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This document aims to present a contribution for national level debates organized by the
member organizations of OBESSU prior to the First European School Students Convention,
ESSC.

Discussions and workshops during this Convention are founded on the five pillars we consider
of utmost importance in the reality of a European school student: Democracy, Knowledge,
Mobility, Solidarity and Access to education.

The viewpoints presented in this document are those of the existing political platform and
the Board of OBESSU.
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Stand up!

Do we want to change our society? Do we want to achieve a democratic society
with the citizens participating in decision-making processes? If so, we need a
school where democracy is more than a nice word, a school where the students are
respected from the first day on, where young people are taught to stand up for
their rights, to defend others as they defend themselves, where they learn to
create their own opinions and where children and young people learn democracy
and active citizenship through making it.

The reality paints another picture. How can we aspect a functioning active
citizenship in the countries, if students in school are taught to shut up, to stay in a
steady competition between each other, how can we aspect that people take their
role in society seriously if they are not treated seriously in all stages of life, and in
particular when they are young and in the process of gaining skills? Democracy and
Participation has to be practiced. And where else than in school is a better place to
do so? To say the own opinion you need courage, if you don’t get the chance to
practice building up your mind, it will be hard to fight for own rights and for
others’. Civil courage is a key word of active citizenship as it is a key word for
improving the social life in our society.

One can’t talk about democracy without talking about equality between cultures,
religions, sexual orientation and between genders. School teachers need a sensitive
education on how to handle cultural differences, on how to encourage girls to
become as active and strong as their masculine colleges, on how to handle with
prejudice from other children and on how to build up a social climate in school
where everyone has the right to speak and to be listened.

Therefore teachers need a current training on teaching methods in these issues.
Further is necessary that school is informed about the problems beyond the pupils
to be able to react and help.

From the beginning on, young people should learn to be an active and respected
part of society and to be treated, as a respectful person will also help change the
way young people are treating each other. Violence in school is often a result of
feeling disrespected, isolated, feeling that there is no way than forcing the others
to get heard. But it is also a result of the competition beyond the students that is
supported by the school system in many European schools. There is nearly no
together in school. The aim is to get prepared for the free market “out there”, for
jobs where you will need to fight instead of working together, prepared for an
economy system where democracy, civil courage and workers’ right are not on the
top five of priorities. And this is what school looks like - at least in most of the
cases.

Students have to have the right to choose what and how they are taught, the right
to bring in their own ideas into classroom, to have the space to discuss about what
ever they want. Of course there has to be a schedule on what students have to
learn each year, but there is a need for more free space to bring up actual issues
and own opinions. In each subject there should be at least one third of the
issues to be chosen by the pupils themselves. The decision on the methods used
in the classes should be up to the pupils, they know the best in what way they
learn the most. A possibility to guarantee a steady right to decide these things is to
have a meeting with the class and the teacher twice a semester to build up
together the agenda for the next months, including issues and methods.
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But participation in classroom is definitely not enough. From around 6 years up to
about 14 or 18, school is the place where young people spend most of their time.
So school should be a place where young people like to be, where they can decide
what’s going on, where they can build up their own world. Therefore students must
be regarded as the main part in school with a real influence to make decisions. It is
unbelievable that there are still so many schools with any proper student
representation in the decision-making bodies, with no guaranteed right to be
recognized as a partner in school. But even if there is a student council, this
doesn’t mean that it’s an easy game for school students to get their ideas through.
Often the school student councils don’t even have a right to vote, or if they have it
they don’t have enough votes to influence the school policy. And if we take a look
on the schools having a school student council or a representation in the school
council and the right to vote and having a strong position, we can see that the
decision they can influence are often not the most relevant ones. The “big”
decisions are not made in school; they are made on regional or national level, and
sometimes on international. That’s why it is so important to have school student
representative bodies on each level - in class, in school, on regional, on national
level and not to forget on European and even worldwide level.

We don’t want any longer reforms of our school student systems without an
effective and active involvement of the student in such process! - Unfortunately
this is still the reality in a lot of different countries in Europe.

We, the school students are the experts on education in school. We have to be
listened, but we will not be satisfied with only being listened. We need a voice
but we also need rights, the right to decide on our own future. The right to be
the protagonists of our schools
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Cross the boarders

OBESSU is fighting for better education and better conditions for school students
in Europe. But it is time to overcome the European boarders, time to take a look
into further destinations. It’s time to fight for equal access to education and
students’ right all over the world.

Education is the key to improve the people’s living situation. Education gives the
chance to brake through the barriers people have because of their origin, gender or
parent’s economy situation. It is our duty as a school student organisation to
defend this aim of education, to fight for this aim, to guarantee that education
gives new perspectives and improves the live of the next generations.

Access to education is important to improve the worldwide situation. It is the main
weapon to fight poverty and in the same time it gives young people the chance to
write their own history. Education is the best way to stop war and it is the only
way to improve the situation in less developed countries. A well-educated
population in poor countries will help to change the way globalisation is going. It
will help less developed countries to get developed and to become independent
from the World Trade Organisation.

