed,	Pateman	suggests	

that	the	term	deliberative	democracy	could	well	be	applied	to	many	theories	of	

participatory	democracy	and	that	deliberative	and	participatory	democracy	

compliment	each	other.109	della	Porta	also	notes	“deliberative	democracy	needs	

citizens	embedded	in	associative	networks,	able	to	build	democratic	skills	among	

their	adherents.”110	In	other	words,	participatory	democracy's	focus	on	citizenry	

participation	in	political	processes	is	an	essential	ingredient	to	the	deliberative	

democracy	process.	For	participatory,	deliberative,	communicative,	and	unitary	

democracy:	

	

...The	advantages	of	participation	are	praised	in	terms	not	

only	of	immediate	legitimation,	but	also	of	a	growing	

socialization	to	interest	and	action	for	the	collective	good.	

Participation	is	seen	to	have	a	positive	effect	on	citizens.	
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107	Ibid.,	130.	
108	Ibid.,	131-132	
109	Carole	Pateman,	“Participatory	Democracy	Revisited,”	Perspectives	in	Politics	10,	no.1	(2012):	
7-19.	

110	della	Porta,	Can	Democracy	be	Saved?,	65.	
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Spaces	of	participation	become	'schools	of	democracy':	the	

more	citizens	participate	in	the	decision-making	process,	the	

more	they	are	informed	and	enlightened,	and	the	more	they	

will	vote	in	national	elections.	Active,	knowledgeable	and	

informed	citizenship	will	increase	the	systematic	efficiency	

and	individual	and	collective	wellbeing.111	

	

Democracy	relies	on	participation	and	knowing,	not	only	how	to	be	inclusive	in	

our	participation,	but	how	to	participate	politically	in	general.	How	does	one	

obtain	the	knowledge	relating	to	democratic	participation?	Perhaps	more	

importantly,	how	does	one	gain	practical	experience?	Can	education	fulfil	this	

role?	

	

	

Democracy	and	Education	

	

This	section	frames	the	relationship	between	education	and	democracy	in	three	

ways:	education	within	a	democracy,	education	for	democracy	and	democracy	

within	an	educational	setting.112	Relevant	works	of	two	key	democratic	theorists,	

John	Dewey	(1859-1952)	and	Amy	Gutmann,	include	discussion	of	these	

relationships	and	will	be	addressed	below.	

	

	 Education	within	a	democratic	state	is	usually	provided	by	the	state	

through	the	provision	of	school	grounds,	resources	and	appropriately	qualified	

staff.	There	are	some	infrequent	exceptions	such	as	privately	operated	schools	

and	home-school	or	unschool	arrangements,113	although	in	these	cases	the	

																																																								
111	Ibid.,	41.	
112	Rosemary	Chamberlin,	Free	Children	and	Democratic	Schools:	A	philosophical	Study	of	Liberty	
and	Education	(New	York:	The	Falmer	Press,	1989),	120.			

113	Unschooling	is	a	term	coined	by	educationalist	John	Holt.	Holt	is	considered	by	many	as	a	key	
advocate	of	home-schooling;	however,	he	chose	to	disassociate	himself	from	home-schooling	as	
he	felt	it	was	being	increasingly	manipulated	by		people	wanting	to	maintain	the	same	rigidity	
as	traditional	schools	and	religious	fundamentalists.	He	developed	an	alternative	conception	of	
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education	provider	tends	to	be	required	to	follow	certain	state	regulations.	It	is	

generally	considered	that	it	is	the	state’s	role	to	educate	the	young	because	

education	is	commonly	perceived	as	a	common	good;	it	is	something	that	every	

democratic	citizen	has	the	right	to	and	it	is	believed	to	result	in	an	educated	and	

thus	more	informed	and	employable	citizenry.114	However,	education	can	be	

influenced	by	politics.	Education,	therefore,	needs	to	be	protected	from	political	

manipulation,	since	those	in	positions	of	power	(such	as	political	

representatives)	may	be	able	to	manipulate	the	education	system	in	order	to	

support	an	existing	regime	or	advance	their	own	private	or	party	interests	rather	

than	those	of	the	wider	public.115	Similarly,	the	majority	may	be	able	to	

manipulate	the	education	system	to	better	suit	their	own	interest,	in	part	

through	democratic	processes	such	as	voting	for	a	political	party	based	on	

education	policies,	but	also	through	a	hegemonised	epistemology	that	values	

certain	forms	of	knowledge	and	pedagogical	practices	over	others.116	This	idea	

could	be	linked	to	Young’s	ideas	regarding	inclusivity	–	although	all	young	people	

may	(or	indeed	must)	attend	school	of	some	form,	certain	knowledge	and	

behaviour	is	expected	and	promoted,	while	others,	likely	to	belong	to	minority	

cultures,	are	often	excluded.	

	

	 Education	within	a	democratic	state	serves	multiple	functions;	however,	

the	increasingly	dominant	function	is	closely	linked	with	both	global	and	

national	economies.	Michael	Apple	notes	that	there	is	a	“dynamic	interplay	

between	the	political	and	economic	spheres	which	[is]	found	in	education.”117	

The	twenty-first	century	has	seen	the	globalisation	of	the	western	model	of	

education,	which	has	a	distinct	focus	on	“educating	workers	for	a	global	economy	

																																																																																																																																																														
homeschooling	known	as	unschooling	and	began	a	prolific	publication	called	Growing	without	
Schools,	which	helped	him	to	diseminate	his	theory	and	practical	advice	regarding	unschooling.	
John	Holt	GWS.	Accessed	December	10,	2015.	http://www.johnholtgws	.com.	

114	John	Stuart	Mill,	“Principles	of	Political	Economy,”	in	Collected	Works,	ed.	John	Robson	
(Toronto:	University	of	Toronto	Press,	1965),	118-119.	

115	Joel	Spring,	Wheels	in	the	Head:	Educational	Philosophies	of	Authority,	Freedom,	and	Culture	
from	Confucianism	to	Human	Rights,	3rd	ed.	(New	York:	Taylor	and	Francis	Group,	2008),	61-62.	

116	Ibid.	
117	Michael	Apple,	Education	and	Power,	2nd	ed.	(New	York:	Taylor	and	Francis	Group,	2013),	91.	
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and	instilling	values	to	ensure	a	stable	government	and	society.”118	While	an	

employable	citizenry	and	a	stable	society	are	alluring	outcomes,	the	uniqueness	

of	the	individual	and	a	diversity	of	interests	are	at	risk	of	being	lost	in	such	a	

system.	

	

	 Although	a	century	separates	Dewey	and	Gutmann,	both	see	education	as	

a	common	good	and	one	that	can	be	carried	out	by	the	democratic	state.	They	

also	agree	that	the	state	is	presently	flawed	due	to	its	lack	of	effective	democracy,	

but	that	the	education	theory	they	respectively	propose	will	be	able	to	remedy	

democracy's	defects	by	developing	knowledge	and	skills	necessary	for	

democratic	participation.119	Essentially,	they	agree	that	education	within	a	

democracy	ought	to	prepare	citizens	for	democratic	participation	and	that	this	is	

best	achieved	by	fostering	certain	democratic	principles	and	practices	within	

schools	themselves.	However,	Dewey	and	Gutmann	have	differing	notions	

concerning	the	nature	and	character	of	such	principles	and	practices.	

	

	 Dewey	perceived	the	potential	of	early-twentieth	century	democracy	to	

be	threatened	by	industrialist	forces	and	he	was	deeply	concerned	by	the	

education	that	was	available.	He	observed	a	transitional	period	whereby	people’s	

time	was	increasingly	being	spent	in	factories	and	schools,	rather	than	in	their	

homes	and	neighbourhoods.	He	also	observed	that	the	tightly	controlled	and	

alienating	environment	present	in	the	industrial	system	was	being	mimicked	in	

the	educational	system.	His	goal	was	to	develop	schools	that	would	reclaim	some	

qualities	of	industry,	such	as	hands-on	“work,”	and	the	sourcing	and	processing	

of	raw	materials,	while	at	the	same	time,	they	would	develop	critical	thinking	

skills	and	other	useful	subject	matter	along	the	way.120	

	

																																																								
118	Spring,	Wheels	in	the	Head,	3.	
119	Ibid.	
120	Dewey,	The	School	and	Society,	5.	In	his	work	The	School	and	Society,	Dewey	“makes	no	
apology	for	not	dwelling	at	length	upon	the	social	changes	in	question...the	one	that	
overshadows	and	even	controls	all	others,	[for	Dewey]	is	the	industrial	one.”	
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	 For	Dewey,	critical	thinking	was	a	key	requirement	for	a	well-functioning	

democracy.	Critical	thinking	“involves	an	understanding	of	the	social	

construction	of	knowledge	and	the	ability	to	test	and	judge	the	value	of	new	

forms	of	knowledge.”121	Dewey	believed	that	critical	thinking	ought	to	be	utilised	

when	examining	history	–	a	subject	he	valued	highly,	as	it	allows	access	to	

information	regarding	the	construction	of	knowledge	and	institutions.	For	

Dewey,	it	was	important	that	democratic	citizens	understand	that	such	things	are	

the	products	of	social	conditions	and	can	thus	be	changed.	

	

Considered	a	liberal	by	both	himself	and	others,	Dewey	valued	early	

liberalism’s	regard	for	freedom	of	thought,	expression	and	communication.	

However,	unlike	early	liberals,	Dewey	not	only	positioned	the	individual	within	

associations,122	but	also	claimed	that	the	individual	emerges	in	the	first	instance	

from	such	a	context.	He	noted:	“Liberalism	that	takes	its	profession	of	the	

importance	of	individuality	with	sincerity	must	be	deeply	concerned	with	the	

structure	of	human	association.	For	the	latter	operates	to	affect	negatively	and	

positively,	the	development	of	individuals.”123	We	are,	according	to	Dewey,	born	

into	associations,	but	not	into	communities.	It	is	only	through	education	that	we	

become	initiated	into	communities.	For	Dewey,	communities	are	made	up	of	

associating	individuals	and	are	“always-in-the-making”	–	as	he	also	believed	

democracy	to	be.124	

	

	 In	one	of	his	prominent	works,	Democracy	and	Education,	Dewey	claims	

that	in	a	democratic	society	children	must	be:	

	

																																																								
121	Spring,	Wheels	in	the	Head,	53.	
122	Associations	refer	to	groups	of	people	who	associate	with	one	another	in	some	way.	
123	John	Dewey,	Liberalism	and	Social	Action	(New	York:	G.	P.	Putnam's	Sons,	1935),	41,	quoted	in	
Barbara	Thayer-Bacon,	Beyond	Liberal	Democracy	in	Schools:	The	Power	of	Pluralism	(New	York:	
Teachers	College	Press,	2008),	10.			

124	Barbara	Thayer-Bacon,	Beyond	Liberal	Democracy	in	Schools:	The	Power	of	Pluralism	(New	
York:	Teachers	College	Press,	2008),	13.	
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Allowed	freedom	so	that	they	will	know	what	its	use	means	

when	they	become	the	controlling	body,	and	they	must	be	

allowed	to	develop	active	qualities	of	initiative,	independence	

and	resourcefulness,	before	the	abuses	and	failures	of	

democracy	will	disappear.125	

	

He	advocated	that	schools	represent	small	versions	of	society,	where	students	

play	the	part	of	democratic	citizen,	while	at	the	same	time	learning	valuable	

skills	and	knowledge.	In	1896,	Dewey	opened	his	own	school,	known	as	the	

Laboratory	School,	at	the	University	of	Chicago	(where	he	taught)	in	order	that	

he	might	put	his	theory	into	practice,	and	indeed	much	of	his	findings	are	from	

this	school.126	

	

	 It	is	evident	that	Dewey's	education	theory	has	influenced	Gutmann's	

conception	of	democratic	education	–	indeed,	she	states,	“The	democratic	theory	

that	I	develop	is	inspired	by	Dewey”,	and	yet	“it	also	diverges.”127	Despite	

admiring	his	efforts,	Gutmann	is	concerned	with	Dewey's	reverence	for	certain	

parents.	He	claims	that	communities	ought	to	follow	the	wishes	of	the	“best	and	

wisest	parents.”128	Gutmann	contends	this	by	stating:	“A	democratic	society	must	

not	be	constrained	to	legislate	what	the	wisest	parents	want	for	their	child,	yet	it	

must	be	constrained	not	to	legislate	policies	that	render	democracy	repressive	or	

discriminatory.”129	

	

	 For	Gutmann,	the	principles	of	democracy	themselves	should	be	the	

governing	authority	of	the	education	system,	rather	than	any	interested	party.	

																																																								
125	John	Dewey,	Schools	of	To-morrow	(London:	E.	P.	Dutton,	1915),	304. 	
126	K.	C.	Mayhew,	The	Dewey	School	–	The	Laboratory	School	of	the	University	of	Chicago	1896-
1903	(Grand	Rapids,	Michigan:	Mayhew	Press,	2007).	The	Laboratory	School	came	under	the	
management	of	the	university's	departments	of	philosophy,	psychology	and	education.	The	
Laboratory	School's	relationship	to	these	departments	can	be	likened	to	the	relationship	
between	a	science	laboratory	and	the	departments	of	physics,	biology	and	chemistry.	

127	Gutmann,	Democratic	Education,	13.	
128	Ibid.	
129	Ibid.,	14.	
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With	democracy	as	the	authority,	Gutmann	insists	that	the	principles	of	non-

repression	and	non-discrimination	ought	to	be	connected	with	democratic	

education.	Gutmann’s	principle	of	non-repression	allows	students	the	freedom	of	

thought	to	consider	other	conceptions	of	the	good	life,	while	her	principle	of	

non-discrimination	regulates	freedom	so	that	it	remains	non-discriminatory.130	

In	other	words,	she	wishes	that	students	be	free	to	think	critically,	creatively	and	

freely	–	provided	that,	in	doing	so,	they	do	not	discriminate	against	others.	

	

	 Joel	Spring	questions	Gutmann's	vision	of	democratic	education.	He	is	

concerned	that	although	non-discrimination	already	has	a	legal	framework	to	

support	it,	the	principle	of	non-repression	is	lacking	an	accountable	authority.	

Gutmann	arguably	recognises	the	need	for	an	accountable	authority	by	

suggesting	that	the	responsibility	for	introducing	and	enforcing	the	principle	of	

non-repression	should	rest	with	teachers.	She	suggests	that	teachers	utilise	

deliberative	democratic	practices	in	order	to	achieve	desired	outcomes.	However,	

Spring	notes	that	Gutmann	has	not	attempted	nor	observed	any	such	practices	at	

work	in	schools	and	apparently	considers	herself	the	key	source	of	authority	on	

the	subject.131	

	

	 It	is	not	only	Gutmann,	however,	that	Spring	questions.	He	notes	that	

Dewey,	too,	is	proposing	a	form	of	democratic	education	that	in	practice	might	go	

against	the	wishes	of	students	and	families	and	may	therefore	lose	its	democratic	

quality.	He	suggests	that	“implied	in	both	Gutmann	and	Dewey's	arguments	is	

the	idea	that	the	school	must	be	authoritarian	in	demanding	a	certain	type	of	

education	in	order	to	maintain	a	democratic	state”132	and	that	“in	many	ways,	

Gutmann	[and]	Dewey...are	philosopher-kings	announcing	the	truth	that	should	

govern	the	education	system.”133	So	who	ought	to	be	the	internal	authority	

within	state	education?	For	proponents	of	Democratic	Free	Schooling,	authority	

																																																								
130	Spring,	Wheels	in	the	Head,	47-49.	
131	Ibid.,	62.		
132	Ibid.,	56.	
133	Ibid.,	63.	
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ought	to	lie	with	all	the	individuals	involved,	where	members	of	small-scale	

democratic	sites	are	considered	equal	and	free.		

	

	

Democratic	Free	Schools	

	

It	is	difficult	to	gauge	how	many	Democratic	Free	Schools	are	presently	operating	

internationally,	however,	estimates	suggest	280	worldwide,	with	approximately	a	

third	of	these	being	based	in	the	United	States.	Significant	numbers	of	

Democratic	Free	Schools	are	also	operating	in	Germany,	Israel,	Australia	and	The	

Netherlands.134	Each	school	is	different,	but	all	Democratic	Free	Schools	

incorporate	democratic	philosophy	and	practice	into	their	own	philosophy	and	

practice.	They	attempt	to	create	small	democratic	spaces	that	operate	within	

larger	democratic	states	by	allowing	a	significant	amount	of	student	autonomy,	

and	by	utilising	democratic	practices	such	as	democratic	meetings	to	inform	

school	operations.	

	

Whilst	Dewey	may	have	set	in	motion	a	trend	for	participation	in	schools	

to	be	taken	more	seriously,	it	was	A.	S.	Neill,	the	founder	of	the	first	Democratic	

Free	School	and	those	who	followed	his	lead,	during	what	became	known	as	the	

free	school	movement,	who	paved	the	way	for	contemporary	Democratic	Free	

Schools.	Despite	not	being	directly	involved	in	the	development	of	Democratic	

Free	Schooling,	Dewey	can	nevertheless	be	understood	as	an	educationalist	who	

laid	much	of	the	groundwork	upon	which	Democratic	Free	Schools	built	their	

own	educational	philosophy	and	practice.	

	

Neill’s	Democratic	Free	School,	founded	in	1921,	became	the	most	

influential	Democratic	Free	School	of	the	early-twentieth	century.135	In	1927,	it	

																																																								
134	“Democratic	Schools,”	AERO,	accessed	November	2,	2015,	
http://www.educationrevolution.org/store/findaschool/democraticschools/.	

135	Spring,	Wheels	in	the	Head,	86-87.	Prior	to	this,	at	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century,	under	
the	influence	of	the	Spanish	educationalist	Francisco	Ferrer,	a	small	number	of	“modern	
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moved	to	its	current	location	in	Suffolk,	England.	Summerhill	School	has	been	the	

subject	of	much	interest	(both	positive	and	negative)	since	its	inception136	and	is	

considered	both	democratic	and	free	because	of	the	political	and	pedagogical	

philosophy	maintained	by	Neill	and	the	practices	utilised	at	the	school.	However,	

Neill	was	sure	to	note	that	freedom	did	not	equate	to	licence,	meaning	that	

children	were	free	and	autonomous	insofar	as	their	actions	did	not	harm	others	

or	impinge	on	others’	freedom.	He	maintained	that	parents,	in	particular,	and	

society,	in	general,	did	not	understand	what	his	notion	of	freedom	meant.	For	

Neill,	children’s	freedom	did	not	mean	that	children	should	do	or	get	anything	

they	wanted,	which	Neill	considered	to	be	an	act	of	“spoiling”	children;	rather,	he	

thought	limits	and	rules	were	essential	to	loving	life	and	being	free.137	He	

suggested,	“A	child	should	not	be	permitted	to	violate	the	personal	rights	of	

others.	Parents	who	do	not	wish	to	spoil	their	children	must	distinguish	between	

freedom	and	licence.”138		

	

Despite	attempts	to	articulate	his	educational	theory	through	his	various	

publications,	Neill	lacked	clarity	and	consistency	in	his	philosophy.	Indeed,	he	

did	not	venture	into	reading	the	educational	musings	of	Rousseau,	Tolstoy,	or	

Dewey	–	all	of	whom	were	advocates	of	an	education	not	too	dissimilar	from	his	

own.	In	terms	of	a	qualified	influence,	it	was	neither	political	theorist	nor	

educationalist	that	inspired	much	of	Neill’s	thinking,	but	the	psychologist	

Sigmund	Freud.139	His	key	link	to	Freudian	theory	lay	in	his	attitudes	toward	

family.	Neill	had	a	general	distrust	of	family	and	saw	its	structure	as	being	

responsible	for	the	oppression	and	inequality	of	women	in	society.	Spring	notes	

																																																																																																																																																														
schools”	were	established	in	the	United	States	–	the	most	notable	being	The	Modern	School	in	
New	York	state,	which	was	supported	and	co-organised	by	Emma	Goldman.	These	modern	
schools	can	be	seen	as	precursers	to	Democratic	Free	Schools	as	they	were	pedagogically	quite	
free,	however,	they	were	not	without	a	clear	anarchist	agenda;	teaching	a	specific	ideology	and	
anti-establishment	rhetoric.			

136	Harold	Hart,	Summerhill:	For	and	Against	(New	York:	Hart	Publishing	Company,	1970).	
137	A.	S.	Neill,	Summerhill:	A	Radical	Approach	to	Child	Rearing	(Oxford:	Hart	Publishing	Company,	
1960),	267-268.	

138	Ibid.,	269.	
139	Spring,	Wheels	in	the	Head,	94.	
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that	Neill	was	concerned	that	“the	oppression	of	women	creates	an	authoritarian	

atmosphere	in	the	family	that	results	in	the	development	of	an	authoritarian	

personality	in	the	child.”140	Neill	also	advocated	the	Freudian	notion	that	

children	should	be	able	to	follow	their	desires	and	impulses	and	it	is	this	belief	

that	brought	him	and	his	school	a	certain	amount	of	unwanted	attention,	as	it	

ultimately	led	to	sexual	freedom	among	students.141		

	

Despite	Summerhill	being	in	operation	since	the	1920s,	it	was	not	until	

the	release	of	Neill's	first	published	book,	Summerhill:	A	Radical	Approach	to	

Child	Rearing	in	the	United	States	in	1960,	that	his	philosophy	and	practice	

gained	significant	global	attention.	By	the	time	Neill’s	book	was	released	in	the	

United	States,	many	Americans	were	undertaking	some	form	of	political	

rebellion,	which	included	alternative	educational	endeavours.	For	American	

educationalists,	parents	and	teachers	who	were	becoming	increasingly	wary	of	

the	post-World	War	Two	state	education	system	and	its	increasing	

regimentation,142	Neill's	Democratic	Free	School	unveiled	new	possibilities.	What	

resulted	is	commonly	referred	to	as	the	“free	school	movement”	or	more	

specifically	the	“American	free	school	movement.”143	During	the	1960s	and	70s	

there	was	an	air	of	antagonism	toward	the	technocratic	and	authoritarian	power	

of	the	state.	This	air	of	antagonism	was	most	visible	in	marginalised	and	

university	communities	and	simultaneously	many	“movements”	began	to	

flourish.	Groups	of	citizens	began	to	utilise	participatory	democracy	as	a	way	to	

establish	a	common	voice	in	an	attempt	to	alter	or	influence	political	

institutions.144	The	civil	rights	movement,	the	women's	liberation	movement	and	

the	free	school	movement	embraced	participatory	ideals	and	practices	to	

advance	their	causes.	

