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Introduction 

When talking about the participation of school students, or unfortunately often the lack of it, 5 
the blame is often put on school students themselves. They are being blamed for not being 
interested in politics, for not showing sensitivity on current society issues and for not having 
enough knowledge and relevant opinions about the surrounding world. 

Harmful stereotypes of todays' school students as careless slackers who only have interests in 
frivolous or immature things are common. OBESSU does recognise an actual alarming trend of 10 
progressive decrease of young people’s active participation in schools and in society. The 
reasons, however, cannot be detected from looking solely at the mindset of the younger 
generation, but should instead include an analysis of the current educational systems, the 
society as a whole and the non-inclusive political culture and climate within it. The actual 
reasons for the lack of school students' participation stem from the assets of the modern 15 
knowledge society. 

OBESSU identifies the educational systems as mainly responsible for preparing school students 
with the knowledge and experience that is needed today in order to become sensitive and 
responsible citizens, able to claim their rights and fulfil their duties. Today there are big 
lacks in the educational systems when it comes to fostering active citizenship among the 20 
school student community. 

OBESSU is aware of the importance of reverting this existing trend of lack of school students’ 
participation and how crucial it is to include school students and young people in the 
governance of society, by providing them with the right tools to do so. 

Right to participate at school 25 

In most cases, school itself is still an undemocratic institution where school students are 
denied the right to fully influence their daily school life. In school, democracy remains mostly 
taught as a theoretical concept and it is not practiced in reality. Democracy cannot, however, 
only be grasped by means of theory. Democracy is extremely important when it comes to 
school student participation in school politics, e.g. school student councils. Only by being part 30 
of democratic processes, one can fully learn how those actually work. An educational 
institution that has been shaped with the involvement of the school students themselves will 
look different from one that has not, and it will actually answer the real demands of school 
students and cater for their needs when it comes to education. 

The first impact with society school students have is in the classroom. School students will 35 
behave as a citizen if they are treated as such and if their rights are respected and 
recognised. Alongside schools there is a lack coming from the passiveness of the institutions 
themselves, which never provide school students with adequate structures, spaces for 



 

participation and usually do not work towards including school students in the decision-
making processes. 40 

We, the school students, must not only be heard in matters concerning us, but acknowledged 
as equal partners and experts when it comes to governing the schools. 

Participation of school students in education also needs to be addressed in a broader 
perspective. School students should be involved in decision-making in educational institutions, 
but this alone is not enough. Involvement in school student structures outside the schools, for 45 
instance school student unions or associations is something that should always be supported 
and highly valued by the educational systems. Furthermore to enhance participation of school 
students in society, information should be provided about activities available outside of the 
school environment, such as associations, non-governmental organisations, charities, political 
parties, communities and different interest groups. 50 

Right to participate in society 

By actively involving young people already at a young age in decision-making processes 
concerning their lives, we do not only shape a better and more youth-friendly society, but we 
also create a future generation of responsible, active and competent citizens. School students 
have more in their lives then school itself, and the responsibility of promoting active 55 
citizenship amongst them does not only lie within the educational systems but within society 
as a whole. 

School students will however never reach true involvement and will not actively participate in 
society if they cannot reach full autonomy and if they are not recognised as true citizens. This 
means on one hand relieving their financial dependence from parents, on the other hand 60 
guaranteeing them free access to education. Young people should never be forced to decide 
between being economically dependent from their parents, finding a part-time job to afford 
the costs of their education or in many cases dropping out of school. School students should 
have the right to decide freely about their future and should not encounter any barrier in 
deciding their right education pathway. Therefore OBESSU identifies school student income, 65 
scholarships as specific forms of school student welfare measures as the first step for making 
society tailored on school students’ needs.  

A young person is more satisfied in a youth-friendly society than in one that is not. Every 
school student has the right to chose to do something meaningful in their lives when they are 
not in school and the society has the responsibility to offer this. Without offering school 70 
students accessible and youth-friendly physical spaces to spend their free time, their 
voluntary contribution to society is hindered. OBESSU sees the creation of youth centres and 
the promotion of public spaces designed for young people as a crucial step in order to reach a 
participatory society. 