Education is continuously increasing its global dimensions. Decisions on education
are already made on a global level. Different lobbies have different access to the
educational agenda; different plans for what education should look like and what it
should be for.

Several interest groups have influence on what the worldwide educational system
will look like. None of these groups are students.

But we do not want education to become training on how to survive on the global
and precarious labour market. We do not want an education where young people
are taught only as consumers and not as citizens. We want an independent
education able to teach people in being critical, individual, independent and
progressive. We want an educational system where children learn that they have
rights and that school is a way to develop their capacities. We want a school where
children, young man and women are starting to think, to build up visions and to
create ideas and new concepts. Education is the motor of the society. Education
has to be free in order to guarantee a fair and sustainable development of the
whole society.

The way education is going has to be decided democratically, students and young
people in general have to build up the educational system they want. Students
have to decide on their future, so they have to decide on education, to define
what education should look like. It is up to us to do this definition together with
school students from all over the world.

We can’t win this fight on our own. There is a need for an international school
student movement, for an international voice of students, for a network between
school students all over the world to insure a better educational system in the
future. We have the responsibility to fight for students’ rights, no matter if they
live in Europe or somewhere else.

To create an international school student movement we need functioning school
student structures in the different countries. Therefore we need to set up a
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strategy together with other well functioning school student organisations in other
parts of the world on how to build up and support school student structures
development in the parts where of the world where structures of this kind do not
exist. We have to share our knowledge, as we have to learn from experiences other
organisations have. The experiences we have got during the project for building
school student structures in South Eastern Europe will be useful base and assistance
in building up structures in other countries. But this has to go further on. Solidarity
campaigns to help building up democracy in schools should be supported or even
run by OBESSU and its member organisations.

We need a voice - a strong voice - in international organisations handling with
education, we need to be listened and we need to have the right to make decisions
when it comes to international campaigns and policy on education.

As a European organisation we don’t have sufficient knowledge about other regions
in the world. Therefore we need to work on establishing contacts with students and
student representatives from less developed countries in order to create together
concepts on how to improve the worldwide students’ situation.

Another important issue us represented by the action that the United Nations is
developing in order to reduce poverty and inequalities in the world: The Millennium
developments goals.

The Goals represent a good frame of necessities and duties, but now we have to
give to the global stakeholder the due role in monitoring and improving this action.
We claim for future the representation of the student networks as well in the
consultative bodies of the United Nations, especially for which is regarding the
“education for all” campaign.

It is very relevant in this educational perspective to state that there are specific
global and European areas where we see a danger for our idea of education.

Firstly with the GATS (The General Agreement on Trade and Services)*, the role
taken by the European Commission so far in the WTO in including in the treaties
even fundamental services like health care and education is in our opinion non
democratic and irrespective of the opinions and needs of the most part of citizens
in Europe. The aggressive policies EU practices within the WTO risk damaging
developing economies.

Instead inside Europe the Commission is developing a strategy that aims at
privatising and deregulating the entire economical sector including services of
general interest like education and health care. This is why we consider the
service directive to be a threat for the social rights of European citizens.

We see the same direction and procedure even in the implementation of the
internal market followed by the service directive presented one year ago by the
commission.

We strongly support and internal market able to be inclusive and respectful of the
features and importance of sectors and services like education. This is why
OBESSU and other student networks like ESIB started an action aimed to exclude
the services of general interest from the directive.

Involving school students will make the policy-making more effective. To work
on education related topics without a close cooperation with students is
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senseless. The students know the best what are their needs. The students have
to be involved. The students have to decide.
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School student MOBILITY

A new program for individual school student mobility, the “Junior Erasmus” is
foreseen from 2007 onwards. We have come to a stage where it is necessary to
discus how the mobility of young people should be integrated in the educational
systems and in society. School students should be encouraged to be active
participants in promoting understanding, tolerance and diversity in their own
society through experiencing other ones.

What role should the schools take in facilitating the process of intercultural
learning?

Questions have been raised in our organisation and we have to continue the
discussion on them and define our common position.

We believe that we are a generation changing the formal concept of education. We
need to state loudly that we need education involving dynamic learning processes
and schools that are encouraging school student participation! Nevertheless,
throughout our work so far, we have not managed to clearly put focus on the
mobility of school students.

As a European school student organisation we are in the moment when we have the
chance to finally:

- Identify the possibilities for mobility within the educational systems in
Europe

- Identify the role of mobility for the development of individuals as future
leaders in society

- Identify the barriers and obstacles to mobility in education

- Discuss the current situation of mobility in education on a European and on
a national level (rural-urban areas and vice versa)

- Encourage participation of young people from less advantaged backgrounds

- Identify the tools mobility develops for peace building and promotion of
intercultural dialogue

- Discuss mobility as a life-long learning process and essence for vocational
training

- Discuss scholarships for mobility as part of the secondary education

Mobility is one of the most important contemporary issues on the European
educational agenda. When it comes to the secondary education in Europe and the
programs promoted, the initiatives taken until the creation of the program Junior
Erasmus have been insufficient.