	
																																																								
140	Ibid.	
141	Miller,	Free	Schools,	Free	People,	52-53.		
142	Post-WWII	era	education	in	the	United	States	involved	strict	control	of	knowledge	
dissemination.	This	was	largely	sue	to	the	encroaching	policies	associated	with	McCarthyism.	

143	Spring,	Wheels	in	the	Head,	94.	
144	della	Porta,	Can	Democracy	be	Saved?,	38.	
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Among	those	who	had	lost	faith	in	state	controlled	education	was	

American	educationalist	John	Holt.	Although	Holt	was	supportive	of	Neill’s	

educational	stance,	his	philosophical	articulation	was	significantly	more	

thorough	and	advanced	and	in	1964	Holt	released	his	popular	work	entitled	How	

Children	Fail.145	After	the	book	was	released,	Holt	“became	established	as	a	major	

voice	in	educational	critique”	as	he	advocated	that	“established	routines	of	

schooling	were	in	basic	opposition	to	children’s	natural	ways	of	learning.”146	

Ultimately,	Holt	provided	the	necessary	information,	which	allowed	many	

parents	and	educators	across	the	United	States	to	see	Democratic	Free	Schooling	

as	a	viable	education	alternative.	Holt	eventually	went	on	to	develop	home-

schooling	and	later	de-schooling	theory	and	practice	and	to	publish	numerous	

works	that	connected	alternative	education	endeavours.	While	he	always	

retained	support	for	Democratic	Free	Schooling	in	some	capacity,	Holt	became	

adamant	that	schools	of	any	kind	were	wrong	to	think	that	they	could	

significantly	affect	wider	society.	He	felt	a	more	dramatic	shift	in	education	was	

required	for	systemic	change	to	occur.147	

	

Democratic	Free	Schoolers	took	to	the	political	leanings	of	Holt	and	began	

experimenting	with	participatory	practices	to	highlight	the	potential	within	their	

community	and	within	the	individual	to	determine	change.	As	was	the	case	with	

many	participatory	democratic	groups,	democratic	meetings	became	a	vital	

component	within	early	Democratic	Free	Schools	and	were	used	to	manage	rules	

and	relationships	and	foster	and	define	the	community	of	the	school.	

	

Meeting	practices	differ	from	school	to	school.	Some	have	regular	

scheduled	meetings,	while	others,	such	as	Manapori	School	in	New	Zealand,	have	

meetings	that	are	called	spontaneously.	Both	Summerhill	School	and	the	

Brooklyn	Free	School	in	New	York	use	the	former	system.	At	Summerhill,	

																																																								
145	John	Holt,	How	Children	Fail	(New	York:	Pitman,	1964).		
146	Miller,	Free	Schools,	Free	People,	56.		
147	Ibid.,	91.		
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meetings	are	held	twice	a	week	and	involve	the	election	of	an	ombudsman	by	

way	of	a	ballot.	The	elected	ombudsman	runs	that	week’s	meetings	and	acts	as	a	

representative	for	those	who	need	one	in	a	meeting.	Additionally,	students	can	

vote	for	who	they	wish	to	have	representing	them	on	a	variety	of	committees,	

including	the	café	committee	and	the	visitors	committee.	Meetings	at	Summerhill	

are	not	compulsory,	but	are	well	attended.148	The	Brooklyn	Free	School	claims	

that	democratic	meeting	are	the	“heart	and	soul	of	Brooklyn	Free	School.”149	

Meetings	with	the	entire	student	and	staff	population	are	held	once	a	week	on	

Wednesdays.	Any	school	member	may	add	a	matter	to	the	meeting	agenda	to	

voice	their	concerns,	address	problems	and	make	announcements.	If	a	motion	is	

put	forward	and	voting	is	undertaken,	the	motion	may	pass	if	more	than	two-

thirds	vote	in	favour.	The	Brooklyn	Free	School	claim	that	students	“learn	

democracy	through	practicing	democracy,”	and	they	desire	that	the	democratic	

meeting	model	they	utilise	be	adopted	by	more	of	society’s	institutions	so	that	

members	of	institutions	can	“feel	invested	and	empowered.”150	

	

The	Albany	Free	School	in	Albany,	New	York	and	Manapori	School	in	the	

South	Island	of	New	Zealand,	utilise	unscheduled	meetings.	The	Albany	Free	

School	was	established	in	1969	in	the	bustling	but	impoverished	inner	city	of	

Albany,	New	York.	The	school	utilises	Roberts	Rules	of	Order151	as	a	way	to	

structure	their	meetings,	while	Manapori	School	uses	a	system	that	it	developed	

itself	over	the	years.	

	

	

																																																								
148	“A	Typical	Summerhill	Day,”	Summerhill	School,	accessed	November	26,	2015,	
http://www.summerhillschool.co.uk/typical-summerhill-day.php.	

149	“Our	Programme,”	Brooklyn	Free	School,	accessed	November	26,	2015,	
http://www.freeschool.org/our-program/.	

150	Ibid.	
151	“Short	History	of	Robert’s	Rules,”	The	Official	Robert’s	Rules	of	Order	Website,	accessed	June	8,	
2016,	www.robertsrules.com/history.html.	Robert’s	Rules	of	Order	is	a	parlimentary	proceedings	
rule	guide	that	was	established	in	the	late-nineteenth	century	by	Henry	Martyn	Robert.	It	is	
utilised	within	many	parlimentary	proceeding	arenas,	particilarly	in	the	United	States,	as	it	is	
seen	as	an	efficient	mechanism	for	maintaining	meeting	structure	and	for	allowing	maximum	
participation	by	meeting	members.		
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Conclusion	

	

Although	inspired	by	the	work	of	democratic	educational	theorists	such	as	

Dewey,	Gutmann,	Neill	and	Holt,	it	is	clear	that	contemporary	Democratic	Free	

Schools	have	ultimately	developed	their	own	unique	philosophies	and	practices.	

Since	democracy	requires	group	input,	it	is	the	democratic	nature	of	Democratic	

Free	Schooling	that	has	helped	such	varied	democratic	philosophies	and	

practices	to	develop.	What	emerges	from	this	chapter’s	examination	of	

democratic	theory	and	democratic	educational	theory	and	practice	is	that	no	

matter	what	the	philosophical	underpinnings	and	the	exact	practices	are	of	a	

group	it	is	the	nature	of	member	participation	that	is	vital	to	its	democratic	

legitimacy.		
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CHAPTER	TWO:	DEMOCRACY	AT	WORK	–	THE	CASE	OF	MANAPORI	SCHOOL	

	

Like	other	Democratic	Free	Schools,	Manapori	School	can	be	considered	

democratic	because	of	its	philosophical	underpinnings,	its	legal	framework,	its	

processes	and	practices,	and	because	of	who	is	involved	and	how.	This	chapter	

will	look	firstly	at	the	philosophical	influence	that	A.	S.	Neill	and	psychologist	Dr.	

M.	Bevan-Brown	had	on	the	development	of	the	school	and	its	democratic	

leanings.	The	philosophies	of	Neill	and	Bevan-Brown,	as	well	as	the	school’s	

unique	culture	informed	what	is	referred	to	as	its	Special	Character	Statement,	a	

legally	binding	document	that	outlines	the	school’s	educational	approach.	After	

an	examination	of	the	school’s	Special	Character	Statement,	this	chapter	looks	at	

who	is	involved	in	the	community	and	how,	which	is	then	followed	by	an	analysis	

of	the	school’s	two	prominent	democratic	processes	–	the	request	system	and	

the	meeting	system.	The	meeting	system	is	of	particular	interest	as	feelings	

toward	it	were	predominantly	negative.	It	is	argued,	however,	that	despite	some	

members	maintaining	a	negative	or	neutral	feeling	toward	the	meeting	system,	

most	were	still	able	to	see	the	value	in	the	system.	Much	of	the	information	

presented	in	this	chapter	was	gathered	during	my	time	spent	at	Manapori	School	

over	a	twenty-five	day	period	in	2015	by	way	of	interviews	with	school	

community	members,	field	notes	and	a	parent	survey.	

	

	

Philosophical	Influences	

		

Manapori	School	was	founded	in	the	1960s	in	the	South	Island	of	New	Zealand	

by	a	group	of	parents	who	were	dissatisfied	with	the	New	Zealand	education	

system	and	were,	therefore,	seeking	an	alternative.152	The	alternative	they	

developed	was	particularly	influenced	by	two	thinkers	–	British-based	

educationalist	A.	S.	Neill	and	New	Zealand	psychologist	Dr.	M.	Bevan-Brown.	

																																																								
152	The	exact	opening	date	and	location	are	intentionally	withheld	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	
the	school.	
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One	of	Manapori	School’s	earliest	teachers	worked	alongside	Neill	at	

Summerhill	School	in	England	and	brought	back	with	her	a	desire	to	recreate	a	

similar	environment	in	New	Zealand.	Neill’s	philosophical	influence	remained	

with	the	school	and	by	the	1990s,	when	the	school	integrated	into	the	public	

school	system,	its	presence	was	still	very	pronounced.	Indeed,	the	school’s	

Integration	Statement	from	the	early	1990s	states	that	the	school’s	Special	

Character	is	focussed	on	“providing	an	education	along	the	lines	of	the	principles	

of	A.	S.	Neill,”153	which	values	the	child	as	an	autonomous	being,	capable	of	

directing	her/his	own	educational	journey,	while	also	encouraging	emotional,	

social,	physical	and	spiritual	growth,	group	involvement,	co-operation,	trust	and	

emotional	well-being,	as	well	as	a	respect	for	different	rates	and	patterns	of	

learning.154	These	values	highlight	the	potential	for	a	democratic	space	where	

both	community	and	individual	interests	are	considered	important.	Unlike	Neill,	

however,	Manapori	School	does	not	maintain	a	distrust	of	family	or	parents;	

rather,	it	embraces	families	into	the	community.	Nevertheless,	reference	to	Neill,	

decades	after	the	inception	of	Summerhill	School	in	England,	shows	what	a	

significant	influence	his	Democratic	Free	School	has	had	on	the	philosophy	and	

practice	of	similar	contemporary	schools.	

	

Although	not	as	internationally	influential	as	Neill,	Dr.	M.	Bevan-Brown’s	

philosophy	also	played	a	significant	role	in	the	development	of	Manapori	School.	

Upon	his	return	to	New	Zealand	in	1940	from	the	United	Kingdom,	Bevan-Brown	

used	the	knowledge	and	experience	he	had	gained	in	England	where	he	had	

practiced	psychiatry	and	psychotherapy	to	develop	various	psychology	centred	

organisations.155	Dr.	Peter	Cook’s	article	in	The	Australian	and	New	Zealand	

																																																								
153This	information	was	sourced	from	the	school’s	website.	Reference	to	the	website	is	
intentionally	withheld	in	order	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	the	school.	

154	Ibid.	
155	Peter	S.	Cook,	“The	Early	History	of	the	New	Zealand	Association	of	Psychotherapists	and	the	
Related	Movement	of	Primary	Prevention	in	Mental	Health:	Some	Reflections,”	in	Australian	and	
New	Zealand	Journal	of	Psychiatry,	no.	30	(1996):	405-409.	Prior	to	working	in	London	as	
psychiatrist	and	psychotherapist,	Bevan-Brown	graduated	with	a	medicine	degree	in	New	
Zealand.	The	psychology	centred	organisations	he	helped	to	develop	in	New	Zealand	included	
The	Christchurch	Psychology	Centre	and	The	New	Zealand	Association	of	Psychotherapists.	
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Journal	of	Psychiatry	suggests	that	one	such	organisation,	the	New	Zealand	

Federation	of	Parents’	Centres	which	was	established	in	1952,	

	

…Played	an	historic	role	in	transforming…aspects	of	New	

Zealand	culture	and	guiding	institutions	towards	greater	

sensitivity	to	the	emotional	and	mental	health	aspects	of	

pregnancy,	childbirth	and	early	parent-child	relationships.156	
	

The	New	Zealand	Federation	of	Parents’	Centres	was	developed	at	a	time	when	

the	leading	authority	on	parenting	techniques	in	New	Zealand	was	the	Plunket	

Society,	which	advocated	such	practices	as	strict	four-hourly	feeding	times	and	

letting	a	baby	“cry-it-out.”157	Bevan-Brown	and	The	New	Zealand	Federation	of	

Parents’	Centres	directly	opposed	such	techniques,	favouring	a	more	nurturing	

approach,	which	was	focussed	around	the	needs	of	the	individual	child	rather	

than	a	universalised	arbitrary	and	strict	routine.	They	contended	that	their	

approach	was	more	favourable	to	the	mental	and	physical	health	of	the	parents	

and	child.158	Presently	there	are	fifty	Parents’	Centres	operating	in	New	Zealand.	

Parents’	Centre	New	Zealand	Inc.	(the	Federation’s	contemporary	title)	claims:	

“Our	mission	is	to	bring	about	a	society	in	which	parents	are	highly	valued	in	

their	role	in	the	community	through	positive	birth	experiences	and	informed	

parenting	and	advocacy.”159	

	

Many	of	Bevan-Brown’s	ideas	fit	into	a	broader	parenting	theory,	now	

commonly	referred	to	as	attachment	parenting.	Attachment	parenting	is	

focussed	on	developing	a	strong	emotional	bond	between	the	child	and	the	

parent(s)	through	the	use	of,	among	other	things,	breast-feeding,	affection	and	

positive	discipline	techniques	such	as	giving	little	attention	to	negative	

																																																								
156	Ibid.,	405.	
157	“History,”	Parents’	Centre,	accessed	March	21,	2016,	
http://www.parentscentre.org.nz/about/history.asp.	

158	Ibid.,	407.	
159	“About	Us,”	Parents’	Centre,	accessed	March	21,	2016,	
http://www.parentscentre.org.nz/about/default.asp.	
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behaviour,	but	praising	positive	behaviour.	If	such	practices	are	utilised,	it	is	

argued	that	children	will	grow	up	feeling	safe	and	secure,	which	will	enable	them	

to	thrive.160	Manapori	School’s	principal	suggests	that	a	connection	to	Bevan-

Brown’s	philosophy	remains	evident	in	the	school	because	of	the	value	it	places	

on	attachment	parenting	ideals.161	Students’	parents	are	encouraged	to	remain	at	

school	with	their	child	until	the	child	feels	comfortable	enough	for	the	parent	to	

leave,	and	breastfeeding,	which	was	highly	encouraged	by	Bevan-Brown,	is	also	

welcomed	on	school	grounds.162	

	

During	my	time	at	Manapori	School	I	saw	new-entrance	children	work	

with	their	parents	through	the	process	of	becoming	comfortable	at	school	

without	the	presence	of	their	parents.	One	five-year-old	boy	was	brought	to	

school	by	his	mother	everyday,	who	then	stayed	at	the	school	with	him	until	

approximately	midday.	Once	the	child	was	settled	into	a	project	or	game,	his	

mother	would	ask	him	if	he	minded	her	leaving.	If	he	said	that	was	fine,	she	

would	leave;	otherwise	she	would	stay	until	he	was	comfortable.	By	my	last	week	

at	the	school,	she	was	spending	only	a	small	amount	of	time	(approximately	

thirty	minutes)	at	the	school	with	him	before	leaving	him	for	the	remainder	of	

the	day.	On	one	occasion	when	the	young	boy	did	not	want	his	mother	to	leave,	

the	junior-school	teacher	told	him	that	he	could	call	his	mother	from	her	cell-

phone	at	any	time	during	the	day,	which	appeared	to	allay	the	child’s	worries,	

enabling	the	mother	to	leave.163	

	

I	also	noted	that	two	women	(both	mothers	of	students)	would	breast-

feed	their	infants	every	time	they	visited.	They	would	feed	their	infants	as	they	

sat	at	the	kitchen	table	or	on	a	couch	in	the	meeting-room,	both	spaces	being	

very	public.	I	did	not	notice	any	reactions	from	staff,	other	parents	or	students	
																																																								
160	Barbara	Nicholson	and	Lysa	Parker,	“What	is	Attachment	Parenting?”	Attachment	Parenting	
International,	accessed	February	18,	2016,	
http://www.attachmentparenting.org/WhatIsAP.php.	

161	Interview	with	Manapori	School’s	principal,	December	21,	2015.	
162	Maurice	Bevan-Brown,	The	Sources	of	Live	and	Fear	(New	York:	Vanguard	Press,	1950),	xv-xvi. 
163	Field	notes,	August	25,	2015.		



58	
	

regarding	this	behaviour;	rather,	it	appeared	to	be	a	completely	normal	part	of	

the	community’s	life.164	

	

The	community’s	norms	are	developed	through	natural	socialisation	

processes,	which	featured	within	the	philosophies	maintained	by	both	Neill	and	

Bevan-Brown.	Naturalistic	socialisation	is	an	essential	component	in	the	

development	and	maintenance	of	the	school’s	culture.	Children	are	allowed	and	

encouraged	to	learn	about	their	social	surrounds	and	social	norms	without	

coercion	or	any	formal	processes.	The	children	at	Manapori	School	learn	what	is	

and	what	is	not	socially	acceptable	by	watching,	listening	and	mimicking	others.	

	

Once	I	became	aware	of	the	school’s	socialisation	processes	I	wanted	to	

know	more	about	the	way	the	community’s	norms	were	developed,	so	I	began	

asking	student	interviewees	how	they	learnt	to	take	part	in	meetings,	which	are	

a	vital	component	of	the	school’s	culture,	involving	definable	protocol.	I	asked	

eight	children	spanning	a	variety	of	ages	how	they	learnt	meeting	protocol.	Their	

answers	can	be	summarised	as:	teachers	and	other	people	help	you	when	you	

are	little,	you	watch	and	copy	others,	then	you	know	what	you	need	to	know	and	

can	be	an	active	member.	Twelve-year-old	Calum	told	me	that	from	watching	

others	he	received	the	information	he	needed	before	he	was	able	to	“experience	

it	and	get	the	finer	details.”	He	also	noted	that	“if	you	did	something	accidently,	

not	realising…people	would	gently	explain.”165	For	eight-year-old	Daisy	learning	

how	to	take	part	in	meetings	also	occurred	at	home,	where	her	large	family	

utilise	the	meeting	system	–	“instead	of	whole	school	meetings,	we	have	whole	

family	meetings.”	She	enthusiastically	points	out:	“Even	my	little	sister,	she’s	only	

three,	she	chairs	meetings	at	home….”166	

	

																																																								
164	Field	notes,	August	28,	2015.	
165	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	27,	2015.	
166	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	31,	2015.	



59	
	

School	rules	are	also	learnt	in	a	similarly	indirect	manner	through	

observation	and	minimal	guidance.	Indeed,	five-year-old	Becky	told	me	that	

when	it	comes	to	the	rules,	“you	just	copy	what	others	do	or	teachers	will	tell	

you.”167	Because	school	rules	are	maintained	through	word	of	mouth,	they	are	

frequently	discussed	in	the	playground	and	in	meetings.	If	someone	wishes	to	

challenge	or	make	a	school-wide	rule,	s/he	presents	her/his	case	at	a	whole	

school	meeting.	

	

Rules	can	be	made	and	amended	in	whole	school	meetings,	but	there	is	no	

written	record	of	the	rules	or	the	amendments.	However,	some	school	members	

told	me	that	a	teacher,	who	has	since	resigned,	used	to	write	all	the	rules	down	in	

a	very	large	book	and	would	make	adjustments	to	them	as	they	evolved.	Once	the	

teacher	left,	however,	so	too	did	that	system.	Apparently,	those	who	remained	felt	

that	there	were	too	many	rules	and	amendments	to	maintain	effectively	the	

written	system	and	it	was	preferable	to	keep	each	other	in	check	and	hope	that	

any	amendments	made	to	rules	were	maintained	through	an	oral	culture.	

	

	

The	Special	Character	Statement	

	

The	school’s	philosophy,	which	mixes	aspects	of	Neill	and	Bevan-Brown’s	

philosophies	as	well	as	additional	elements	unique	to	the	school	community,	are	

outlined	in	what	is	referred	to	as	the	school’s	Special	Character	Statement.	

	

Originally	Manapori	School	operated	as	a	private/independent	school,	

which	allowed	it	to	develop	its	unique	socialisation	focussed	educational	

programme	with	little	state	interference.	However,	financial	hardship	led	the	

school	to	integrate	into	the	state	system	in	the	early	1990s,	which	brought	

tighter	restrictions,	but	an	increase	in	much-needed	funds	and	resources.	