It is not acceptable to ignore the opinions of school students when it comes to matters 75 
concerning their lives. As long as today’s school students do not have the power to affect 
decision-making, all matters concerning their lives will be taken by someone else, now and 
always. This is not just extremely undemocratic, but it is also a clear statement from the 
society that school students' opinions are less important than other’s. In turn, this leads to 
frustration and a negative relationship towards society, a relationship that never might 80 



 

change also later on in life. In order to foster a generation of active citizens it is important to 
involve the youth from the beginning. 

In today’s world one of the most effective ways of giving someone the opportunity to 
influence their society is to give them the right to vote in political elections. In most political 
elections taking place in Europe today, on local, national and European level, the voting age 85 
is 18. OBESSU believes the voting age should be lowered to 16 for elections at all levels. 

It is important to remember that laws, such as the ones determining the right to vote have 
been changed as the society has evolved. A 16 years old today is in many ways considered an 
individual with equal responsibilities as anyone else: 16 years olds use public services such as 
healthcare and transport, many of them work and pay taxes. OBESSU believes it is important 90 
to also give them the power to affect these matters by giving them the right to vote. 

Voting is the basic but fundamental tool to have a say in our society. In order to ensure a 
well-functioning and strong democracy it is important that all citizens take active part in the 
democratic processes and are aware of the effects their vote has. Unfortunately, we are 
facing rising rates of people who don’t exercise their right to express their voice through 95 
voting. We believe that exercising the right to vote from 16 years old will contribute to 
increasing the civil consciousness of young people and let them experience the power of 
having a say in matters concerning their lives. 

Lowering the voting age to 16 will lead to a whole new group of voters, this in turn will force 
the current political parties and groups to consider young people’s demands and develop 100 
policies accordingly. The political life will thus have to take young people and their needs 
into account in a whole different way. 

However, the voting age should never be lowered without first providing young people with 
the right competences to take part in elections. Only by giving young people enough 
information and a space to think critically and independently form a personal opinion, they 105 
will be ready to vote at the age of 16 and be fully empowered to be active citizens. 

Education plays a crucial role 

As OBESSU, we believe education plays a crucial role when it comes to supporting and 
encouraging young people in taking part in and contributing to society. The educational 
institutions should not only be responsible for providing school students with a space to 110 
practice democracy, but also give school students the knowledge and the motivation to 
participate in society. Every school student in Europe has the right to quality and impartial 
citizenship education already from an early stage of their education. 

None is ready to actively take part in society before first being informed about the different 
options. At the same time, you cannot expect anyone to form an opinion on important 115 
matters in society before first understanding the facts and issues at stakes and learn how the 
political life functions. OBESSU believes education plays a crucial role in providing school 
students with the needed tools and knowledge to actively participate in society and express 
their voice. 

Citizenship education should never reinforce a certain political opinion or promote a certain 120 
kind of participation. It should instead provide school students with information that they can 



 

understand and rely on also later in their lives. It should offer school students the 
competences and tools to digest information with critical sense and understand the political 
processes. It is, thus, fundamental that citizenship education provides school students with 
their own space to develop their critical thinking and develop their own opinions based on 125 
informed choices. 

Demands 

Therefore OBESSU demands: 

● School  students to be recognised as a specific group in society; a group with its own 
needs, rights and responsibilities; 130 

● Social and financial autonomy of school students guaranteed through specific welfare 
measures such as student income and scholarships; 

● Quality citizenship education from an early age as a part of the formal education 
curricula in all European countries; 

● Citizenship education providing every young person with all relevant information 135 
needed in order to take part in political life, but also encouraging critical thinking and 
offering tools to form an individual independent opinion on political matters; 

● Improved school democracy, including well-established democratic school student 
structures in educational institutions with real decision-making power; 

● Schools and teachers promoting and encouraging the participation in extra-curricular 140 
activities that foster the sense of citizenship such as activism in school student 
organisations, involvement in NGOs and volunteering; 

● The right for all young people to vote at the age of 16 in all elections taking place on 
local, national and European level.  