We need to plan our actions to change this tradition and ensure that secondary
education is much more mobile in future and that all school students get equal
possibility and access to the developed programmes!
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Equal access

The highest priority of OBESSU since the foundation of the organisation has been to
guarantee a free and equal access to education for everyone. In the UN
declaration on the rights of the child, education is stated as a fundamental right
for every child up until 18. However, this is not the case everywhere. Social
inequalities and stratification of society are enforced every day as education is
offered on unequal terms. Family income represents an obstacle to attaining good
education both when having to choose between public and private educational
institutions and when children are forced to work to support the income of the
family.

School students coming from various ethnical backgrounds seem to face a higher
risk of becoming early school leavers or underachievers in most European
countries. Moreover, Roma minorities all over Europe represent some of the most
excluded groups when it comes to education and dropout statistics are many times
over the national averages.

What should be done to guarantee equal access to education and more importantly
equal access to education of equal quality? The importance of the question is
augmented every day as the European unification grows stronger and mobility
increases. We must be able to guarantee a high level of education throughout
Europe if we want to sustain this development without increasing but decreasing
the major social divides through our continent.

Furthermore, schools need to reflect the cultural diversity represented in the
region they are based in, in order to secure an equal footing for all attending
students. We are at loss without knowledge about our past. Many problems
related to inclusion can be traced to a lack of tuition about minorities and other
phenomena of social diversity in educational institutions.

Equal access to education is a fundamental right but has to be secured both
nationally and in each school individually. @ We must acknowledge the
importance of all students being treated equally also in the school, on a
personal and a cultural level.
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The Lisbon strategy: a step forward?

“Therefore we oppose the privatization of education which most of all endangers
the free access to education. As an organization of and for students, we feel
responsible to strongly underline the need of public and democratically controlled
school systems, which ensures that students can influence what and how they
learn regardless the social backgrounds. OBESSU must now proceed with concrete
proposals and inputs”- OBESSU work plan approved in Dublin, 2005

In 2000 the European Council carried out a new plan called the Lisbon Strategy,
aimed at making Europe “the most competitive knowledge based society in the
world”. We have accepted this idea but simultaneously claim another relation
between knowledge and competitiveness, the two keys of this sentence.

Even though knowledge is one of the most important factors for increasing
competitiveness in the new globalised society, we think that knowledge and
competences should be considered as equally important pillars to guarantee the
equal opportunities and rights of every citizen.

This is one of the reasons why education has to be independent from the priorities
of the labour market and accessible for everyone regardless of their socio-
economic conditions.

We believe that this change of perspective can be reached only through a deep and
participative discussion in which skills are considered as an important aspect of this
globalised society. Entrepreneurship is not the main key in reaching the
knowledge-based society. We think that the European Commission is making an
error when it starts to prioritise it. On the contrary education is the only part in
society where it is possible to achieve and practice a fair idea of citizenship and
develop a critical approach towards society.

Furthermore, education can be a way to influence the labour market in tackling
precariousness and making workers aware of their rights.

Education in our society makes the difference between those who have the
opportunity to find a good job and keep it and those who can only have a
precarious condition without any kind of rights.

This brings us to the conclusion that enhancing access to education has to be one
of the main priorities of OBESSU and its member organisations in the forthcoming
years.

During the Europe Council of March, the prime ministers approved the Youth pact
initiative in the framework of the New Lisbon strategy. (The youth Pact is a cross-
sectorial action that aims to set a strategy in improving the prospective of young
people in Europe and talking social exclusion and poverty)

We welcome the Youth Pact initiative because it is based on this idea of knowledge
and we see a good start in the engagement against the phenomena of early school
leavers. Moreover, one of the priorities should be the harmonisation toward the
highest levels of the educational stratosphere.

At the same time we criticize the lack of concrete benchmarks and the lack of
coordination among the member states. Knowledge does not mean only school
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education, but in a broader sense even culture in general. Therefore, OBESSU
should include this wider perspective in its goals and guarantee access to cultural
sources for students everywhere as a social right. A good starting point could be
the exchange of good practices among member organisations as the facilities and
reductions of prices regarding the culture and entertainment that student that
represent a reality in several countries. It means to give new impetus of the
recognition of the non-formal education as one pillar of the development of young
people.

From this perspective it is important to point out that the strategic value is to
invest in life-long learning as a concrete action in ensuring the establishment of the
knowledge-based society. Having life-long learning means - always being updated
on our work in order to fight instability. We welcome the efforts that the
Commission is putting in this field and OBESSU will continue supporting this
involvement through its activities indirectly and directly through the conference on
life long learning foreseen for 2006.

*At the General Assembly in 2002, held in Vienna, Austria, OBESSU members adopted resolution
stating the school student opinion towards the agreement. See also work plan of OBESSU 2005-2006
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