	

																																																								
167	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	11,	2015.	
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Despite	the	integration	process,	Manapori	School	was	able	to	excuse	itself	

from	maintaining	a	“mainstream”	schooling	approach	by	becoming	a	designated	

Special	Character	School.	Students’	education	at	a	designated	Special	Character	

School	“differs	significantly	from	the	education	they	would	get	at	an	ordinary	

State	school.”168	Registered	Special	Character	Schools	can	include	religious	

schools,	Steiner	schools,	Montessori	schools,	trade	focussed	schools,	language	

immersion	schools	and	Democratic	Free	Schools.	With	the	assistance	of	the	New	

Zealand	Ministry	of	Education,	every	Special	Character	School	in	New	Zealand	is	

required	to	develop	a	document,	which	outlines	its	aims,	purposes	and	

objectives.	This	document	is	often	referred	to	as	a	school’s	“Special	Character	

Statement.”	The	school	and	all	those	involved	are	required	to	accept	and	follow	

what	is	outlined	in	the	statement.	Also,	a	designated	Special	Character	School	

must	not	exceed	a	pre-determined	number	of	students.169	Manapori	School’s	

student	population	is	capped	at	sixty,	although	at	present	there	are	only	forty-

five	students	attending.	

	

Manapori	School’s	Special	Character	Statement	has	not	been	modified	in	

any	substantial	way	since	it	was	first	written	prior	to	its	integration.170	The	

Statement	clarifies	its	interpretation	of	A.	S.	Neill’s	work	and	outlines	what	its	

aims	and	operational	processes	are.	The	document	includes	eight	areas	of	

emphasis	–	emotional	and	social	growth;	close	relationships;	participation	in	

rule-making	and	group	meetings;	child-control	over	learning;	self	reflection	and	

goal	setting;	learning	through	play;	child	control	over	environment	and	

resources;	and	involvement	of	whānau	(family).171	The	Statement’s	first	area	of	

emphasis	suggests	that	emotional	and	social	growth	is	a	key	foundation	for	

cognitive	development.	It	claims	that	the	school	can	be	considered	an	extended	

																																																								
168	“Education	Act	1989.”	
169	Ibid.	
170	Interview	with	Manapori	School’s	principal,	December	21,	2015.	
171	This	information	was	sourced	from	the	school’s	website.	Reference	to	the	website	is	
intentionally	withheld	in	order	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	the	school.	
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family,	which	offers	“support	and	encouragement	to	all	its	members.”172	All	age	

groups	are	able	to	mix	freely	which	assists	with	the	second	area	of	emphasis:	

close	relationships.	Relationships	between	student	and	teacher,	among	children,	

and	between	staff	and	teachers	are	all	based	on	trust.	Importantly	trust	is	

something	that	teachers	do	not	assume	they	are	automatically	granted	–	“we	

accept	that	children	may	need	to	test	the	reliability	of	teachers	before	learning	

takes	place.”173	The	third	area	of	emphasis	calls	for	student	participation	in	rule-

making	and	group	meetings	and	it	states	that	children	ought	to	be	“deeply	

involved	in	creating	and	maintaining	the	social	structures	by	which	the	school	

functions.”174	This	area	of	emphasis	also	points	out	that	meetings	take	priority	

over	all	other	activities	and	that	punishment	should	not	be	used	as	a	source	of	

control	at	the	school.	The	fourth	area	of	emphasis	addresses	students’	learning	

processes,	claiming	that	students’	learning	is	largely	in	their	control.	The	

document	states:	

	

The	child’s	learning	belongs	to	the	child,	therefore	the	child	is	

responsible	to	itself	for	this	learning	–	a	teacher	can	assist	and	

support,	but	is	not	responsible	for	the	outcomes	chosen	by	

the	child.	No	adult	has	the	right	to	demand	to	see	the	child’s	

work	and	such	access	is	always	under	the	child’s	control.175	
	

Self-examination	is	addressed	in	area	five.	Comparing	one’s	present	work	to	

one’s	previous	work	is	encouraged,	while	competition	with	others	is	not.	The	

Statement	notes	that	the	school	considers	“norm-referenced	tests	and	

examinations	as	incompatible	with	our	emphasis	on	the	individual.”176	Area	six	

argues	that	play	be	considered	child’s	work	because	“by	playing	with	ideas	and	

																																																								
172	Ibid.	
173	Ibid.	
174	Ibid.	
175	Ibid.	
176	Ibid.	
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objects	[children]	develop	functioning	cognitions	about	their	world.”177	This	area	

can	be	considered	a	guide	for	organising	the	school’s	environment	where	

“unstructured	play	freely	occurs,	with	access	to	trees,	sand,	water,	mud	and	

[construction]	materials.”178	This	area	lends	itself	to	the	next,	which	suggests	

that	children	have	significant	control	over	their	environment,	while	the	adults	of	

the	community	view	it	as	a	valuable	learning	resource.	It	suggests	that	adults	

“defer	their	need	for	an	orderly	and	tidy	environment	to	the	child’s	need	to	

experience	cause	and	effect,”	while	also	acknowledging	that	disorder	may	be	a	

result	of	children	engaging	deeply	with	activities.	Lastly,	the	Statement	says	that	

parents	and	preschool	siblings	are	welcome	at	the	school	at	any	time	of	the	

day.179	

	

	

The	People	

	

All	those	involved	in	the	school	are	required	to	accept	and	adhere	to	the	Special	

Character	Statement.	New	families	to	the	school,	either	with	a	new-entrance	

child	or	a	child	that	is	transferring	from	another	school,	need	to	consider	the	

Statement	and	maintain	some	sort	of	compatible	philosophy	themselves.	

	

Before	a	family	officially	joins	the	school	both	the	parents	and	the	

child(ren)	spend	some	time	at	the	school,	getting	to	know	the	physical	space,	the	

people	and	the	processes.	During	my	time	at	the	school	there	were	two	families	

who	spent	time	(a	few	hours	on	two	days)	at	the	school.	The	parents	utilised	the	

kitchen,	chatted	with	other	parents	and	the	staff,	while	their	children	played	in	

the	playground	and	with	the	toys	and	resources	available	in	various	classrooms.	

Current	students	were	introduced	to	the	visiting	children	and	on	occasion	could	

be	seen	to	be	playing	or	talking	to	them.	Every	Wednesday	at	Manapori	School	it	

																																																								
177	Ibid.	
178	Ibid.	
179	Ibid.	
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is	“playgroup	day.”	Any	families	with	pre-schoolers	who	wish	to	know	more	

about	the	school	and	to	get	their	child(ren)	accustomed	to	the	space	and	the	

people	take	part	in	the	school	day.	This	is	a	way	for	the	families	to	see	the	

school’s	Special	Character	in	action	and	to	ascertain	whether	or	not	it	would	

work	for	them.	

	

Of	the	twelve	completed	parent	surveys	that	I	collected	at	Manapori	

School,	seven	families	said	that	they	transferred	to	Manapori	School	from	

another	primary	school.	Those	who	had	transferred	were	asked	why	they	chose	

to	transfer	their	child(ren)	to	Manapori	School.	The	answers	they	provided	offer	

a	critique	of	the	mainstream	education	system	or	other	schools,	while	also	

praising	the	philosophy	and	practices	of	Manapori	School.	One	parent	suggests	

the	switch	was	made	due	to	the	“pressure	of	National	Standards	driving/limiting	

the	curriculum.”	The	parent	goes	on	to	say,	

	

Both	of	my	children	are	into	things	that	seem	to	get	left	out	(Art	

and	Science)	as	the	focus	seems	to	go	back	to	the	3Rs	[reading,	

writing	and	arithmetic].	The	mainstream	[school]	didn’t	seem	

to	cater	for	their	individual	needs	(one	is	special	needs)	and	

they	were	switching	off	to	learning.	The	philosophy	at	

[Manapori]	sits	well	with	my	background	as	a	Playcentre	co-

ordinator180	–	the	kids	loved	being	empowered	at	Playcentre	

and	that	has	been	lost	through	the	mainstream.181	

	

Another	parent	also	said	that	she	wanted	a	more	“child-centred	learning	

approach”	for	her	child’s	education,182	while	another	responded	that	the	

previous	school,	which	had	once	utilised	some	democratic	processes,	was	

																																																								
180	“What	is	Playcentre?”	Playcentre	Aotearoa	New	Zealand,	accessed	April	15,	2015,	
http://www.playcentre.org.nz/Article?Action=View&Article_id=9.	Playcentre	is	a	New	Zealand	
based	pre-school	organisation	that	focusses	on	child-initiated	play	and	learning.	Parents	are	co-
operatively	involved	in	the	running	of	the	organisation.	

181	Completed	survey	by	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
182	Completed	survey	by	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
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“becoming	less	democratic	–	the	learning	less	child	motivated.”	This	parent	also	

asked	her	daughter	the	question	and	quotes	her	as	saying,	“I	didn’t	want	to	move	

because	of	my	friends,	but	there	was	always	someone	or	something	in	the	way	of	

doing	what	I	wanted	to	do.”183	A	lack	of	freedom	motivated	other	parents	and	

students	too.	One	parent	suggests	that	the	other	school	was	“too	mainstream	–	

with	too	much	structure	and	must-dos,”184	while	another	responded	by	saying	

they	transferred	their	children	because	they	wanted	“to	give	[the]	children	more	

freedom	and	autonomy.	[I]	felt	they	deserved	more	respect	for	their	choices.”185	

	

By	the	end	of	the	2015	school	year,	there	were	forty-five	students	

between	the	ages	of	five	and	fourteen	attending	Manapori	School,	and	at	no	time	

has	it	or	can	it	exceed	sixty	students.	As	of	late	2015	there	were	eight	junior-

school	students	(ages	five	and	six),	thirteen	middle-school	students	(ages	seven	

to	nine),	and	twenty-four	senior-school	students	(ages	ten	and	up).	The	higher	

proportion	of	senior	students	is	significant	for	two	reasons	–	the	senior-school	is	

disproportionately	male	(twelve	male	students	to	only	five	female	students),	and	

there	is	a	definite	culture	of	respect	and	admiration	for	the	senior-students.	

Indeed,	a	teacher	suggested	to	me	that	although	mana186	can	be	held	by	anyone	

in	the	school,	it	tends	to	reside	among	the	senior-school	students.187			

	

During	my	time	at	Manapori	School	there	were	nine	staff	members:	four	

full-time	teachers	(including	the	school	principal),	three	teacher-aides,	an	

administrator	and	a	grounds	caretaker.	The	student	to	teacher	ratio	

(approximately	seven	students	to	one	teacher)	is	significantly	lower	than	what	

occurs	in	most	mainstream	New	Zealand	schools	where	the	ratio	can	be	as	much	

																																																								
183	Completed	survey	by	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015	
184	Completed	survey	by	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
185	Completed	survey	by	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015	
186	Mana	is	a	te	reo	Māori	(Māori	language)	word	that,	in	this	context,	translates	to	mean:	
prestige,	authority,	status	and	influence.	

187	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	teacher,	September	28,	2015.	
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as	forty	to	one.188	The	low	teacher	to	student	ratio	at	Manapori	School	allows	the	

staff	not	only	to	know	the	students	well,	but	also	their	families.	The	school’s	

website	suggests	that	the	low	student	to	teacher	ratio	“allows	each	teacher	time	

to	really	know	each	child	well,	and	to	cater	to	each	child’s	personality	and	special	

learning	needs.”189	

	

The	roles	of	the	teachers	and	teacher-aides	at	Manapori	School	are	

dramatically	different	to	those	working	in	mainstream	schools.	On	average	there	

are	only	a	few	taught	classes	a	day	(between	two	and	four)	and	they	are	not	

mandatory.	The	teachers,	therefore,	have	to	work	hard	to	harness	or	develop	

students’	desire	to	engage	with	class	content.	The	content	of	classes	can	be	

informed	directly	by	the	requests	of	individual	students,	who	have	a	specific	

interest	they	wish	to	pursue,	which	means	that	the	class	may	simply	involve	one	

teacher	and	one	student,	but	it	may	also	involve	a	number	of	students	and	a	

teacher.	The	class	may	also	be	planned	by	a	teacher	to	cover	specific	numeracy	

and	literacy	curriculum	components,	which	is	largely	the	case	for	senior	students	

(the	last	two	years),	whose	classes	are	focussed	around	preparing	the	students	

for	high	school	and	specifically	include	curriculum	related	numeracy	and	literacy	

content.190	

	

Despite	the	obvious	freedom	regarding	class	attendance,	there	are	slight	

exceptions	to	the	non-mandatory	nature	of	classes.	For	the	last	two	years	of	their	

schooling	at	Manapori,	students	are	expected	to	attend	taught	classes,	so	they	are	

prepared	to	meet	the	demands	of	their	future	high	school.	If	they	do	not	wish	to	

attend,	they	are	required	to	call	a	small	meeting	with	the	teacher	of	that	class.	At	

this	meeting	they	need	to	be	able	to	justify	why	they	do	not	wish	to	attend.	

																																																								
188	“Finding	the	Magic	Number,”	Education	Review	Series,	accessed	June	8,	2016,	
http://www.educationreview.co.nz/magazine/february-2012/finding-the-magic-number/.	
Such	a	figure	exists	despite	the	recommendation	that	the	New	Zealand	teacher-student	ratio	
not	exceed	27-1.	A	higher	number	of	students	to	teachers	is	typically	found	in	Auckland,	New	
Zealand’s	largest	city.		

189	Reference	intentionally	withheld.	
190	Interview	with	Manapori	School’s	principal,	March	25,	2016.	
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Additionally	some	children	(of	any	age)	may	either	from	their	own	volition	or	

with	the	assistance	of	their	parent(s)	decide	to	develop	a	“contract,”	which	

outlines	how	many	classes	the	student	is	to	attend	each	week.	Again,	if	the	

student	with	a	contract	decides	not	to	attend	a	class,	a	small	meeting	is	required	

to	discuss	her/his	contract	details	and	to	offer	the	student	a	chance	to	defend	

her/his	reasoning	for	not	wanting	to	attend.191	

	

In	addition	to	harnessing	students’	interests	in	class	content,	it	is	also	the	

teacher’s	role	to	monitor	the	learning	that	does	occur.	Presently,	this	includes	the	

teachers	and	students	working	together	to	develop	Learning	Journals,	which	

outline	what	learning	has	taken	place	for	each	student,	each	year.	Within	the	

Learning	Journals	are	samples	of	students’	work	including	stories,	work	sheets,	

artwork,	and	photos	of	students	taking	part	in	a	variety	of	learning	activities.	

They	also	include	written	accounts	of	what	has	happened	from	the	teachers	

involved.	

	

Each	student	at	Manapori	School	has	a	Learning	Journal	for	each	year	of	

attendance.	Needless	to	say,	there	are	a	lot	of	Learning	Journals	in	various	filing	

systems	around	the	school.	On	one	occasion	a	senior	student	volunteered	to	

show	me	some	of	his	Learning	Journals.	He	appeared	to	enjoy	being	reminded	of	

the	years	he	had	spent	at	Manapori	School	–	“This	was	when	I	was	just	a	little	

boy,	only	five!”	The	journals	contained	photos	of	him	doing	a	large	variety	of	

activities	around	the	school	and	brought	back	a	lot	of	memories	for	him.192	

	

The	online	accessible	“Teachers’	Manual”	suggests	that	teachers	look	to	

the	Special	Character	Statement	to	inform	their	work.193	In	addition	to	this	

document	the	New	Zealand	Early	Childhood	Curriculum	titled	Te	Whāriki	is	

utilised	for	the	junior	school	due	to	the	document’s	emphasis	on	holistic	learning	

																																																								
191	Ibid.	
192	Field	notes,	August	13,	2015.	
193	Reference	intentionally	withheld.	
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and	play,	which	the	school	values.194	Meanwhile,	it	is	the	New	Zealand	National	

Curriculum	that	significantly	informs	the	teaching	and	learning	for	the	rest	of	the	

school.	

	

In	June	2013,	Manapori	School	received	some	constructive	feedback	from	

the	New	Zealand	Education	Review	Office	(ERO),	which	advised	the	school	to	

make	links	to	the	New	Zealand	National	Curriculum	clearer.	The	feedback	also	

requested	that	the	school	submit	National	Standards.195	A	follow	up	visit	in	2015	

confirmed	that	the	school	had	gone	to	some	successful	lengths	to	improve	this	

disconnect,	including	the	school’s	provision	of	National	Standards.	School	

members	and	ERO	worked	together	to	develop	a	guide	for	connecting	both	the	

key	competencies	and	learning-areas,196	which	are	outlined	in	the	New	Zealand	

National	Curriculum,	to	the	school’s	Special	Character	Statement.	The	guide	also	

outlines	the	school’s	“unique	approach	to	planning	and	delivering	the	curriculum	

through	student-led	inquiry.”197	

	

																																																								
194	Holistic	education	is	best	understood	as	one	that	embraces	diversity	and	allows	for	both	
structured	and	spontaneous	learning	opportunities.	It	acknowledges	that	different	parts	add	to	
a	whole,	while	also	affecting	each	other,	much	like	a	house’s	four	walls.	This	house	analogy	is	
the	foundation	of	Māori	educational	philosophy	known	as	te	whare	tapa	whā,	where	each	of	the	
four	walls	represents	a	vital	educational	aspect	–	taha	whānau	(social	well-being),	taha	wairua	
(spiritual	well-being),	taha	tenana	(physical	well-being)	and	taha	hihengaroa	(mental	and	
emotional	well-being).	

195	“National	Standards,”	Ministry	of	Education,	accessed	February	28,	2016,	
http://www.education.govt.nz/ministry-of-education/specific-initiatives/national-standards/.	
Despite	the	New	Zealand	Ministry	of	Education	claiming	that	the	use	of	National	Standards	will	
“lift	achievement	in	literacy	and	numeracy	(reading,	writing,	and	mathematics)	by	being	clear	
about	what	students	should	achieve	and	by	when,”	the	introduction	of	National	Standards	
across	all	New	Zealand	Year	1-8	schools	was	met	with	heavy	critism.	A	key	opponent	to	the	
introduction	of	National	Standards	was	and	remains	the	New	Zealand	Principal’s	Federation.	
“National	Standards,”	New	Zealand	Principal’s	Federation,	accessed	February	28,	2016,	
http://www.nzpf.ac.nz/?q=national-standards.	

196	Ministry	of	Education,	The	New	Zealand	Curriculum:	For	English-Medium	Teaching	and	
Learning	in	Year	1-13	(Learning	Media	Limited:	Wellington,	2007),	12-13,	16-17.	There	are	five	
“key	competencies”	identified	within	the	New	Zealand	Curriculum:	thinking;	using	language,	
symbols,	and	texts;	managing	self;	relating	to	others;	and	participating	and	contributing.	There	
are	also	eight	“learning	areas”	identified:	English;	the	arts;	health	and	physical	education;	
learning	languages;	mathematics	and	statistics;	science;	social	sciences;	and	technology.	It	is	
advised	that	whatever	teaching	and	learning	is	undertaken	within	a	particular	learning	area,	be	
linkable	to	at	least	one	key	competency	as	well.	

197	The	details	of	the	ERO	report	have	been	withheld,	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	the	school.	
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Despite	some	very	positive	feedback,	there	remained	some	concern	

regarding	student	achievement.	Regarding	low	student	achievement	in	terms	of	

National	Standards	where	students	are	assessed	as	being	either	above,	below	or	

at	the	national	standard	in	literacy	and	numeracy,	the	review	ends	with	the	

statement	that	“…there	is	still	work	to	be	done	before	parents	and	trustees	can	

be	assured	their	aspiration	that	students	leave	the	school	as	effective	and	

contributing	members	of	society	is	realised.”198	ERO’s	concern	for	academic	

achievement	does	not	necesarilly	align	well	with	the	feelings	of	school	members,	

who	value	other	aspects	of	the	education	process,	such	as	social	skills,	and	who	

would	argue	that	low	academic	achievment	does	not	equate	to	being	an	

ineffective	and	non-contributing	society	member.	Parents	generally	do	not	wish	

to	view	or	share	their	children’s	National	Standards	placement,199	which	

indicates	a	lack	of	concern	on	the	matter	and	perhaps	a	belief	that	these	figures	

do	not	hold	significant	meaning	or	value.	

	

Parents	and	guardians	are	very	involved	with	school	matters	and	are	

often	present	at	the	school.	During	every	day	that	I	was	present	at	Manapori	

School,	I	saw	parents	or	guardians	reading	to	the	younger	children,	helping	with	

an	activity	such	as	baking	or	gardening,	taking	part	in	meetings	or	eating	and	

preparing	food	with	their	(and	other’s)	children.	Every	school	day	there	is	a	

parent	who	performs	a	set	of	lunchtime	kitchen	duties	and	one	who	helps	clean	

at	the	end	of	the	day.	While	I	was	there,	the	number	of	parents	at	the	school	at	

one	time	ranged	from	one	to	approximately	seven.	Family	members	play	an	

important	part	in	the	school’s	culture	–	indeed,	whānau	(family)	is	mentioned	as	

an	area	of	emphasis	within	the	school’s	Special	Character	Statement.	The	

Statement	declares	that	the	school’s	function	is	to	be	an	extension	of	the	family;	

therefore,	parents	and	pre-school	family	members	have	“all	day	unrestricted	

access”	to	the	school.200	

																																																								
198	Ibid.	
199	Ibid.	
200	This	information	was	sourced	from	the	school’s	website.	Reference	to	the	website	is	
intentionally	withheld	in	order	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	the	school..	
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Some	of	the	adults	involved	in	the	school	belong	to	what	is	known	as	The	

Society.	The	Society	fulfils	the	role	of	custodian	in	the	same	way	that	the	church	

is	the	custodian	of	religious	schools,	who	are	also	required	to	follow	an	agreed	

upon	Special	Character	Statement.	The	Society	is	made	up	of	some	board-of-

trustee	members,	some	parents	and	all	the	staff.	They	meet	regularly	(at	least	

four	times	a	year)	and	discuss	matters	pertaining	to	the	running	of	the	school.	

This	includes	anything	relating	to	the	physical	school	grounds,	such	as	what	

should	be	built,	fixed	and/or	removed.	

	

	

The	Processes	

	

The	Request	System	

The	“request	system”	has	been	utilised	at	the	school	since	its	very	early	years	

and	has	become	a	quintessential	part	of	its	culture.	Essentially,	the	request	

system	is	a	safety	mechanism	and	a	self-assertive	exercise.	When	someone	uses	

the	word	“request”	it	is	being	used	as	“a	marker	or	flag”	to	communicate	that	

“the	person	using	it	is	serious	about	the	issue	they	are	voicing.”201	One	example	

is:	“I	request	you	not	to	touch	me	without	my	permission,”	which	was	heard	

almost	daily	during	my	time	at	Manapori	School.	The	request	system	cannot	be	

used	as	a	form	of	“bossing;”	rather,	it	is	meant	to	be	a	means	of	protecting	

oneself.	If	anyone	is	overheard	“bossing”	or	saying	things	such	as	“shut	up”	or	

“stop	it”	another	person	may	ask	them	to	use	the	request	system	–	if	done	

“correctly”	it	is	worded:	“I	request	you	to	use	the	request	system.”	If	the	request	

system	fails	after	three	attempts,	a	small	meeting	with	those	concerned	can	be	

called	by	either	the	ignored	person	or	an	onlooker.	Eight-year-old	Daisy	

explained	to	me	that	if	the	“offender”	feels	that	the	request	is	unreasonable,	s/he	

is	able	to	call	a	small	meeting	on	the	matter	as	well.	

	

																																																								
201	Ibid.	
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Although	the	request	system	often	appeared	to	be	a	useful	mechanism	for	

diffusing	conflict,	it	was	not	necessarily	viewed	in	a	positive	light	by	those	who	it	

is	meant	to	serve.	During	an	interview	with	eleven-year-old	Anika,	she	explained	

to	me	that	she	felt	the	request	system	was	used	by	some	as	a	form	of	power,	and	

that	“people	just	use	the	request	system	cos	they	can.”202	Another	problem	with	

it	is	that	teachers	are	more	likely	to	be	listened	to	when	they	use	the	request	

system.	When	I	asked	ten-year-old	Kathryn	if	she	thought	everyone	at	the	school	

had	the	same	amount	of	power,	she	suggested	that,	“If	I	use	the	request	system	

with	a	kid,	they	might	not	listen	straight	away,	but	if	a	teacher	requests	them	to,	

they’ll	pretty	much	listen	straight	away.”203	Her	response	reveals	that	perhaps	

teachers	are	perceived	as	having	more	power	and	should	therefore	be	listened	

to.	Power	dynamics	is	a	theme	that	emerged	during	data	analysis	and	will	be	

discussed	in	more	detail	in	the	following	chapter.	

	

	

The	Meeting	System	

Another	system,	which	has	been	an	integral	democratic	feature	of	Manapori	

School’s	culture	since	its	inception,	is	the	meeting	system.	The	school’s	website	

claims	that	“meetings	enable	[the]	school	to	function:	for	decision	making	and	

also	conflict	resolution.”204	Although	there	are	informal	representative	practices	

present,205	the	utilisation	of	a	meeting	system	means	that	Manapori	School’s	

democracy	is	best	described	as	being	direct,	whereby	everyone	present	at	a	

meeting	has	the	formal	opportunity	to	have	an	input	into	the	direction	of	their	

community.	

	

Meetings	can	involve	everyone	who	is	at	school,	which	is	known	as	a	

“whole	school	meeting,”	or	they	can	involve	a	smaller	select	group	of	individuals,	

																																																								
202	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	10,	2015.	
203	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	22,	2015.	
204	Reference	intentionally	withheld.	
205	An	example	of	this	was	when	a	boy	began	a	small	meeting	by	stating:	“I	am	calling	this	
meeting	on	behalf	of	all	of	us	boys.”	Field	notes,	September	24,	2015.	
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which	is	generally	referred	to	as	a	“small	meeting.”	The	purpose	of	each	differs.	

The	whole	school	meetings	are	used	to	raise	matters	that	relate	to	all	school	

members,	including	rule	making	and	amending,	administrative	matters	and	

booking	certain	areas	of	the	school.	Whole	school	meetings	can	be	seen	as	a	way	

for	community	members	to	have	an	input	into	the	way	the	school	operates.	Small	

meetings,	on	the	other	hand,	are	for	more	personal	issues	and	are	intended	to	

“help	develop	self	awareness,	and	also	awareness	of	other	people,	and	our	

impact	on	each	other.”206	They	can	also	be	seen	as	a	mechanism	for	the	

protection	of	individual	rights.	A	student	explains:	“the	big	meetings	are	meant	

to	be	about	things	that	everyone	needs	to	know,	but	the	small	ones	are	about	

people.”207	
	

Every	member	of	the	school	be	they	staff,	students	or	parents	are	able	to	

call	either	a	whole	school	meeting	or	a	small	meeting	when	they	feel	it	is	

necessary;	however,	there	are	certain	protocol	that	help	the	person	decide	if	a	

meeting	is	necessary.	If	a	matter	arises	that	a	person	thinks	relates	to	and/or	

involves	everyone	s/he	may	choose	to	call	a	whole	school	meeting.	Of	the	

twenty-five	whole	school	meetings	that	were	called,	male	students	called	six,	

while	female	students	called	seven.	The	majority	(fourteen)	were	called	by	

adults.	The	majority	being	called	by	adults	may	contribute	to	some	students’	

negative	feelings	towards	whole	school	meeting,	which	is	a	matter	that	will	be	

discussed	shortly.	

	

To	determine	if	a	small	meeting	should	be	called	a	person	needs	to	decide	

if	it	is	a	matter	that	involves	specific	people	only.	S/he	also	needs	to	have	taken	

certain	steps	prior	to	calling	it.	Examples	include:	if	someone	refuses	to	play	with	

a	person,	the	“left-out”	person	needs	to	ask	the	“offender”	to	provide	three	

reasons	why	s/he	will	not	play.	If	the	left-out	person	is	not	satisfied	with	the	

reasons	provided	s/he	may	choose	to	call	a	meeting;	if	someone	is	“picking-on”	a	
																																																								
206	This	information	was	sourced	from	the	school’s	website.	Reference	to	the	website	is	
intentionally	withheld	in	order	to	protect	the	anonymity	of	the	school.	

207	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	9,	2016.	
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person	or	doing	anything	that	s/he	does	not	want	him/her	to	do,	the	“picked-on”	

person	can	say	“I	request	you	not	to	do	that”	three	times.	If	the	offender	repeats	

the	problematic	behaviour,	the	picked-on	person	may	choose	to	call	a	meeting.	

	

Of	the	twenty-four	small	meetings	I	was	able	to	witness	at	Manapori	

School,	male	students	called	ten,	adults	called	nine,	while	female	students	only	

called	five.	Possible	reasons	why	female	students	called	less	small	meetings	

include	that	they	have	less	problems	that	need	addressing	in	a	small	meeting	or	

that	they	deal	with	problems	outside	of	meetings	and	do	not	need	the	process.	

However,	the	data	collected	was	unable	to	confirm	the	precise	reasons.	Another	

potential	reason	may	lie	in	the	dynamics	of	female	students’	relationships.	A	few	

female	students	did	offer	some	insight	on	the	matter:	ten-year-old	Anika	

suggested	that	girls	may	call	fewer	small	meetings	because	“girls	can	be	pretty	

harsh	–	so	you	don’t	know	how	it’s	going	to	go	down,	like	in	movies	girls	always	

go	diva	and	get	their	own	way.”208	Similarly,	ten-year-old	Serena	notes	that	the	

small	meetings	“can	be	with	friends	sometimes	and	it	can	break	up	

friendships.”209	

	

Only	students	are	able	to	chair	both	whole	school	and	small	meetings.	

Whoever	is	calling	the	meeting	is	responsible	for	choosing	the	chairperson	–	he	

or	she	asks	the	chosen	chairperson	if	s/he	is	willing	to	chair	a	meeting,	to	which	

the	chosen	person	generally	accepts,	unless	s/he	is	immersed	in	a	game	or	

project.	Of	the	twenty-five	whole	school	meetings	that	took	place	while	I	was	at	

the	school,	nine	were	chaired	by	a	male	student	and	sixteen	by	a	female	student.	

Of	the	twenty-four	small	meetings,	fifteen	were	chaired	by	a	male	student,	while	

nine	were	chaired	by	a	female	student.	Out	of	the	forty-nine	meetings	in	total,	

only	twenty-two	individuals	were	chosen	to	chair,	of	these	twenty-two,	four	male	

students	and	three	female	students	were	favoured,	each	chairing	between	three	

and	seven	meetings	each.	

																																																								
208	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	12,	2015.	
209	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	9,	2015.	
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The	chairperson’s	role	is	to	gather	the	required	attendees	and	to	manage	

the	meeting	proceedings.	For	small	meetings,	the	chairperson	gathers	requested	

people,	while	for	whole	school	meetings	s/he	walks	around	the	whole	school	

grounds	calling:	“Whole	school	meeting,	meeting	for	the	whole	school.”	Once	all	

required	persons	are	present,	which	is	everyone	for	a	whole	school	meeting	and	

only	requested	people	and	an	adult	for	a	small	meeting,	the	meetings	begin	with	

the	chairperson	saying,	“Meeting	come	to	order.	Who	called	this	meeting?”	The	

person	who	called	the	meeting	raises	her/his	hand.	Once	the	chairperson	says	

her/his	name	the	caller	of	the	meeting	can	present	the	matter.	This	is	the	case	for	

anyone	who	wishes	to	speak	throughout	the	meeting	–	no	one	is	meant	to	speak	

unless	the	chairperson	has	given	her	or	him	the	go-ahead.	Despite	this	rule,	I	

witnessed	both	children	and	adults	speaking	without	permission	at	every	

meeting	I	attended.	

	

If	at	any	stage	during	the	meeting	someone	or	some	people	are	being	

disruptive,	it	is	the	duty	of	the	chairperson	to	call	them	to	order	by	saying	

“Meeting	come	to	order.”	If	the	chairperson	has	not	noticed	that	people	are	being	

disruptive	but	others	have,	the	person	who	has	noticed	can	raise	her/his	hand	

and	request	that	the	meeting	be	called	to	order,	this	is	often	worded:	“point	of	

order,	can	you	please	call	[person’s	name]	to	order?”	Anyone,	including	staff	and	

parents	can	be	called	to	order	if	it	is	deemed	that	any	of	them	are	out	of	order.	If	

someone	has	been	called	to	order	and	repeats	her/his	disruptive	behaviour,	s/he	

is	given	a	first	warning,	followed	by	a	second	warning,	after	which	s/he	can	be	

asked	to	leave	the	meeting.	I	witnessed	only	two	occasions	where	someone	was	

asked	to	leave;	however,	at	every	meeting	that	I	was	present	at	least	one	person	

was	called	to	order.	

	

Once	the	meeting	is	under	way,	the	person	who	originally	called	the	

meeting	presents	her/his	“matter.”	During	the	whole	school	meetings	I	was	

present	for,	twelve	matters	were	raised	that	related	to	school	rules;	three	
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regarded	booking	a	space,	five	were	administrative	matters,	four	regarded	school	

wide	tasks	(such	as	clean-ups),	three	were	called	in	order	to	wish	someone	a	

“happy	birthday,”	and	seven	were	called	for	miscellaneous	(and	unrelated)	

matters.	The	small	meetings	that	I	was	present	for	involved	only	matters	that	

related	to	someone’s	behaviour,	which	was	deemed	unacceptable,	such	as	

someone	breaking	someone	else’s	toys	or	ruining	someone’s	game,	or	people	

excluding	someone	from	a	game	or	ignoring	requests.	Once	the	person	presents	

her/his	matter,	others	can	add	to	the	discussion	by	raising	her/his	hand	and	

being	called	upon	by	the	chairperson.	Eventually	the	chairperson	will	ask,	“Any	

more	matters	on	this	matter?”	If	no	one	raises	a	hand,	the	chairperson	then	asks	

“Any	more	matters?”	and	the	process	is	repeated.	Once	there	are	no	more	

matters	the	chairperson	declares,	“Meeting	closed.”	

	

The	discussion	that	followed	a	matter	being	presented	often	appeared	to	

be	productive	with	a	range	of	perspectives	being	shared.	An	example	of	a	

productive	discussion	was	when	a	student	presented	the	matter	of	a	slide	game	

known	as	“lava”	being	“unbanned.”	In	the	past	it	had	been	banned	at	a	whole	

school	meeting	because	it	was	deemed	to	be	too	dangerous.	The	game	involves	

people	standing	at	the	top	of	the	slide,	while	someone	tries	either	to	pull	or	push	

them	down	the	slide.	During	the	discussion	of	the	matter	someone	suggested	

that	it	is	too	dangerous	for	the	“little	kids”	but	that	the	older	students	should	still	

be	allowed	to	play	it.	Someone	then	suggested	that	would	be	unfair	for	the	

younger	students;	however,	someone	else	then	said	that	older	students	are	

excluded	from	areas	where	the	younger	students	play	(such	as	the	junior-school	

room),	therefore,	younger	students	can	be	excluded	from	some	things	too.	

Someone	else	then	raised	the	safety	aspect	of	the	game	and	said	that	it	is	

inconsistent	to	allow	other	dangerous	games	like	tree	climbing	and	the	use	of	the	

rope	swing	jump,	but	to	ban	this	particular	game.210	During	other	meetings,	

however,	the	discussions	were	sometimes	unproductive	because	discussion	was	

																																																								
210	Field	notes,	August	7,	2015.	
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derailed	by	someone	“goofing	off”	or	by	students	being	unfocussed	on	the	

meeting	proceedings.	

	

If	at	any	stage	during	a	meeting	anyone	wants	to	present	a	“motion”	on	a	

matter	that	is	being	discussed	s/he	does	so	by	raising	her/his	hand	and	saying,	“I	

request	a	motion	that…”	after	which	the	chairperson	says,	“All	those	in	favour	of	

this	motion	raise	their	hand.”	The	hands	are	then	counted	by	both	the	

chairperson	and	by	an	adult	(to	be	sure	the	count	was	accurate).	The	

chairperson	then	requests,	“All	those	against	this	motion	raise	their	hand”	and	

the	hands	are	counted	again.	If	the	majority	voted	in	favour	of	the	motion	the	

motion	is	deemed	successful	and	the	chairperson	announces:	“Motion	passed”	if	

not,	“Motion	denied.”	There	were	fourteen	motions	presented	during	my	time	at	

Manapori	School,	of	these	only	two	were	denied.	After	a	seemingly	productive	

discussion	during	the	meeting	concerning	the	game	called	lava	being	unbanned,	

a	motion	was	eventually	presented	calling	for	the	game	to	be	unbanned	so	long	

as	people	do	not	push	people	down	the	slide	(pulling	is	okay).	The	motion	

passed,	fifteen	to	twelve.211	

	

The	whole	school	meetings	utilise	a	system	of	majority	rule	whereby	if	

the	majority	of	those	present	vote	in	favour	of	a	motion,	the	motion	passes.	

Voting	is	not	utilised	in	small	meetings;	rather,	a	form	of	consensus	or	mutual	

understanding	is	sought.	If	a	system	of	consensus	were	adopted	for	whole	school	

meetings,	there	is	the	possibility	that	the	meetings	would	take	a	lot	longer	than	

they	already	do	(during	my	time	at	the	school	they	ranged	from	ten	minutes	to	

forty	minutes).	When	interviewed,	four	students	suggested	the	length	of	the	

meetings	contributed	to	why	they	did	not	like	the	whole	school	meetings,	while	

another	two	said	that	the	whole	school	meetings	were	boring;	therefore,	the	

potential	of	consensus	seeking	practices	to	extend	the	length	of	a	meeting	

remains	unfavourable.	

	

																																																								
211	Ibid.	
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The	use	of	majority	rule	in	the	whole	school	meetings	appears	to	be	used	

in	order	to	determine	the	correct	outcome	for	all	involved	and	allows	one	

outcome	to	be	trialled.	No	rules	other	than	certain	safety	rules,	which	can	be	

vetoed	by	the	school	principal,	are	permanent	and	can	be	challenged	again	at	a	

later	date.	Once	a	motion	has	been	passed	it	is	put	into	effect,	but	if	a	motion	has	

passed	that	someone	wishes	to	challenge,	it	is	the	rule	to	wait	twenty-four	hours	

before	raising	the	matter	again	and	challenging	the	motion.212	

	

The	meeting	system	has	been	with	the	school	since	its	inception,	but	it	is	

not	generally	well	liked	by	the	community.	When	I	asked	students	what	they	

thought	of	the	meeting	system,	which	encompasses	both	small	meetings	and	

whole	school	meetings,	nine	student	interviewees’	maintained	negative	feelings	

toward	it;	five	maintained	a	positive	feeling,	while	another	three	felt	neutrally	

about	it.	

	

Twelve-year-old	Natalie	told	me	that	she	does	not	like	meetings	because	

she	perceives	there	to	be	a	bias	towards	the	senior	students	–	“when	you’re	in	a	

whole	school	meeting	the	teachers	or	chairperson	are…really	not	fair	on	us.	It’s	

like,	if	I	said	something	wrong	or	if	I	was	out	of	order	or	something	and	someone	

else	was	out	of	order,	I	would	get	a	bigger	punishment.”	Natalie	also	feels	that	

meetings	are	pointless.213	Eleven-year-old	Tilly	also	thinks	that	the	meeting	are	

pointless	and	do	nothing	–	“they	just	go	round	and	round	and	round	in	circles	

until	everyone	is	bored	to	death	and	we	just	close	the	meeting	and	nothing	really	

happens.”	She	thinks	that	meetings	teach	students	“how	to	look	interested	when	

you’re	really	really	bored.”	She	admits,	though,	that	she	has	never	really	spoken	

up	at	a	whole	school	meeting,	because	she	is	shy,214	which	is	a	matter	regarding	

informal	exclusion	that	will	be	addressed	in	the	following	chapter.	The	whole	

school	meetings,	in	particular,	were	often	referred	to	as	being	boring.	On	one	

																																																								
212	Interview	with	Manapori	School’s	principal,	March	25,	2016.	
213	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	13,	2015.	
214	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	3,	2015.	
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occasion	after	a	whole	school	meeting	had	been	called	(“Whole	school	meeting,	

meeting	for	the	whole	school”),	I	overheard	five-year-old	Becky	say	to	a	staff	

member,	“More	like,	whole	school	boring.”215	
	

Twelve-year-old	Joel	also	thinks	that	the	meetings	do	not	work,	but	in	

particular	he	thinks	that	the	small	meetings	do	not	work	because:	“You	can	just	

give	reassurance	that	you	won’t	do	something	again	and	in	my	opinion	that	

doesn’t	work.”216	For	these	students,	if	a	matter	has	to	be	raised	multiple	times	it	

means	that	the	meetings	are	not	“working.”	Calum	suggests,	however,	that	if	an	

issue	is	raised	multiple	times	it	is	because	it	is	a	genuine	problem	and	having	the	

matter	raised	on	multiple	occasions	ensures	that	everyone	is	aware	of	the	

problem.217	Senior	student	David	also	suggests	that	just	because	a	matter	is	

raised,	it	does	not	mean	that	a	problem	is	going	to	be	solved	“overnight.”218	

	

David	further	feels	that	the	meetings	are	a	key	part	of	what	makes	the	

school	unique	–	“If	you	want	to	be	a	part	of	this	school	[going	to	meetings]	is	one	

of	the	things	you	need	to	do…it’s	not	just	about	getting	to	play	games,	it’s	actually	

us	kids	getting	to	sort	out	our	problems	and	actually	having	a	say	in	that.”219	

Likewise,	eight-year-old	Daisy	suggests	meetings	are:	“A	way	to	sort	problems	

out	so	the	teachers	don’t	solve	them	for	[us],	like,	they’re	not	just	teacher	

meetings.	The	kids	get	to	have	their	own	turn	at	saying	their	thing.”220	David	

believes	it	is	mainly	the	students	who	have	attended	other	schools	before	coming	

to	Manapori	School,	who	do	not	value	the	meeting	system	as	much;	however,	of	

the	interviews	I	conducted	with	students	this	did	not	appear	to	be	the	case	

(negative	and	neutral	feelings	were	evenly	dispersed	between	those	who	had	

only	attended	Manapori	School	and	those	who	had	attended	another	school	

prior),	although	all	five	students	who	held	positive	feelings	toward	the	meeting	
																																																								
215	Field	notes,	December	7,	2015.	
216	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	2,	2015.	
217	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	27,	2015.	
218	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	1,	2015.	
219	Ibid.	
220	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	31,	2015.	
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system	had	only	attended	Manapori	School.	David	feels	that	“It	takes	a	while	to	

get	used	to	the	school	[and	if]	you’ve	only	been	here	for	a	wee	while	you	can’t	

just	be	like	“the	meetings	don’t	work”…they’d	rather	play	with	their	friends	than	

do	a	meeting.”221	

	

Five	interviewed	students	felt	positively	towards	the	meetings.	It	appears	

that	these	students	are	able	to	comprehend	a	broader	function	of	the	meetings,	

beyond	the	matters	that	were	raised.	Twelve-year-old	Calum	explained	to	me	

what	he	thought	students	could	learn	from	the	meetings.	He	said	that	meetings	

allow	students	to	learn:	

	

…That	to	talk	things	out	is	a	way	better	way	of	doing	[things]	

and	that	people	are	going	to	listen	and…that	you	learn	to	

listen	to	what	other	people	have	to	say…You	learn	something	

no	matter	what	side	of	the	meeting	you’re	[on],	whether	

you’re	calling	it,	chairing	it	or	having	it	called	with	you…If	

you’re	calling	it	you’re	learning	to	express	how	you	feel	

[and]	what	you	think;	if	you’re	chairing	it,	you’re	learning	to	

take	in	both	sides	and	come	out	with	a	fair	and	equal	result,	

and	if	you’re	having	it	called	with	you,	you’re	learning	about	

the	other	person	and	to	listen	and	to	understand.222	

	

Calum	also	believes	that	meetings	benefit	both	the	individuals	involved	in	a	

meeting	and	the	community	at	large:	

	

I	think	it	benefits	the	individual	because	they	feel	like	

they’ve	expressed	themselves	and	they’ve	gotten	their	point	

across,	or	at	least	they’ve	had	that	heard.	And	it	benefits	the	

community	because	it	means	that…everyone	gets	along	a	bit	

																																																								
221	Ibid.	
222	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	27,	2015.	
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better	because	they’ve	talked	it	out	and	because	they’re	not	

holding	a	grudge	or	because	they’ve	heard	the	other	

person’s	side.223	

	

He	admits	though	that	this	might	not	be	the	experience	of	everyone	at	

the	school,	but	he	wishes	it	were.224	

	

Two	of	those	who	felt	negatively	or	neutrally	toward	the	meeting	system,	

did	highlight	that	the	smaller	ones	were	preferable.	Tilly,	who	felt	negatively	

toward	the	meeting	system	in	general	told	me	that	she	was	more	willing	to	speak	

in	small	meetings	than	in	whole	school	ones,225	while	Fiona	felt	neutrally	about	

the	meeting	system	but	preferred	small	meetings	because	the	focus	was	on	

her.226	

	

For	those	students	who	felt	negatively	or	neutrally	towards	the	meeting	

system,	four	indicated	that	despite	their	feelings	they	could	see	value	in	the	

system.	When	I	asked	ten-year-old	Kathryn,	who	felt	neutrally	toward	the	

meeting	system,	if	she	thought	the	whole	school	meetings	were	useful,	she	

replied:	“If	we	didn’t	have	them	we	wouldn’t	have	rules,	unless	we	became	a	

mainstream	school	and	the	teachers	made	the	rules.	But	we	don’t	want	that.”227	

Eleven-year-old	Charlotte	also	saw	the	value	in	the	meeting	system,	despite	

feeling	negatively	toward	it.	She	thought	of	them	as	a	practical	way	to	tell	a	large	

group	of	people	something	–	“you	don’t	have	to	go	around	and	tell	everyone	

individually	what’s	going	on...You	can	just	tell	everyone	in	one	big	meeting.”228	

																																																								
223	Ibid.	
224	Ibid.	
225	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	3,	2015.	
226	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	21,	2015.	
227	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	22,	2015.	
228	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	9,	2015.	
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Tilly	also	noted	that	it	was	likely	that	the	school	uses	the	system	because	

meetings	“are	a	highly	democratic	way	of	solving	an	issue.”229	

	

It	was	not	only	students	who	expressed	negative	feelings	towards	the	

meeting	system,	it	was	staff	too;	however,	all	felt	that	the	meetings	were	

necessary	due	in	part	to	the	meetings	being	an	established	practice	referenced	

within	the	Special	Character	Statement.	When	I	explained	to	Kate	(a	teacher)	

that	the	students	were	expressing	negative	feelings	towards	the	meeting	system	

she	replied,	“I	completely	understand.	I	hate	the	whole	school	meetings	myself.	

They’re	long	and	they	are	boring.”	She	suggests,	though,	that	this	has	not	always	

been	the	case.	She	perceives	there	to	be	a	few	students	who	are	particularly	

disruptive	during	meetings,	whom	other	students	do	not	attempt	to	challenge.	

She	says	that,	in	the	past,	there	have	been	students	who	maintain	high	mana	

(usually	the	older	students)	who	would	attempt	to	remedy,	reasonably	

successfully,	any	disruptive	behaviour.230	On	another	occasion,	during	a	whole	

school	meeting	called	by	a	staff	member,	the	staff	member	expressed	frustration	

at	the	lack	of	focus	from	the	students	and	asked:	“Is	anyone	even	interested	in	

these	meetings?	Part	of	the	reason	we	have	them	is	to	sort	out	rules.	I	don’t	like	

calling	these	meetings,	as	much	as	you	don’t	like	attending	them.”231	
	

Despite	some	negative	feeling	towards	the	meeting	system,	it	appears	that	

the	system	is	here	to	stay.	That	is	not	to	say,	however,	that	amendments	to	the	

system	cannot	be	made,	or	at	least	discussed.	Within	the	conclusion	of	this	thesis	

some	possible	solutions	are	presented.			

	

	

	

	

	
																																																								
229	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	3,	2015.	
230	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	teacher,	September	22,	2015.	
231	Feild	notes,	August	10,	2015.	
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Conclusion	

	

This	chapter	has	described	key	elements	that	define	the	school’s	philosophy	and	

culture,	while	also	highlighting	certain	democratic	elements.	It	has	shown	that	

the	philosophies	of	Neill	and	Bevan-Brown	helped	to	inform	the	school’s	

philosophy	and	influenced	its	unique	Special	Character	Statement,	which	

outlines	the	school’s	educational	approach.	It	has	also	shown	how	the	school	

utilises	two	key	democratic	processes:	the	request	system	and	the	meeting	

system,	which	help	to	maintain	the	school’s	philosophy	and	Special	Character.	

Importantly,	despite	the	majority	of	interviewees	expressing	negative	or	neutral	

feelings	towards	the	meeting	system,	it	is	nevertheless	apparent	that	the	system	

retains	value	for	a	significant	number	of	them.	The	following	chapter	will	delve	

deeper	into	the	themes	that	emerged	during	data	analysis	and	will	provide	a	

connection	between	the	school’s	culture	and	philosophy	(both	actual	and	

perceived)	and	democratic	theory.	
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CHAPTER	THREE:	TOWARDS	A	DEMOCRATIC	COMMUNITY	

	

Within	the	context	of	democratic	theory	this	chapter	examines	the	main	themes	

that	emerged	from	my	case	study	research	data.	It	draws	on	evidence	that	was	

gathered	from	field	notes,	interviews	and	parent-surveys	at	Manapori	School	

over	a	twenty-five	day	period	in	2015	and	it	develops	links	to	democratic	theory.	

Firstly,	freedom	will	be	addressed,	as	it	is	an	essential	feature	of	any	Democratic	

Free	School	and	is	something	that	most	Manapori	School	members	value	highly.	

Secondly,	the	way	in	which	power	is	perceived,	utilised	and	distributed	at	the	

school	will	be	addressed.	Thirdly,	matters	to	do	with	school	members’	

democratic	participation	will	be	analysed	with	a	particular	focus	given	to	

matters	of	inclusion	and	exclusion.	Lastly,	this	chapter	looks	at	the	friendships	

and	sense	of	community	that	are	nurtured	at	the	school	and	how	such	qualities	

assist	in	developing	a	functional	democratic	space.	This	chapter	involves	critique	

but	argues	that	the	overall	democratic	nature	of	the	school	is	positive	and	largely	

a	result	of	the	opportunity	given	to	children	to	develop	participatory	skills	and	

find	their	democratic	voices	within	their	democratic	community.		

	
	

Freedom	
	

Freedom	is	valued	within	democratic	states,	communities	and	theories;	however,	

it	is	not	always	interpreted	in	the	same	way.	The	notion	of	freedom,	or	liberty,	is	

particularly	valued	within	liberal	democratic	theory	and	practice.	Liberalism	

endorses	“the	ideal	that	individuals	should	enjoy	the	maximum	possible	liberty	

consistent	with	a	like	liberty	for	all.”232	Yet	republicanism	also	values	freedom,	

although	it	assumes	that	this	freedom	can	only	come	from	citizens	being	able	to	

have	equal	power	and	input	into	the	controlling	mechanisms	at	work	in	their	

society.233	Manapori	School	can,	therefore,	be	seen	to	maintain	both	liberal	and	

																																																								
232	Heywood,	Politics,	44.	
233	Philip	Pettit,	Just	Freedom:	A	Moral	Compass	for	a	Complex	World	(New	York:	W.	W.	Norton	and	
Company,	2014),	112.	
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republican	ideals	of	freedom	as	individual	freedom	is	valued	and	protected,	

while	the	power	of	the	individual	to	participate	in	school	governance	is	also	

regarded	as	important.	

	

The	freedom	that	Manapori	School	students	experience	allows	them	to	

experiment	with	and	consider	various	conceptions	of	the	good	life.	They	are	able	

to	attempt	different	activities	and	behaviours,	and	trial	different	outcomes.	This	

accords	with	Gutmann’s	democratic	education	requirement	of	non-repression	

examined	in	chapter	one,	which	allows	for	critical	and	creative	experimentation	

to	be	undertaken	with	the	intention	that	in	doing	so	various	conceptions	of	the	

good	life	can	be	trialled.234	Gutmann’s	democratic	education	requirement	of	non-

discrimination	is	also	achieved	through	cultural	norms	and	practices	such	as	the	

small	meetings	held	at	the	school.	If	someone	sees	someone	being	discriminated	

against	or	feels	they	are	being	discriminated	against,	s/he	is	able	to	call	a	small	

meeting	to	address	the	problem.	

	

Gutmann’s	theory	of	democratic	education	calls	for	a	reasonable	amount	

of	freedom;	however,	she	argues	that	autonomy	should	only	be	partially	available	

to	students	and	that	teachers,	due	to	their	professional	role,	should	assume	a	

position	of	authority.235	In	comparison	to	Gutmann,	Democratic	Free	Schooling	

values	student	freedom	highly,	and	authority	does	not	take	a	hierarchical	form	

whereby	teachers	are	in	authority	solely	based	on	their	profession	or	status.	In	

the	same	way	liberalism	advocates	that	freedom	exists	under	the	condition	that	

others’	freedoms	are	not	hindered,	Democratic	Free	Schooling	promotes	

freedom,	but	not	licence,	a	notion	that	A.	S.	Neill	instilled	in	the	first	Democratic	

Free	School	in	1921.	Within	Democratic	Free	Schools,	freedom	tends	to	be	

viewed	in	terms	of	pedagogical	freedom,	where	learning	and	teaching	occurs	

spontaneously	and	without	coercion,	while	freedom	to	utilise	one’s	time	as	one	

sees	fit	follows	on	from	this.		

																																																								
234	Spring,	Wheels	in	the	Head,	47-49.	
235	Gutmann,	Democratic	Education,	88.	
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Freedom	at	Manapori	School	exists	in	two	main	ways.	Firstly,	the	school	

itself	retains	a	certain	amount	of	freedom	in	terms	of	how	it	self-governs	internal	

matters.	This	is	largely	a	result	of	its	designation	as	a	Special	Character	School,	

which	prevents	excessive	government	control,	but	which	is	heavily	reliant	on	the	

input	of	the	school	community	via	such	mechanisms	as	the	meeting	system.	

Secondly,	the	student	body	experiences	a	significant	degree	of	freedom	in	the	

sense	that	students	are	relatively	free	to	choose	what	they	do	with	their	time	and	

their	bodies	with	the	exceptions	that	they	not	impinge	on	the	freedoms	of	others,	

they	attend	small	meetings	if	they	are	requested	to,	they	attend	whole	school	

meetings	when	one	is	called	and	they	help	with	the	end-of-day	clean	up.	There	

are	also	school	rules	that	need	to	be	followed.	However,	since	these	rules	(with	

the	exception	of	safety	related	rules)	are	determined	by	students,	it	can	be	

argued	that	the	school’s	rules	do	not	restrain	student	freedom	significantly	

because	the	students	have	the	power	to	challenge	and	change	the	rules.	

	

Free	time	is	an	especially	unique	quality	maintained	at	Manapori	School	

where	there	are	no	bells	to	divide	the	school	day	–	no	bell	to	say	the	school	day	is	

underway,	no	lunch	or	break	bells	and	no	bell	to	indicate	the	school	day	is	over.	

Students	are	encouraged,	rather	than	required,	to	arrive	by	9.00am,	they	eat	

whenever	they	are	hungry	and	they	all	take	part	in	the	end-of-day	school	clean	

up	routine	at	2.45pm	before	leaving	the	school	grounds	anywhere	between	

3.00pm	and	4.00pm.	This	lack	of	time	notifications,	which	typifies	a	mainstream	

school	day,	provides	students	with	the	opportunity	to	be	responsible	with	their	

time.	There	is	no	authority	demanding	what	they	do	with	their	bodies	and	when.	

Eating	is	a	personal	matter,	and	one	than	Manapori	School	students	learn	to	

regulate	themselves.	Sometimes	teachers	remind	the	younger	children	to	eat	

their	lunches	and	sometimes	students’	parents	come	to	visit	during	the	day	and	

help	their	children	prepare	their	lunches	and	eat	with	them,	but	it	is	largely	the	

responsibility	of	the	students.	
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The	freedom	the	students	experience	nurtures	a	sense	of	independence.	

Independence	involves	various	responsibilities,	such	as	monitoring	one’s	own	

eating	schedule	and	keeping	track	of	one’s	personal	belongings.	At	Manapori	

School,	everyone	is	responsible	for	their	own	belongings	and	it	is	school	protocol	

not	to	touch	anyone	else’s	things,	even	if	they	appear	to	be	in	the	wrong	place	or	

to	be	creating	a	mess.	Helen,	a	teacher	at	the	school,	explained	to	me	how	she	

first	learnt	this	rule	when	she	started	teaching	at	the	school.	She	attempted	to	

tidy	what	she	viewed	as	mess,	but	was	promptly	confronted	by	a	student	who	

explained	that	what	Helen	had	perceived	as	a	mess	was	in	fact	part	of	a	game	

that	the	student	was	playing.	The	student	proceeded	to	call	a	small	meeting	with	

the	teacher	and	she	was	asked	not	to	repeat	this	“mistake”	again.236	I	generally	

perceived	the	school	to	be	disorganised	and	messy,	yet	students	usually	seemed	

to	know	what	items	belonged	to	whom,	as	well	as	where	their	own	belongings	

were.	However,	there	were	times	where	some	items	did	get	misplaced.	On	a	

couple	of	occasions	I	overheard	students	saying	that	they	could	not	find	a	pen	or	

pencil	to	draw	or	write	with.	The	school’s	website	claims	that	by	being	

responsible	for	their	own	belongings	and	for	their	school	environment,	students	

have	an	opportunity	to	learn	the	process	of	cause	and	effect	–	for	example,	if	one	

does	not	keep	track	of	one’s	pens	and	pencils	one	cannot	get	to	work	straight	

away.237	

	

Despite	the	mess,	Manapori	School	staff	value	the	freedom	that	they	and	

the	students	are	able	to	experience.	When	I	asked	Helen	what	she	thought	a	

prominent	quality	of	the	school	was,	she	replied:	“The	freedom	to	be	who	you	

are;	for	the	children	to	be	who	they	are	and	for	the	teachers	to	be	who	they	are	

too.”	She	goes	on	to	say,	however,	that	the	freedom	to	be	“who	you	are”	means	

that	people	have	to	cope	with	others	doing	their	own	“thing.”	She	points	out	that,	

as	a	teacher,	she	may	have	planned	something	that	she	thinks	would	be	an	ideal	

learning	activity	for	the	children,	only	to	have	them	say,	“No,	I’m	not	interested	in	

																																																								
236	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	teacher,	September	21,	2015.	
237	Reference	intentionally	withheld.	
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doing	that.”	238	She	does,	however,	feel	that	freedom	is	an	important	quality	to	

have	at	the	school,	despite	the	restrictions	it	places	on	her	teaching	agenda.239	

	

The	freedom	that	students	experience	at	Manapori	School	is	also	highly	

valued	by	most	of	the	students.	During	interviews	with	students,	I	asked	them	

what	their	favourite	thing	was	about	school.	Of	the	seventeen	student	interviews	

conducted,	six	suggested	that	the	freedom	they	experienced	at	school	was	their	

favourite	thing,	while	four	said	it	was	because	they	did	not	have	to	attend	classes,	

which	relates	to	the	freedom	they	are	granted.	Three	said	that	playing	a	certain	

game	or	in	a	certain	area	of	the	school	was	their	favourite	thing,	while	two	said	

that	their	favourite	thing	about	school	was	their	friends.	One	girl	said	her	

favourite	thing	about	school	was	when	she	was	younger	at	the	school,	while	

another	was	unsure	what	her	favourite	thing	was.240	

	

For	those	who	favoured	freedom,	responses	were	quite	straightforward.	

For	eleven-year-old	India,	her	favourite	thing	was	simply	“freedom,”241	while	for	

eleven-year-old	Tilly	it	was:	“The	freedom	to	just	do	whatever	you	like.	You	come	

to	school,	wander	around	and	find	your	friends	and	then	you	can	just	go	off	and	

do	whatever	you	like.	That’s	awesome.”242	Likewise,	twelve-year-old	Calum	tells	

me	his	favourite	thing	about	Manapori	School	is:	“The	freedom.	You	don’t	have	to	

do	anything.	It’s	up	to	me	but	I	can	still	ask	for	help	and	get	help	if	I	need	it.”243	

Nine-year-old	Timmy	told	me	that	his	favourite	thing	was:	“That	you	can	play	

outside	and	don’t	have	to	go	to	class.	It’s	a	fun	school.	You	can	do	what	you	want.	

It’s	fun.”244	Likewise,	twelve-year-old	Joel	tells	me	his	favourite	thing	is:	“Doing	

what	I	want	and	not	being	forced	to	go	to	class.”	However,	he	went	on	to	suggest	

there	is	a	limit	on	what	one	can	do	because,	“If	you	want	to	do	something,	the	

																																																								
238	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	teacher,	September	21,	2015.	
239	Ibid.	
240	Interview	with	Manapori	School	students,	August-December,	2015.	
241	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	22,	2015.	
242	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	3,	2015.	
243	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	28,	2015.	
244	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	16,	2015.	
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school	might	not	have	the	right	equipment,	like,	if	you	want	to	do	graphic	design	

or	something,	they	don’t	have	the	right	computer	software…It’s	quite	boring.	

There’s	not	much	to	do.”245	Calum	also	suggested	that	the	school	was	“not	very	

up	to	date	with	the	technology	side	of	things,”	describing	the	school	as	being	

“technophobic.”246	
	

Unlike	other	students,	eleven-year-old	Fiona	finds	the	lack	of	restrictions	

problematic	–	“If	you	want	to	do	something,	but	you	can’t	find	something	to	do,	

they	won’t	be	forcing	you	to	do	anything,	but	sometimes	you	need	to	be	

[forced]…I’m	very	bad	at	making	choices	now.”247	It	should	be	noted,	however,	

that	I	heard	Fiona	frequently	complain	about	being	bored	during	my	time	at	the	

school	and	on	a	number	of	occasions	teachers	or	other	students	suggested	

activities	or	classes	that	she	could	take	part	in,	but	she	refused.248	

	

On	Fridays	the	senior-school	students,	if	they	wished,	visited	a	nearby	

Intermediate	School249	for	a	class,	which	they	call	“manual.”	Manual	day	allows	

Manapori	School	senior	students	the	opportunity	to	use	the	nearby	school’s	

facilities	and	staff	expertise	to	learn	practical	skills	such	as	woodworking	and	

cooking.	Sue,	a	teacher-aide,	explained	to	me	that	the	school	they	visit	is	a	lot	

“stricter”	than	Manapori	School	and	that	the	Manapori	students	sometimes	

struggle	with	that.	She	said	that	the	students	“ask	a	lot	of	questions	and	want	to	

try	to	do	things	in	different	ways,”250	but	that	this	was	not	welcomed	at	the	

visited	school.	This	may	indicate	that	the	freedom	the	students	experience	at	

their	own	school	may	not	translate	well	to	other	environments.	

	

																																																								
245	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	2,	2015.	
246	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	28,	2015.	
247	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	21,	2015.	
248	Field	notes,	September	1,	2015.	
249	New	Zealand	Intermediate	Schools	are	attended	by	year	seven	and	year	eight	students,	who	
are	generally	aged	between	eleven	and	twelve	years	old.	Some	Primary	Schools,	such	as	
Manapori	School,	include	these	years,	making	them,	what	is	referred	to	as	Full	Primary	Schools.	

250	Conversation	with	a	Manapori	School	teacher,	Feild	notes,	August	5,	2015.	
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In	November,	Manapori	School’s	senior	students,	after	months	of	largely	

self-directed	planning	and	fundraising,	went	on	a	field	trip	to	Wellington	in	the	

North	Island	of	New	Zealand.	Upon	their	return	I	heard	reports	similar	to	Sue’s	

regarding	the	discordance	between	the	freedom	that	the	students	are	used	to	

experiencing	and	the	limits	that	are	put	on	this	freedom	in	another	environment.	

Both	the	students	and	parents	who	went	on	the	trip	seemed	to	be	aware	that	a	

substantial	shift	in	power	had	occurred,	whereby	the	adults	were	“in	charge”	and	

the	students	had	to	go	along	with	the	largely	adult	determined	agenda.	One	

parent,	who	attended	the	school	trip,	felt	that	the	trip	became	“very	

undemocratic,”	with	a	combination	of	adults	ordering	children	around	and	

“individual	wants	coming	before	group	wellbeing.”251	

	

Because	the	students	have	come	to	value	their	freedom	highly,	it	is	not	

surprising	that	when	this	freedom	is	restricted	for	any	reason,	negativity	toward	

that	reason	emerges.	The	whole	school	meetings	proved	to	be	an	undesirable	

event	for	many	students,	in	part	because	the	meetings	required	students	ceasing	

what	they	were	freely	doing	in	order	that	they	attend	the	meeting.	Timmy	

explained	to	me	that	sometimes	he	gets	“annoyed	cos	I’ll	call	out	a	game	I	like	

and	then	I	can’t	play	the	game	cos	it’s	a	whole	school	meeting	and	then…the	

whole	school	meeting	takes	ages	and	then	after,	it’s	clean	up	time	so	you	can’t	

play	the	game.”252	On	a	number	of	occasions,	I	also	overheard	busy	students	

sighing	or	saying	“noooo”	when	a	whole	school	meeting	was	called,	which	

indicated	that	the	meeting	was	an	unwanted	interruption.	The	meetings	can,	

therefore,	be	seen	in	some	ways	as	a	restriction	of	individual	freedoms	and	yet	

they	also	allow	for	community	input	into	the	running	of	the	school,	which	

ultimately	contributes	to	the	freedom	of	the	community.	

	

	

	

																																																								
251	Field	notes,	December	9,	2015.	
252	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	16,	2015.	
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Power	and	Equality	

	

The	freedom	that	students	experience	at	Manapori	School	allows	them	to	

experience	and	to	experiment	with	maintaining	a	significant	amount	of	power,	

including	the	power	to	determine	what	they	do	and	when.	The	meeting	system	

structure	allows	them	the	power	to	call	small	or	whole	school	meetings	when	

they	feel	it	is	necessary.	The	meeting	system	also	allows	students	the	power	to	

vote	and	thus	to	determine	the	rules	of	their	community,	but	as	was	mentioned	

in	chapter	one,	power	is	not	guaranteed	through	the	allocation	of	equal	votes;253	

there	are	more	factors	than	simply	voting	which	determine	whether	power	is	

equally	shared.			
	

Mansbridge	contends	that	it	is	the	availability	of	power	that	first	

determines	whether	or	not	equality	exists	in	a	community,	as	it	ensures	equal	

protection	of	interests	and	the	weighting	of	votes.	Second,	when	equal	power	is	

present,	equal	respect	is	ensured	since	“equal	power	helps	create,	maintain,	and	

symbolize	equality	of	respect,	dignity,	or	status.”	And	third,	equal	power	

encourages	personal	growth	through	public	political	participation.254	

	

	 Manapori	School	students	have	the	power	to	determine	their	community	

rules	through	participating	in	the	meeting	system,	while	also	being	responsible	

for	following	these	rules	and	holding	each	other	accountable	to	them.	On	

occasion	I	witnessed	students	pointing	out	potential	rule	breaches.	This	

indicated	to	me	that	at	least	some	students	were	aware	that	they	had	the	power	

to	maintain	the	rules	they	helped	develop.	One	example	occurred	during	a	whole	

school	meeting	that	I	was	present	for	when	a	student	blamed	someone	and	said	

that	someone’s	name.	This	quickly	resulted	in	a	“call	to	order”	and	someone	

saying:	“You	cannot	name	names	in	whole	school	meetings.”255	There	is	a	

																																																								
253	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy,	18.	
254	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Self-Interest	(Chicago:	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1990),	236.	
255	Field	notes,	August	7,	2015.	
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significant	sense	of	power	needed	to	be	able	to	verbally	hold	someone	to	account	

for	her/his	actions	and	it	does	not	appear	to	be	a	frowned	upon	thing	to	do;	

rather,	it	is	simply	a	part	of	the	community’s	culture	and	essential	to	the	

operation	of	the	school.	

	

Another	integral	component	of	the	school's	culture	is	the	role	the	

chairperson	plays	during	a	meeting.	During	any	meeting	it	is	expected	that	the	

chairperson	(who	must	be	a	student)	hold	a	significant	amount	of	power;	s/he	is	

in	control	of	how	the	meeting	progresses,	is	able	to	excuse	people,	chooses	who	

speaks,	asks	people	to	leave	and	can	call	people	to	order.	The	opportunity	to	

chair	meetings	is	technically	available	to	all	students	and	yet	one	must	be	asked	

to	do	so	by	whoever	it	is	that	called	the	meeting.	Staff	and	parents	do,	however,	

appear	to	keep	track	of	who	has	chaired	and	claim	to	ensure	that	they	ask	

different	students	to	take	on	the	task	if	they	are	wanting	to.	If	the	student	is	

unsure	of	how	to	manage	matters,	the	teacher	or	parent	will	offer	guidance.	On	

one	occasion	I	also	witnessed	a	teacher	repeating	what	the	five-year-old	

chairperson	was	saying.	The	young	girl	was	too	quiet	for	everyone	in	the	room	to	

hear	so	the	teacher	helped	her	to	be	heard.256	

	

Despite	the	official	power	granted	to	the	chairperson	for	the	duration	of	

the	meeting,	there	were	numerous	meetings	that	I	was	present	for	where	the	

chairperson	was	clearly	being	ignored.	During	one	whole	school	meeting,	which	

was	being	chaired	by	a	middle-school	student,	various	attempts	were	made	by	

the	chairperson	to	call	disruptive	students	to	order,	but	his	requests	went	

unnoticed.	The	final	matter	to	be	raised	during	the	meeting	was	by	twelve-year-

old	Calum,	who	said	in	an	exasperated	tone:	“I	request	that	people	take	the	call	to	

order	request	more	seriously	during	meetings,”257	which	indicated	that	the	lack	

of	respect	for	the	power	of	the	chairperson	was	negatively	impacting,	not	only	

the	chairperson,	but	also	other	meeting	attendees.	

																																																								
256	Field	notes,	September	21,	2015.	
257	Field	notes,	August	12,	2015.	
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It	was	not	only	the	chairperson’s	power	that	I	witnessed	being	

undermined	at	times,	but	other	meeting	attendees	as	well.	Despite	all	students	

having	the	formal	power	to	point	out	if	a	rule	had	been	broken,	some	students	

were	ignored	on	occasion.	I	was	present	for	a	whole	school	meeting	that	was	

called	by	six-year-old	Sam	and	his	mother.	The	boy’s	mother	had	noticed	that	he	

had	been	trying	to	get	other	students	to	follow	a	rule	that	had	recently	been	

passed	at	another	whole	school	meeting.	Despite	his	efforts,	Sam’s	attempts	at	

suggesting	others	uphold	the	new	rule	were	continuously	ignored.	The	meeting	

concluded	with	the	rule	being	reiterated	and	a	request	from	a	staff	member	that	

others’	requests	be	listened	to.258	This	final	step	reveals	that	despite	some	

students	struggling	to	be	heard	amongst	their	peer	group,	the	meeting	system	is	

able	to	act	as	a	sort	of	power	protection	mechanism	by	providing	a	way	for	

students	to	be	heard.		

		

The	knowledge	that	school	members	retain	regarding	power	was	

revealed	on	occasions	when	I	overheard	the	word	power	being	used.	Once	I	

heard	the	word	used	in	different	contexts,	it	became	clear	that	for	school	

members	it	is	important	for	everyone	at	the	school	(staff,	students	and	parents)	

to	have	power	but	not	to	use	it	in	a	way	that	is	harmful	to	others	or	in	any	way	

that	takes	it	from	others.	During	one	whole	school	meeting,	a	relatively	new	

student	who	was	unsure	of	the	rules	asked	if	he	could	share	the	food	he	had	

brought	from	home	with	others	at	the	school.	A	teacher	responded	by	saying	that	

it	was	okay	to	do	so,	so	long	as	he	did	not	use	it	as	a	form	of	power	by	sharing	

with	some	people	and	not	with	others.259	On	another	occasion,	during	a	small	

meeting	with	a	group	of	junior-school	girls,	the	use	of	power	was	raised	by	a	

teacher	named	Hilda.	The	matter	at	hand	was	that	six-year-old	Becky	was	being	

excluded	from	a	game	being	played	by	the	other	girls.	The	girls	were	overheard	

saying	“nah,	nah,	nah,	nah,	nah”	to	Becky.	Hilda	suggested	that	saying	“nah,	nah,	

																																																								
258	Field	notes,	August	31,	2015.	
259	Field	notes,	August	12,	2015.	
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nah,	nah,	nah”	to	a	person	“shuts	that	person	down	and	takes	their	power	

away.”260	

	

	 At	Manapori	School	power	is	meant	to	be	equally	dispersed	among	school	

members	and	it	was,	therefore,	frowned	upon	to	diminish	it	in	others.	Yet,	

despite	the	intention	to	achieve	equality,	power	was	not	necessarily	evenly	

shared.	The	staff	at	Manapori	School	ultimately	maintain	more	power	than	the	

students,	which	is	most	evidenced	in	the	school	principal’s	ability	to	veto	any	

whole	school	meeting	votes	if	they	are	deemed	to	be	related	to	safety	issues.	This	

power	imbalance	does	not	seem	unreasonable	when	one	considers	that,	unlike	

other	democratic	institutions,	a	school	presents	a	range	of	age	groups,	some	of	

whom	are	more	vulnerable	than	others	in	terms	of	safety	and	knowledge.	It	is,	

therefore,	reasonable	for	the	adults	within	the	school	to	step	into	a	more	

powerful	position	at	times	even	though	this	may	undermine	the	democratic	

nature	of	the	school.	The	adults	monitor	matters	relating	to	health	and	safety,	

including	mental	health,	and	authority	is	assumed	if	there	are	any	visible	risk	

factors	present.	This	could	account	for	why	more	meetings	were	called	by	adults	

than	by	students;	perhaps	the	adults	were	able	to	perceive	concerning	matters	in	

a	way	that	the	students	were	unable	to	see	themselves.	

	

	 Whatever	the	reasons	for	the	imbalance	in	power	it	was,	however,	viewed	

negatively	by	some	students.	Eleven-year-old	Tilly	told	me	that	not	everyone	at	

the	school	has	an	equal	amount	of	power,	but	suggests	that	“it’s	much…closer	

than	at	actual	state	schools,”261	while	eleven-year-old	Natalie	felt	that	the	

teachers	had	more	power	and	that	this	was	evident	in	the	bias	she	saw	playing	

out	in	meetings.	She	felt	that	the	adults	were	more	lenient	on	the	younger	

students	and	harsher	on	the	older	ones,	which	she	felt	was	an	unjust	use	of	their	

power.262	

																																																								
260	Field	notes,	August	24,	2015.	
261	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	3,	2015.	
262	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	13,	2015.	
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	 There	were	other	students	who	also	felt	that	the	younger	children	were	

being	granted	special	privileges,	and	were	thus	maintaining	more	power	within	

the	school.	Ten-year-old	Anika	suggested	that	the	younger	children	had	a	lot	of	

power	because	“they’re	new.”	She	felt	that	ultimately	the	“little	kids	and	adults	

have	more	power”	and	that	“middle-school	kids	have	the	least	because	they	can’t	

do	what	the	little	kids	can	do	or	what	the	big	kids	can	do.”263	Twelve	year-old	

Jordon	was	also	concerned	that	“the	teachers	forget	that	students	are	meant	to	

have	the	same	amount	of	power.”264	

	

	 For	others,	however,	power	was	seen	to	be	maintained	by	the	older	

students.	Nine-year-old	Timmy	suggested	that	the	seniors	“sometimes	had	more	

power.”265	While	eleven-year-old	Fiona	felt	that	although	there	was	equal	power,	

“sometimes	the	bigger	kids	are	more	equal.”266	Even	though	some	students	

perceived	power	as	being	unequally	shared	among	the	age	groups,	I	did	not	

witness	anything	that	confirmed	their	allegations.	There	were	indeed	moments	

where	the	younger	children	“got-away-with”	things	like	throwing	toys	around,	

which	would	have	been	dealt	with	differently	had	an	older	student	behaved	in	

that	manner.	And	yet,	the	older	students	were	able	to	have	a	greater	input	into	

the	events	that	they	were	involved	with,	such	as	their	outdoor	education	camp	

and	their	trip	to	Wellington.	The	fact	that	they	had	the	power	to	do	this	and	to	

take	part	in	such	events	shows	that	they	could	be	seen	to	have	more	power	in	

certain	circumstance.	Ultimately,	however,	power	existed	within	each	age	group	

and	was	available	in	relevant	amounts	depending	on	the	circumstances.				

	

	 The	surveys	provided	to	some	parents	asked	if	they	thought	everyone	was	

treated	equally.	Of	the	twelve	responses,	eight	said	yes	everyone	was	treated	

equally,	while	four	said	no,	they	were	not.	One	parent	who	responded	negatively,	

went	on	to	say:	

																																																								
263	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	10,	2015.	
264	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	12,	2015.	
265	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	16,	2015.	
266	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	21,	2015.	
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The	Special	Character	states	that	children’s	needs	are	met	as	

individuals	at	[Manapori]	School	but	in	practice	this	is	

impossible	unless	staffing	levels	were	increased	to	1:1.	What	

happens	is	there	are	a	few	children	at	[Manapori]	who	create	

mayhem	and	have	attention	and	resources	lavished	upon	them	

at	the	expense	of	the	children	who	operate	within	the	

structures	of	[Manapori]	School	system.267	

	

The	students	who	the	parent	is	referring	to	can	be	understood	as	maintaining	

more	power,	in	this	case	in	the	form	of	attention	and	resource	dominance,	which	

is	perhaps	what	eleven-year-old	India	was	alluding	to	when	she	told	me	that	

“some	of	the	violent	kids	definitely	have	a	lot	more	power	than	some	of	the	non-

violent	kids.”268	

	

Despite	suggestions	from	some	members	that	power	was	not	equally	

shared,	there	were	a	number	of	students	who	felt	positively	toward	the	power	

balance	and	the	general	amount	of	power	that	they	maintained.	Twelve-year-old	

Calum	did	not	feel	that	the	adults	within	the	school	retained	more	power	than	

the	students	despite	such	technicalities	as	the	power	of	veto.	He	suggested	that	

power	was	shared	evenly	between	the	adults	and	children	–	“no	one	person	is	

more	in	charge	or	more	powerful	than	anyone	else.	Everyone	is	on	an	equal	

footing.”	He	felt	that	this	was	the	result	of	informal	structures	such	as	the	adults	

being	called	by	their	first	names.	He	said	that	the	staff	were	not	perceived	as	

scary,	rather	they	were	seen	as	being	“just	normal	people.”269	Likewise,	eight-

year-old	Daisy	and	ten-year-old	Kathryn	told	me	that	they	thought	everyone	at	

the	school	had	the	same	amount	of	power.270	David	also	suggested	that	“the	

teachers	don’t	have	any	more	power	than	the	kids”	and	even	added	“if	anything,	

us	kids	have	more	power	than	the	teachers	[because]	all	of	us	together,	end	

																																																								
267	Completed	survey	from	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
268	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	22,	2015.	
269	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	August	27,	2015.	
270	Interview	with	Manapori	School	students,	August	31	and	September	22,	2015.	
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up…overpowering	the	teachers.”271	Ten-year-old	Serena	also	suggested	that	“it’s	

good	that	kids	have	the	power	to	call	meetings	with	adults	[because]	that	makes	

it	more	equal;	you	can	stand	up	for	yourself	more.	Meetings	help	you	have	a	

voice.”272	

	

	 However,	when	understood	as	being	treated	the	same,	equality	was	not	

necessarily	seen	as	a	valuable	end	by	school	members.	For	liberal	democrats	it	is	

important	that	everyone	have	an	equal	set	of	rights,	which	arguably	ignores	

difference,	whereas	Manapori	School	can	be	seen	to	allow	“extras”	for	certain	

students.	Because	everyone	is	understood	as	being	different,	some	school	

members	do	not	expect	that	everyone	be	treated	the	same.	Some	students	

suggested	that	younger	children	and	children	with	special	needs	were	more	in	

need	of	staff	time	and	would	justifiably	experience	different	treatment	based	on	

their	unique	needs	–	a	point	that	is	raised	within	the	school’s	Special	Character	

Statement.	A	specific	example	came	from	eleven-year-old	Charlotte,	who	told	me	

that	not	everyone	is	treated	equally	because	some	people	need	special	help.273	

	

	 Efforts	to	maintain	some	form	of	equality	within	a	community	need	not,	

however,	be	seen	as	attempts	at	treating	or	making	everyone	homogeneous.	

Rather,	as	Mansbridge	argues,	community	members	who	are	equal	can	be	seen	

as	being	complementary	to	one	another,	as	opposed	to	being	seen	as	the	same.274	

If	difference	is	seen	as	something	positive,	Young	also	argue	that	different	groups	

or	people	can	“understand	that	they	are	nevertheless	related	in	a	world	of	

interaction	and	internal	effects	that	affects	them	all,	but	differently.”275	

	

	 Mansbridge	suggests	that	equal	power	lies	in	one’s	ability	(despite	

differences)	to	participate	in	determining	decisions,	while	also	being	granted	an	

																																																								
271	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	September	9,	2015.	
272	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	9,	2015.	
273	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	9,	2015.	
274	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy,	9.	
275	Young,	Inclusion	and	Democracy,	117.	



96	
	

equal	but	individually	determined	level	of	respect.276	With	this	in	mind,	perhaps	

it	is	democratic	participation	that	allows	for	equally	shared	power	to	occur,	

which	means	that	participation	can	be	seen	as	a	way	to	achieve	valuable	ends.	

But	is	effective	participation	equally	available	to	all	Manapori	School	members?	

	

	

Inclusion	and	Exclusion	

	

For	any	democratic	polis,	such	as	citizens	of	a	state,	members	of	a	democratic	

organisation	or	students	at	a	democratic	school	being	actively	involved	in	some	

way	(which	for	some	may	mean	deciding	not	to	participate)	in	the	governance	of	

their	community	is	a	democratic	requirement.	Participating	in	a	democratic	

community	can	take	many	forms	and	can	include	or	exclude	different	people.	At	

Manapori	School,	participation	can	be	understood	in	terms	of	students’	active	

participation	in	their	own	learning	experiences	where	they	are	not	merely	

reliant	on	someone	else	to	define	their	educational	goals	and	achievements,	but	

instead	develop	these	themselves.	Democratic	participation	is,	however,	most	

clearly	achieved	through	the	meeting	system	whereby	members	can	call	and	

chair	meetings	and/or	contribute	to	discussion.	Outside	the	meetings,	members	

may	also	participate	by	holding	each	other	accountable	to	agreed	upon	rules.	

While	the	previous	chapter	dealt	with	meeting	participation	details,	this	section	

will	develop	a	deeper	analysis,	looking	at	possible	reasons	for	participation	

discrepancies.	Particular	attention	will	be	paid	in	this	section	to	Young’s	

concerns	regarding	inclusion	and	exclusion.	

	

For	direct	democracies	there	exists	the	potential	for	exclusion,	despite	

members	being	formally/officially	included	and	provided	with	an	“equal”	vote.	

All	members	of	the	Manapori	School	community	are	officially	included	within	

the	meeting	process,	meaning	that	simply	by	being	in	a	meeting	one	is	granted	

the	right	to	have	an	input	into	what	matters	are	discussed	and	all	are	able	to	vote	

																																																								
276	Ibid.,	334.	
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on	any	motions	that	are	presented.	All	school	members	are	also	equally	entitled	

to	call	a	meeting	and	all	student	members	are	equally	entitled	to	chair	a	meeting	

if	asked.	

	

A	question	within	the	survey	I	provided	to	some	parents	of	Manapori	

School	students	asked	if	the	parent	felt	that	those	involved	in	the	school	had	

equal	access	to	participate	in	school	affairs.	Of	the	twelve	responses,	eleven	said	

in	the	affirmative	that	all	those	involved	in	the	school	had	equal	access	to	

participate	in	school	affairs,	while	only	one	said	no,	they	did	not.	The	responses	

from	parents	reveal	that	a	significant	number	of	the	parent	community	feel	

positively	about	the	school’s	participatory	nature,	likely	based	on	the	culture	of	

official	inclusion.	The	practices	that	they	felt	contributed	to	this	being	the	case	

were	the	meetings,	with	such	answers	as:	“Anyone	can	call	a	meeting…[and]	each	

vote	is	equal;”277	and	“whole	school	meetings,	which	are	compulsory	for	all	in	the	

school,	mean	all	decisions	within	the	school	are	made	with	everyone’s	input.	

Meetings	can	be	called	as	many	times	as	needed	by	children	for	them	to	be	

heard.”278	Another	parent,	however,	felt	that	it	was	the	community	itself	that	led	

to	equal	participation	access	–	“the	school	is	open	and	welcoming	to	community	

members	at	any	time;	talks	with	teachers	and	community	members	are	always	

encouraged.”279	While	another	parent	suggested	that	“transparency,	procedure,	

and	inclusion	of	diversity”280	are	what	allow	for	equal	access	to	participation.	

	

Official	inclusion	does	not,	however,	necessarily	equate	to	genuine	

inclusion.	Internal	exclusion	is	what	Young	has	termed	the	type	of	exclusion	that	

occurs	despite	people	being	officially	included.	Internal	exclusion	was	referred	to	

by	one	of	the	parents	surveyed.	Despite	saying	that	yes,	the	students	do	have	

equal	access	to	participate,	the	parent	added:			

	

																																																								
277	Completed	survey	from	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
278	Completed	survey	from	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
279	Completed	survey	from	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
280	Completed	survey	from	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
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…If	a	child	is	too	young	or	shy	(there	could	be	other	reasons	

too)	to	speak	up	for	themselves,	they	are	at	a	huge	

disadvantage	at	[Manapori]	School.	The	meeting	system	is	

also	easily	manipulated	by	dishonesty,	eventually	causing	

disengagement	by	those	who	are	honest.281	

	

This	response	not	only	highlights	some	factors	that	may	lead	to	internal	

exclusion,	it	also	addresses	the	problem	that	the	behaviour	of	other	attendees	

may	cause	some	people	to	lose	interest	and/or	trust	in	the	meeting	system,	

which	is	in	itself	a	mechanism	for	exclusion	–	perhaps	those	who	are	honest	feel	

that	their	perspectives	are	compromised	and,	therefore,	develop	a	sense	of	

exclusion.	

	

	 There	are	a	myriad	of	reasons	why	internal	exclusion	may	occur	but,	for	

Young,	it	comes	down	to	the	norms	of	inclusion	and	whom	these	favour.	She	

argues	that	often	within	democratic	proceedings	“the	terms	of	discourse	make	

assumptions	some	do	not	share,	the	interaction	privileges	specific	styles	of	

expression,	the	participation	of	some	people	is	dismissed	as	out	of	order.”282	This	

is	concerning	for	Young	because	such	practices	can	limit	people’s	“effective	

opportunity	to	influence	the	thinking	of	others”	despite	their	official	inclusion	in	

the	democratic	proceedings.283	

	

There	are	definite	protocols	that	determine	how	a	Manapori	School	

meeting	proceeds.	If	a	student	or	a	group	of	students	do	not	follow	the	protocol,	

they	risk	certain	consequences,	which	may	hinder	their	potential	to	participate.	

If	someone	speaks	during	a	meeting	without	raising	her/his	hand,	s/he	is	“called	

to	order”	by	the	chairperson.	This	may	be	a	legitimate	call	to	order	because	the	

“offender”	is	simply	chatting	to	her/his	friends	about	something	unrelated	to	the	

																																																								
281	Completed	survey	from	a	Manapori	School	student’s	parent/guardian,	September,	2015.	
282	Young,	Inclusion	and	Democracy,	53.	
283	Ibid.,	55.	
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meeting	or	perhaps	s/he	is	playing	with	a	toy	and	making	loud	noises.	It	may	be,	

however,	that	the	person	wishes	to	speak	to	the	meeting	attendees	about	a	

matter	important	to	her/him,	or	offer	another	perspective	on	a	matter	already	

under	way	but	s/he	has	not	followed	the	correct	protocol	to	do	so.	If	people	are	

called	to	order	for	not	raising	their	hand	or	for	raising	another	matter,	while	

another	is	still	being	discussed,	there	is	the	potential	that	they	will	be	silenced	

and	will	conclude	that	it	is	best	not	to	contribute.	Of	course,	this	may	not	be	the	

case;	they	may	simply	opt	to	follow	protocol,	once	reminded	of	it,	and	proceed	

with	their	offering.	However,	the	point	remains	that	for	some,	being	considered	

“out	of	order”	might	hinder	their	potential	to	participate.	An	example	of	this	

occurred	during	a	whole	school	meeting	while	a	particular	matter	was	being	

discussed.	Eleven-year-old	Natalie	raised	a	matter	that	was	off	topic	(another	

matter	altogether)	and	was	reprimanded	by	the	chairperson	who	said,	“Call	to	

order,	that’s	another	matter.”	Natalie	was	silenced	and	did	not	raise	the	matter	

again.284		The	chairperson	could	have	remedied	this	moment	of	exclusion	by	

calling	on	Natalie	once	there	was	the	opportunity	to	raise	a	new	matter	and	yet	

this	did	not	happen.	Despite	the	silencing	potential	of	calling	people	to	order,	it	

remains	preferable	for	such	protocol	to	exist	so	that	meetings	maintain	a	

cohesive	flow.	

	

Despite	the	clear	presence	of	meeting	protocol,	students	do	on	occasion	

intentionally	exclude	each	other	from	participating.	During	one	meeting	I	was	

present	for,	after	a	lengthy	discussion	regarding	a	matter,	the	chairperson	

eventually	asked,	“Any	more	matters?”	David	responded	by	raising	his	hand	and	

said,	“I’d	like	the	sports	shed	to	be	unlocked.”	The	reaction	from	many	of	the	

other	students	was	an	audible	“noooooo.”285	It	was	clearly	a	matter	that	others	

did	not	wish	to	have	raised	and	their	response	quickly	shut	down	any	discussion	

on	the	matter.	Another	example	of	this	occurred	when,	during	a	whole	school	

meeting,	Calum	raised	his	hand	to	speak,	but	before	the	chairperson	saw	him,	

																																																								
284	Field	notes,	August	28,	2015.	
285	Field	notes,	August	7,	2015.	
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another	student	who	was	sitting	next	to	him	promptly	said,	“Don’t!	You’ll	make	it	

go	on	for	ages.”	Calum	proceeded	to	lower	his	hand	and	did	not	raise	it	again	for	

the	remainder	of	the	meeting.286	

	

A	particularly	interesting	example	of	exclusion	occurred	during	a	seniors	

only	meeting,	which	was	focussed	around	planning	an	outdoor	education	camp	

that	they	were	(mostly)	all	attending.	The	exclusion	occurred	as	a	result	of	an	

unwelcome	matter	being	raised.	During	the	meeting	a	male	student	raised	his	

hand	and	asked	why	he	could	not	sleep	in	the	same	tent	as	his	female	friend	

(also	a	senior	student).	The	response	was	silence	until	eventually	the	female	

student	said	sarcastically,	“We	probably	can’t	because	we’re	the	opposite	sex	and	

ya	know,	we	might	have	sex.”	No	one	reacted	or	commented	on	her	comment;	

rather,	the	meeting	proceeded	as	if	nothing	was	said.	At	the	end	of	the	meeting,	

the	male	student	still	not	satisfied	with	his	lack	of	an	answer	said,	“No	one	

answered	my	question	about	why	I	can’t	sleep	in	the	tent	with	her.”	After	a	

moment’s	silence,	a	teacher	responded	by	saying	that	the	female	student	had	

provided	the	answer.	The	senior	male	student	did	not	appear	to	be	happy	with	

this	response,	but	the	matter	was	dropped.287	This	incident	reveals	that,	despite	

following	correct	meeting	protocol,	there	are	matters	that	are	perhaps	

unwelcome	in	a	meeting,	but	that	students	may	not	know	that	they	are	

unwelcome	matters	or	indeed	why	they	are	unwelcome.	

	

	 Other	factors	may	lead	a	student	to	feel	that	her/his	perspective	is	best	

left	out	of	the	community	discussion.	A	Manapori	School	student’s	gender	played	

a	reasonably	significant	role	in	determining	whether	or	not	s/he	would	

participate	in	meeting	discussions.	Discussion	participation	figures	revealed	that	

during	the	twenty-five	whole	school	meetings	I	was	present	for	eighty-three	

instances	of	speaking	were	from	male	students,	eighty-seven	were	from	adults,	

while	only	fifty-one	instances	of	speaking	were	from	female	students.	During	all	

																																																								
286	Field	notes,	December	11,	2015.	
287	Field	notes,	September	23,	2015.	
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the	small	meetings	fifty-nine	instances	of	speaking	were	from	male	students,	

forty-five	were	from	adults,	while	there	were	only	thirty-four	instances	where	a	

female	student	spoke.	There	were,	however,	more	small	meetings	called	and	

attended	by	male	students,	which	likely	explains	this	discrepancy.	For	the	whole	

school	meetings,	however,	everyone	at	the	school	is	required	to	attend	and	the	

student	population’s	gender	balance	(nineteen	female	students	and	twenty-five	

male	students)	does	not	account	for	the	low	number	of	female	student	

contributions.	

	

A	possible	reason	for	such	a	gender	imbalance	has	been	discussed	by	

Ondercin	and	Jones-White	in	their	work	titled	Gender	Jeopardy:	What	is	the	

Impact	of	Gender	Differences	in	Political	Knowledge	on	Political	Participation?	

They	note	that	“…not	only	is	the	likelihood	to	participate	influenced	by	levels	of	

knowledge,	but	more	importantly,	knowledge	influences	men’s	and	women’s	

likelihood	to	participate	differently.”288	They	suggest	that	ultimately	women	hold	

higher	standards,	in	terms	of	knowledge	retainment,	before	they	will	participate.	

It	could	be	the	case	that	the	female	students	who	felt	they	did	not	know	enough	

about	the	matter	raised,	refrained	from	commenting,	while	male	students,	who	

may	have	the	equivalent	(or	less)	amount	of	knowledge	regarding	the	matter,	

chose	to	speak.	Although	I	was	unable	to	be	test	this	theory	at	Manapori	School	

in	any	conclusive	way,	Odercin	and	Jones-White’s	theory	remains	a	useful	one	to	

consider	when	there	is	an	imbalance	in	gender	participation	numbers.	

	

Another	possible	reason	for	fewer	female	students	participating	in	whole	

school	meetings	was	alluded	to	by	a	female	student	I	interviewed.	When	I	asked	

her	about	gender	differences	in	participation	numbers,	she	explained,	

“Sometimes	girls	aren’t	brave	and	worry	about	what	boys	will	say.”	She	goes	on	

to	say	that	she	thinks,	“It	would	be	good	if	girls	stood	up	for	themselves.”289	She	

																																																								
288	Heather	L.	Ondercin	and	Daniel	Jones-White,	“Gender	Jeopardy:	What	is	the	Impact	of	Gender	
Differences	in	Political	Knowledge	on	Political	Participation,”	Social	Science	Quarterly	92,	no.3	
(2011):	676.	

289	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	student,	December	10,	2015.	
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was	the	only	student	to	recognise	a	gender	imbalance	and	to	provide	a	possible	

reason	for	it.	

	

The	gender	imbalance,	which	was	revealed	to	exist	in	whole	school	

meeting	discussion	participation	numbers,	did	not	reoccur	in	terms	of	students	

calling	and	chairing	meetings.	In	fact,	the	number	of	occasions	where	a	female	

student	chaired	a	whole	school	meeting	was	significantly	higher	than	that	of	

their	male	counterparts.	There	were	sixteen	occasions	where	a	female	student	

chaired	a	meeting	compared	to	only	nine	occasions	where	a	male	student	

chaired	a	meeting.	Although	my	data	was	not	able	to	conclude	why	this	was	the	

case	it	remains	an	interesting	observation	as	it	reveals	that	democratic	

participation	can	occur	for	different	groups	in	different	ways.	Perhaps,	too,	those	

who	chose	the	female	chairpersons	perceived	them	to	be	better	at	that	role	than	

their	male	counterparts,	although	there	may	be	other	reasons	for	the	choice.			

	

Having	a	certain	perspective	on	matters	silenced	–	in	the	above	case,	the	

perspective	of	female	students	–	is	problematic	as	it	limits	the	validity	of	

decisions	that	are	made	for	the	whole	community.	The	presence	of	a	variety	of	

perspectives	is	something	that	Young	concerns	much	of	her	communicative	

theory	of	democracy	with.	Students	who	feel	they	have	not	“got	what	it	takes”	to	

participate	in	a	meeting	refrain	from	sharing	their	perspectives	on	a	matter	and	

are	ultimately	excluded	from	the	conversation,	therefore,	hindering	the	potential	

scope	of	the	democratic	process.	

	

Internal	exclusion	may	also	occur	when	a	student’s	attendance	at	a	

meeting	requires	high	costs	to	them,	while	those	who	are	included	may	receive	

high	benefits	due	to	their	attendance.	This	is	an	issue	that	Mansbridge	raises:	

	

In	practice	the	immediate	costs	and	benefits	of	political	

participation	usually	vary	considerably	from	one	individual	to	

the	next,	depending	on	the	individuals'	other	
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obligations,...resources,	verbal	skills,	social	ties,	and	

information	about	the	problem	at	hand.290	
	

The	costs	of	participation	may	be	exasperated	for	some	during	whole	school	

meetings	due	to	the	presence	of	majority	rule	voting;	people	who	do	not	agree	

with	the	favoured	position	may	not	feel	they	have	the	time,	the	energy	or	the	

ability	to	defend	their	position.	The	use	of	a	majority	rule	system	within	any	

democracy	holds	the	potential	to	silence	minority	or	dissenting	voices	and	

Mansbridge	argues,	“Voting	produces	a	result	that	excludes	the	minority,	whose	

interests	the	others	have	partly	made	their	own,”291	while	also	legitimising	

conflict	of	individual	interests	and	assuming	that	there	is	a	uniform	solution	that	

appeals	to	the	common	good.292			

	 	

	 Mansbridge	is	opposed	to	a	democracy	that	relies	on	adversary	practices	

such	as	majority	rule	voting.	She	instead	favours	a	democracy	that	is	focussed	

around	unity,	which	she	calls,	a	unitary	democracy.	Within	a	unitary	democracy,	

Mansbridge	argues,	“Friends	make	their	decisions	by	consensus,	reaching	a	

decision	by	drawing	together	subtle	references,	intensities,	and	information.”293		

She	argues	that	inclusive	consensus	seeking	practices	hold	the	potential	to	

“protect	the	interests	of	the	less	aggressive,	the	less	verbal,	or	any	other	minority	

by	giving	them	a	potential	veto,	making	it	more	likely	that	others	will	listen	to	

them	and	will	try	to	understand	their	point	of	view.”294	

	

	 Young,	on	the	other	hand,	does	not	see	majority	rule	systems	as	negative	

practice;	instead,	she	argues	for	the	practicality	of	such	systems.	She	states:	

	

																																																								
290	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy,	249.	
291	Ibid.,	10.	
292	Ibid.,	15.	
293	Ibid.,	9.	
294	Ibid.,	253.	
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Complete	agreement	is	rare...even	when	people	act	with	a	co-

operative	spirit,	for	contingent	reasons:	there	isn't	enough	time,	

organising	discussion	is	too	difficult,	people	lose	concentration	

and	become	frustrated,	and	so	on.	Procedures	of	majority	rule	

and	compromise	are	thus	often	necessary,	and	do	not	violate	

commitments	to	democratic	legitimacy	as	long	as	persons	and	

groups	have	reason	to	believe	that	they	have	had	the	

opportunity	to	influence	outcome.295	

	

Young's	reasoning	offers	adequate	defence	for	the	use	of	a	majority	rule	system	

within	Manapori	School's	whole	school	meetings	–	there	often	is	not	enough	

time,	discussion	can	be	difficult	to	organise	and	people	do	get	frustrated	and	lose	

concentration.	The	school's	small	meetings	do,	however,	allow	for	more	

consensus	focussed	discussions	and	outcomes	and	allow	for	deliberative	

processes,	which	provide	a	platform	for	school	members	to	voice	any	concerns,	

with	the	intention	that	conflicts	may	be	defused.	

	

The	majority	rule	system,	which	allocates	a	single	and	equal	vote	to	every	

school	member,	does	retain	the	potential	to	enable	students	to	feel	that	they	are	

equally	valuable	members	of	their	community	with	the	power	to	affect	the	

systems	by	which	their	community	operates.	A	key	justification	for	the	use	of	

meetings	at	the	school	is	that	school	members	are	able	to	share	the	task	of	rule	

making	and	amending.	This	is	important	because	it	is	questionable	how	one	can	

follow	rules	in	a	non-authoritarian	way	that	one	has	had	no	input	into	making	or	

criticising.	Additionally,	any	motion	that	is	voted	on	can	be	challenged	after	a	

twenty-four	hour	trial	period	so	the	opportunity	to	readdress	a	matter	and	

change	the	outcome	is	always	available.	

	

Despite	the	potential	for	some	perspectives	to	be	silenced	(either	through	

exclusionary	practices	or	through	the	self-determination	of	members),	it	is	

																																																								
295	Young,	Inclusion	and	Democracy,	118.	
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important	to	recognise	that	in	most	mainstream	educational	settings	and	in	

wider	society	children’s	perspectives	tend	to	be	missing	from	the	conversation	

entirely.	Children	are	rarely	provided	with	the	opportunity	to	define	the	rules	of	

their	educational	setting	or	indeed	the	content	and	direction	of	their	educational	

journey,	which	is	an	unfortunate	scenario	as	“to	exclude	young	people	from	

participation	and	from	the	consultative	process,	is…to	contribute	to	the	

bracketing	out	of	their	voice	and	is	founded	upon	an	outdated	view	of	childhood	

which	fails	to	acknowledge	children’s	capacity	to	reflect	on	issues	affecting	their	

lives.”296	The	use	of	the	meeting	system	can	therefore	be	seen	as	a	valuable	

endeavour,	which	provides	a	rare	opportunity	for	children	to	voice	matters	that	

are	relevant	to	them	and	to	have	a	say	in	the	running	of	their	educational	

environment.	

	

	

Friendship	and	Community	

	

Students	speaking	freely,	adding	their	perspectives	to	conversations	and	having	a	

voice	that	is	largely	undervalued	in	society	all	contributed	to	Manapori	School’s	

strong	sense	of	community.	The	relationships,	which	are	supported	by	the	low	

student-teacher	ratio	at	the	school,	the	inclusion	of	parents	and	the	use	of	

meetings	to	air	concerns	and	address	potential	conflicts	also	added	to	the	

resiliency	of	the	community.	Although	not	everyone	got	along	all	the	time,	there	

remained	a	definite	sense	of	shared	respect	among	community	members.	While	I	

was	at	Manapori	School,	I	often	noted	in	my	field	notes	that	it	felt	like	I	was	

witnessing	a	large	family	in	action	–	with	a	variety	of	different	people	conversing,	

problem	solving,	relaxing,	eating	and	learning	together.297	

																																																								
296	Cathie	Holden	and	Nick	Clough,	“’The	Child	Carried	on	the	Back	Does	Not	Know	the	Length	of	
the	Road’:	The	Teacher’s	Role	in	Assisting	Participation,”	in	Children	as	Citizens:	Education	for	
Participation,	ed.	Cathie	Holden	and	Nick	Clough	(London:	Jessica	Kingsley	Publishers,	1998),	15.		
297	Field	notes,	August	25,	2015.		
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Dewey	suggests	that	it	is	through	the	existence	and	development	of	

friendships	or	associations	that	a	community	emerges,	and	concludes	that	due	to	

the	nature	of	friendships	a	community	is	“always-in-the-making.”298	He	notes:	

	

To	say	that	education	is	a	social	function,	securing	direction	and	

development	in	the	immature	through	their	participation	in	the	

life	of	the	group	to	which	they	belong,	is	to	say	in	effect	that	

education	will	vary	with	the	quality	of	life,	which	prevails	in	a	

group.299		

	

Similarly,	Mansbridge	is	adamant	that	a	strong	sense	of	community	based	on	

friendship	is	vital	to	the	success	of	a	small	democratic	space	and	suggests	that	

friendship	ought	to	be	a	metaphor	for	a	democracy.300	

	

When	I	asked	full-time	teacher	Kate	what	she	thought	the	school’s	

prominent	qualities	were,	she	replied,	“I	think	trust	and	respect…it’s	that	

kindness,	that	trying	to	be	thoughtful,	trying	to	see	the	other	person’s	point	of	

view,	seeing	the	person	as	a	whole	person.”	I	then	wanted	to	know	what	she	

thought	enabled	the	respect	within	the	community	to	develop.	She	responded	by	

saying	that	it	was	important	for	staff	to	have	considerable	self-awareness	–	“as	a	

staff	member,	a	lot	of	the	job	is	self-reflection,	self-review,	self-analysis	

and…talking	with	other	staff	to	hear	other	people’s	viewpoints.”	She	went	on	to	

say	that	it	is	important	for	staff	to	“talk	with	the	parents	[and]	to	absorb	what’s	

going	on	for	those	people,	[then]	to	observe	the	children	[and]	to	try	and	observe	

how	their	home	life	impacts	on	them	at	school;	how	their	friendships	impact	on	

the	way	they’re	behaving.”	Ultimately,	she	believed	that	respect	is	developed	in	

the	school	by	“trying	to	see	the	bigger	picture.”	301	The	bigger	picture	in	this	case	

seems	to	be	about	placing	people	in	a	broader	context	where	a	variety	of	

																																																								
298	Thayer-Bacon,	Beyond	Liberal	Democracy	in	Schools,	13.	
299	Dewey,	Democracy	and	Education,	94.		
300	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy,	9.		
301	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	teacher,	September	22,	2015.	
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influences	and	relationships	impact	on	the	individual.	Indeed,	Mansbridge	notes	

that	friends	“come	to	respect	and	to	know	one	another	by	piecing	together,	over	

time,	informal	cues	derived	from	their	intimate	contact.”302	

	

The	meeting	system	helps	to	ensure	that	there	are	ample	opportunities	

for	school	members	to	understand	each	other’s	“bigger	picture.”	The	school’s	

website	explains	that	“small	meetings	“help	develop	self-awareness,	and	also	

awareness	of	other	people,	and	our	impact	on	each	other,”303	while	whole	school	

meetings	present	matters	that	generally	concern	the	whole	community.	

Mansbridge's	study	of	small-scale	democratic	spaces	concludes:			

	

Small	collectives...use	not	only	equality…but	also	face-to-face	

assemblies	for	both	unitary	and	adversary	ends.	In	its	unitary	

incarnations,	a	small	group	gains	much	of	its	energy	from	the	

pleasure	of	face-to-face	contact.	When	its	members'	interests	

begin	to	diverge,	the	group	may	institute	face-to-face	meetings	

as	a	way	to	correct	inaccuracies	of	perception,	iron	out	

differences,	and	create	a	spirit	of	community.304		

	

It	is,	however,	not	only	the	formal	practices	of	the	school,	such	as	the	meeting	

system	that	allow	for	friendships	to	develop,	but	also	the	informal	practices,	

which	are	a	part	of	the	community’s	culture.	There	was	a	sense	of	closeness	at	

the	school	that	was	supported	by	such	factors	as	the	mixing	of	ages	and	the	

presence	of	parents.	A	lack	of	age	separation	barriers	means	that	Manapori	

School	members	are	able	to	develop	meaningful	relationships	within	and	among	

all	ages	and	roles,	which	positively	impacts	the	school	community	and	the	

democratic	nature	of	the	school.		

	

																																																								
302	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy,	10.		
303	Reference	intentionally	withheld.	
304	Mansbridge,	Beyond	Adversary	Democracy,	270.	
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On	many	occasions	while	at	the	school	I	witnessed	parents	arriving	at	

school	in	the	morning	with	their	children	and	remaining	on	school	grounds	for	a	

period	of	time.	They	would	drink	tea	together,	play	with	their	children	on	the	

playground,	read	to	them	and	help	with	any	tasks	that	a	teacher	needed	

assistance	with	such	as	making	play	doh,	gardening,	or	cleaning	up	toys.	If	

parents	were	not	at	the	school,	students	were	still	able	to	be	in	contact	with	

them	if	they	needed	or	wanted.	Students	are	able	to	call	their	parents	at	any	time	

from	the	phone	in	the	school	kitchen.	While	I	was	at	the	school,	there	was	one	

young	boy	who	called	his	mum	at	the	same	time	every	day,	which	appeared	to	

provide	him	with	some	comfort.305	

	

Parents	and	staff	often	gathered	together	to	have	conversations,	while	

their	children	and	others	came	in	and	out	of	the	space.	Adults	did	not	appear	to	

adjust	the	conversation	when	children	were	present;	rather,	they	continued	to	

talk	freely.	Likewise,	the	children	seemed	very	relaxed	about	the	presence	of	

adults	and	did	not	appear	to	adjust	their	discussions	due	to	such	presence.	The	

relationships	that	the	adults	displayed	on	a	daily	basis	at	the	school	could	be	

seen	as	exemplary	relationship	models	for	the	students.		

	

Every	Wednesday	there	was	a	noticeable	increase	in	parent	numbers	as	

Wednesdays	are	“playgroup”	days.	On	playgroup	day	parents	with	pre-schoolers,	

who	are	either	already	involved	with	the	school	or	are	interested	in	their	child	

attending	the	school	once	they	are	old	enough,	bring	their	children	who	are	

under	five.	The	pre-schoolers	are	able	to	play	in	the	sunroom,	the	common-room	

(if	no-one	else	has	booked	it)	and	the	playground.	There	is	a	fantastic	array	of	

dress-up-clothes	available	to	wear	in	the	common-room	and	it	seemed	to	be	

where	the	young	ones	enjoyed	playing	the	most.	They	also	spent	time	outside	in	

the	playground	with	the	supervision	of	their	parents.	Having	younger	children	

present	on	Wednesdays	added	to	the	familial	feeling	of	the	school,	with	some	of	

																																																								
305	Field	notes,	August	4,	2015.		
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the	older	students	joining	in	games	with	the	younger	ones,	reading	to	them	and	

showing	them	around	the	school.	

	

Eating	together	provides	numerous	opportunities	to	nurture	friendships	

and	to	develop	a	strong	sense	of	community.	There	are	no	bells	to	indicate	that	it	

is	time	to	eat,	so	community	members	eat	whenever	they	choose.	In	the	

mornings,	while	I	was	at	the	school,	the	adults	(both	staff	and	parents)	drank	tea	

and	coffee	and	chatted	together	whilst	sitting	around	the	kitchen	table,	the	

meeting-room	table	or	on	the	couches	in	the	meeting-room.	As	the	day	

progressed,	school	members	headed	to	the	kitchen	to	prepare	food	for	

themselves	and	sometimes	for	others.	I	witnessed	on	numerous	occasions	

students	asking	each	other	if	they	were	hungry,	preparing	food	for	their	friends	

and	then	eating	together.	Students	were	also	able	to	bake	in	the	communal	

kitchen	so	long	as	they	had	adult	supervision.	This	allowed	groups	of	students	to	

share	in	the	task	and	the	results.	For	anyone	who	had	forgotten	their	lunch	or	

just	needed	a	top-up,	the	school	provides	certain	foods	such	as	bread,	milk,	

butter	and	spreads,	which	meant	that	communal	eating	practices	were	readily	

available	to	all	school	members.	

	

The	student-teacher	relationships	appeared	to	be	reasonably	non-

hierarchical	and	based	on	mutual	respect	–	one	minute	a	teacher	was	helping	to	

prepare	a	student’s	lunch,	while	the	next	s/he	was	teaching	that	student	a	

writing	technique,	and	the	next	s/he	was	hugging	the	student	because	s/he	was	

upset.	One	day	that	stood	out	as	an	exemplar	of	a	community	of	respectful	

friendships	at	Manapori	School	involved	a	birthday	celebration	for	one	of	the	

school’s	teachers.	From	the	moment	they	arrived	in	the	morning,	most	of	the	

student	population	were	set	on	the	task	of	planning	and	actioning	a	surprise	

party	for	her.	They	gathered	in	the	hall	and	blew	up	balloons	and	wrote	kind	

words	on	them	for	her.	They	painted	a	large	banner,	wishing	her	a	happy	

birthday,	which	they	hung	over	the	mezzanine	balustrade	in	the	meeting-room		

and	covered	in	a	cloth	to	hide	it.	Once	the	teacher	had	finished	her	morning	
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tasks,	a	female	student	yelled:	“Whole	school	meeting,	meeting	for	the	whole	

school.”	Once	everyone	had	gathered	the	teacher	was	allowed	to	enter	the	room,	

while	the	balloons	were	thrown	from	the	mezzanine	and	the	cloth	dropped	to	

reveal	their	birthday	wish	banner.	Students	then	took	it	upon	themselves	to	line	

up	for	hugs	with	their	teacher,	before	everyone	enjoyed	some	cake,	which	the	

teacher	herself	made.306	

	

	 Not	only	was	there	evidence	of	affection	between	students	and	the	

teachers,	there	was	also	affection	that	I	witnessed	between	students:	sitting	on	

knees,	hugging	and	leaning	on	shoulders.	Students	comforted	each	other	if	there	

was	any	distress	displayed.	One	day	a	middle-school	girl	was	in	tears	on	the	

kitchen	phone.	Her	friend	sat	next	to	her	and	comforted	her,	while	another	friend	

sought	out	a	teacher,	who	then	sat	on	the	other	side	of	the	crying	girl	with	her	

arm	around	her.307	On	another	occasion	when	a	junior-school	boy	was	upset	

during	a	game	that	was	being	played	on	the	field,	a	senior-school	girl	chose	to	sit	

next	to	him	and	hug	him.	She	then	encouraged	him	to	join	in	the	game,	which	he	

did.308	Another	example	was	when	a	middle-school	boy	was	upset	after	he	hurt	

himself	on	the	playground	tyres.	Three	of	his	male	friends	sat	around	him,	

patting	him	on	the	back	as	he	leaned	on	one	of	their	shoulders.	The	boys	sat	with	

him	and	offered	kind	words	until	he	appeared	happy	again.309	

	

	

Conclusion	 	

	

This	chapter	has	shown	that	a	significant	degree	of	freedom	is	available	to	

students	at	Manapori	School	and	that	for	the	most	part	it	is	a	valued	aspect	of	

school	life.	The	freedom	that	students	experience	helps	them	to	maintain	a	

significant	amount	of	power,	which	is	not	necessarily	equally	divided	amongst	

																																																								
306	Field	notes,	August	7,	2015.		
307	Field	notes,	December	10,	2015.		
308	Field	notes.	December	9,	2015.		
309	Field	notes,	August	11,	2015.		
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school	members;	rather,	it	is	available	to	everyone	and	determined	by	various	

contextual	circumstances.	Herein,	however,	lies	the	problem	of	informal	

exclusion,	which	I	have	shown	does	exist	at	the	school.	This	chapter	has,	

nonetheless	argued	that	despite	some	of	the	instances	of	informal	exclusion	that	

I	witnessed,	student	voices	are	encouraged	and	supported,	and	in	the	context	of	

the	general	exclusion	of	children’s	voices	in	wider	society,	the	school’s	efforts	are	

commendable.	The	friendships	that	have	been	allowed	to	flourish	at	Manapori	

School	have	contributed	significantly	to	the	democratic	community	to	which	all	

members	belong.	To	be	able	to	learn	how	to	participate	as	an	individual	within	a	

group,	to	manage	relationships	and	to	self-direct	one’s	time	retains	significant	

educational	value,	which	not	only	bodes	well	for	the	students	as	students,	but	

also	for	the	state	of	democracy	in	wider	society	as	these	students	grow	to	

become	democratic	voters.		
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CONCLUSION	

	

The	research	presented	in	this	thesis	focused	on	uncovering	whether	Democratic	

Free	Schooling	can	be	considered	a	valuable	educational	endeavour	for	

developing	young	people’s	democratic	voices,	with	the	assumption	that	in	doing	

so,	due	to	the	transformative	power	of	education,	the	state	of	democratic	

participation	in	wider	society	might	improve.	The	study	of	Manapori	School	in	

light	of	democratic	theory	was	also	undertaken	in	order	to	develop	a	clearer	

picture	of	what	democratic	philosophies	and	practices	operate	within	such	a	

school	and	how	school	community	members	perceive	such	philosophies	and	

practices.	

	

The	relevant	themes	that	emerged	while	analysing	the	data	I	gathered	at	

Manapori	School	revealed	that	in	terms	of	democratic	participation	and	

inclusivity	the	school’s	Special	Character	Statement	can	only	serve	the	

community	to	a	certain	point.	It	is	the	role	of	all	community	members	to	ensure	

that	the	values	the	statement	outlines	are	actualised	most	notably	through	the	

use	of	their	meeting	system.	Due	to	the	democratic	nature	of	the	school,	however,	

improvements	are	entirely	possible	and,	indeed,	adjustments	have	been	made	

throughout	the	decades.	Teacher	Kate	explained	to	me	that	“for	the	majority	of	

the	time…the	[school’s]	principles	do	align	with	the	practices,	but	for	some	of	

them,	they	go	off	skew	and	we	have	to	try	and	bring	them	back.”310		

	

To	bring	the	school’s	principles	and	practices	into	alignment,	it	is	

recommended	that	the	school	consider	adjusting	aspects	of	the	meeting	system.	

The	school	cannot	do	away	with	the	meeting	system	as	it	is	a	key	component	

within	the	Special	Character	Statement;	however,	it	can	justifiably	adjust	aspects	

of	the	system.	In	order	to	remedy	the	imbalance	I	have	shown	to	exist	in	the	costs	

and	benefits	of	whole	school	meeting	participation,	Manapori	School	could	

consider	utilising	either	non-compulsory	whole	school	meetings	or	scheduled	

																																																								
310	Interview	with	a	Manapori	School	teacher,	September	22,	2015.		
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(as	opposed	to	spontaneously	called)	whole	school	meetings.	If	meetings	were	

non-compulsory,	those	who	chose	to	attend	may	know	that	they	are	voting	in	the	

wider	interests	of	their	community	and	would	be	able	to	justify	this	because	

everyone	would	have	had	an	equal	opportunity	to	attend	the	meeting.	It	would	

also	mean	that	those	who	chose	to	attend	and	vote	would	be	more	likely	to	be	

interested	in	the	matter	at	hand	or	would	have	larger	stakes	in	the	matter	than	

those	who	chose	to	not	attend.	This	notion,	however,	only	holds	up	if	meeting	

attendance	is	equally	convenient	for	all,	which	is	not	the	case	due	to	students	and	

staff	often	being	immersed	in	other	activities	when	a	meeting	is	called.	For	this	

reason,	the	notion	of	scheduled	whole	school	meetings	is	the	favourable	option.			

	

If	a	whole	school	meeting	was	known	by	all	school	members	to	be	taking	

place	at	a	certain	time	on	certain	days	of	the	week,	such	as	eleven	o’clock	on	a	

Monday	morning,	two	o’clock	on	a	Wednesday	afternoon	and	eleven	o’clock	on	a	

Friday	morning,	school	members	could	plan	their	activities	around	the	meeting	

time	slot.	This	would	mean	that	whole	school	meetings	would	not	interrupt	

students’	lessons	and	games,	and	clearer	attention	could	be	given	to	the	matters	

raised	in	the	meetings.	It	could	also	allow	time	for	students	to	prepare	what	

matters	(if	any)	they	might	wish	to	raise.	

	

A	pre-planned	meeting	agenda	is	another	possible	solution	to	the	noted	

exclusion.	If	an	agenda	were	available	at	all	times	in	the	meeting-room,	school	

members	could	write	(or	get	an	adult	or	more	literate	student	to	write)	any	

matters	they	wished	to	raise	on	the	agenda	without	fear	of	being	called	to	order	

or	anxiety	due	to	shyness.	If	at	any	stage	prior	to	the	meeting	a	matter	became	

no	longer	relevant	or	was	resolved,	the	person	who	added	it	could	simply	erase	it	

from	the	agenda.	This	would	allow	people	the	time	to	articulate	what	matters	

they	wished	to	raise	and	for	others	to	see	what	matters	are	to	be	raised	ahead	of	

the	meeting	taking	place.	There	should	also	be	space	left	at	the	end	of	the	

meeting	to	raise	matters	that	were	not	on	the	agenda	to	ensure	that	those	who	
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have	not	had	an	opportunity	to	add	their	matter	to	the	agenda	or	have	only	

determined	their	matter	during	the	meeting	are	not	excluded.		

	

The	types	of	matters	raised	in	the	meetings	could	also	be	addressed.	For	

example,	in	order	to	play	in	the	hall	or	on	the	field	without	interruption	from	

others,	students	are	required	to	call	a	whole	school	meeting	and	to	inform	others	

that	they	intend	to	“book”	the	space.	This	seems	an	unnecessary	mechanism	for	

such	a	matter.	To	book	a	computer,	there	is	a	wall	mounted	signup	sheet,	which	

works	efficiently	enough.	Perhaps	this	same	system	could	be	utilised	for	booking	

the	hall	or	field.	If	problems	arise	in	the	booking	process,	then,	the	matter	could	

be	raised	at	a	whole	school	meeting	or	at	a	small	meeting,	depending	on	the	

specific	issue.	But	not	to	stymie	meeting	procedure	with	booking	details	would	

be	advisable.		

	

	 There	are	Democratic	Free	Schools	such	as	the	Sudbury	Valley	Free	

School311	and	the	Brooklyn	Free	School312	in	the	United	States	that	utilise	

compulsory	scheduled	meetings	with	pre-planned	agendas,	which	shows	that	

the	suggested	amendments	above	are	workable	in	a	Democratic	Free	School	

community.	However,	not	every	school	is	the	same;	each	community	is	different	

and	there	are	different	needs	and	desires	of	members,	which	are	best	addressed	

with	the	use	of	different	systems.	For	example,	the	small	meetings,	which	occur	

at	Manapori	School,	appear	to	be	quite	unique	to	the	school,	while	other	schools	

such	as	Sudbury	Valley	and	Brooklyn	Free	School	use	different	mechanisms	for	

resolving	conflict,	such	as	a	judicial	committee.		

	

	 The	small	meetings	at	Manapori	School	serve	a	useful	judicial	function	at	

the	school	and	do	not	pose	any	major	threat	to	the	democratic	inclusivity	of	

community	members.	The	small	meetings	allow	for	productive	deliberation	that	

is	guided	by	the	chairperson,	which	aims	to	highlight	and	resolve	any	problems	
																																																								
311	“How	the	School	Operates,”	Sudbury	Valley	School,	accessed	February	1,	2016,	
http://www.sudval.org/01_abou_05.html.		
312	“Our	Programme.”	
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that	arise	between	any	school	members.	Anyone	can	call	a	small	meeting	at	any	

time	if	they	feel	one	is	necessary.	For	this	reason	they	appear	to	benefit	both	the	

individual	members	and	the	community	at	large	and	can	justifiably	remain	in	

their	present	formation.	

	

	 Despite	some	Manapori	School	community	members	retaining	negative	

feelings	toward	the	meeting	system	(both	whole	school	and	small	meetings)	the	

system	remains	an	integral	democratic	component	in	the	school,	which,	if	

removed,	would	leave	the	school	in	a	precarious	position	in	terms	of	its	

democratic	constitution.	It	becomes	important	after	such	analysis	to	remember	

that,	as	suggested	by	Young,	“democracy	is	hard	to	love.”	She	argues	that	

ultimately	most	people	would	rather	be	doing	other	things,	but	that	most	would	

also	argue	that	democracy’s	value	is	not	in	its	provision	of	pleasure;	instead,	it	is	

in	its	instrumental	political	function.313		

	

	 The	instrumental	function	of	democracy	at	Manapori	School	lies	in	its	

potential	to	develop	the	democratic	voices	and	habits	of	its	students.	Manapori	

School	students	are	allowed	the	freedom	to	explore	various	conceptions	of	the	

good	life,	they	retain	a	significant	degree	of	power	that	is	certainly	uncommon	

within	an	educational	setting,	they	have	the	opportunity	to	participate	in	the	

democratic	processes	that	determine	the	rules	of	the	community	to	which	they	

belong,	and	furthermore,	they	are	able	to	develop	trusting	friendships	with	a	

variety	of	people	who	all	share,	to	varying	degrees,	the	ups	and	downs	that	

define	and	develop	their	shared	democratic	community.		

	

To	determine	whether	the	function	of	democracy	within	Manapori	School	

serves	to	improve	the	state	of	democracy	in	wider	society	was	not	able	to	be	

determined	within	the	confines	of	this	study;	however,	the	potential	for	such	

research	to	be	undertaken	undoubtedly	exists.	This	thesis	can,	therefore,	be	seen	

as	a	starting	point	or	an	entry	into	the	examination	of	Democratic	Free	Schooling	

																																																								
313	Young,	Inclusion	and	Democracy,	17.		
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in	a	New	Zealand	context.	For	anyone	who	wishes	to	undertake	further	research	

into	the	democratic	practices	and	democratic	potential	of	Democratic	Free	

Schooling	this	thesis	offers	some	insight	into	how	one	example	of	a	Democratic	

Free	School	operates,	what	its	strengths	and	weaknesses	are,	as	well	as	some	

recommendations.	

	

Manapori	School	is	one	of	only	three	Democratic	Free	Schools	operating	

in	New	Zealand.	All	three	schools	have	their	own	(or	equivalent)	Special	

Character	Statement,	which	means	that	although	there	are	likely	to	be	

similarities	between	the	schools,	they	will	be	unique	and	distinct	from	each	

other	in	many	ways.	If	the	research	I	conducted	at	Manapori	School	were	

replicated	at	the	other	Democratic	Free	Schools,	there	would	most	likely	be	some	

similarities,	but	it	is	likely	that	different	themes	would	also	emerge.		

	

To	conduct	similar	research	at	another	New	Zealand	Democratic	Free	

School	would	serve	to	enhance	the	picture	of	New	Zealand	Democratic	Free	

Schooling,	which	at	the	time	of	submission	is	limited	solely	to	this	thesis.	The	

other	schools	are	newer,	involve	different	people	and	have	their	own	unique	

democratic	mechanisms	that	are	all	worthy	of	investigation.	Furthermore,	the	

research	need	not	simply	replicate	the	study	that	has	been	presented	in	this	

thesis,	as	there	is	certainly	much	to	be	gained	from	looking	at	the	longer-term	

effects	of	such	a	unique	schooling	experience.	A	study	which	focuses	on	the	

democratic	behaviour	of	graduates	from	New	Zealand	Democratic	Free	Schools	

would	help	to	inform	and	answer	whether	Democratic	Free	Schooling	impacts	

democratic	society	at	large,	while	another	avenue	of	research	exists	in	a	

comparative	study	between	mainstream	schooling	in	New	Zealand	and	

Democratic	Free	Schooling.	

	

This	case	study	has	revealed	a	significant	amount	of	information	

regarding	the	democratic	nature	of	a	New	Zealand	Democratic	Free	School.	The	

perspectives	of	school	members,	which	were	obtained	through	interviews	and	
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parent-surveys	proved	to	be	highly	insightful	and	the	field	notes	that	I	took	

allowed	for	my	own	participant-observer	perspective	to	be	included.	Between	

the	members’	perspectives	and	my	own	there	was	very	little	discrepancy.	The	

democratic	nature	of	Manapori	School	can	be	summarised	as	one	that	is	

informed	by	various	democratic	theories.	Both	the	liberal	and	democratic	

conceptions	of	freedom	were	evident,	while	the	meeting	system	allowed	for	the	

presence	of	direct	participatory	democracy	and	deliberative	democracy.	

Additionally,	the	strong	community	focus	can	be	understood	as	a	form	of	unitary	

democracy.		

	

The	research	also	concludes	that	Democratic	Free	Schooling	is	indeed	a	

viable	mechanism	for	developing	the	democratic	voices	of	young	people,	which	

was	evident	not	only	within	the	meetings,	but	also	within	interview	responses	

from	students.	All	of	those	interviewed	were	able	to	reflect	on	the	democratic	

experiences	they	were	having	at	the	school	in	an	insightful	and	articulate	

manner,	which	furthermore	indicated	to	me	that	their	educational	experiences	

were	positively	impacting	on	the	development	of	their	democratic	voices.	It	was	

revealed,	however,	that	despite	the	school’s	democratic	intentions	there	

remained	instances	of	internal	exclusion,	which	means	that	for	some	the	

opportunity	to	develop	a	democratic	voice	is	less	readily	available	than	it	is	to	

others.	However,	adjustments	to	the	meeting	system	could	be	made	to	remedy	

this	problem.	The	use	of	scheduled	whole	school	meetings	would	not	only	assist	

the	individuals	who	are	being	excluded,	but	would	also	improve	the	overall	

democratic	nature	of	the	school.		
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