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Policy Paper on Inclusivity within and beyond Education

Cultivating Inclusive Culture and Transforming our Educational Systems

Introduction

The Organising Bureau of European School Student Unions (OBESSU) is the platform for cooperation
between the national school student unions, syndicates and other such bodies active in general
secondary and secondary vocational education in Europe.

This policy paper is the outcome of the findings of the Working Group on Inclusivity, as well as of a
focus group organised for the purpose of mapping and conceptualising the demands of our member,
candidate and affiliate organisations, who played the principal role in the creation of this document;
both through the members they endowed with the capacity to speak on issues concerning their
membership - whether it be via the working group of the focus group -, or through the statements
and policy documents on this topic that they themselves released.

Cultivating Inclusive Culture

Focusing on culture in the context of inclusion is essential. Culture shapes our identities, beliefs,
and values. Inclusive education recognizes and celebrates these cultural differences, fostering a
sense of belonging among students regardless of their backgrounds. When students see cultures
represented and respected in the curriculum, it validates students' identities and enhances our self-
esteem. Moreover, exposure to diverse cultures promotes tolerance, empathy, and understanding,
crucial skills in today's globalised world.

For OBESSU, focusing on culture and inclusion is vital for several reasons ; empowering marginalised
communities, enhancing learning experiences, promoting social cohesion and preventing
discrimination, while also tackling issues that impact and affect mental health and the well being
within and beyond the school community.

Being inclusive is not a finite goal, it is an ever-changing and evolving process that needs to be
undertaken collectively on all levels of society. In the same way, minorities and marginalised groups
are not monolithic nor homogenous, and they should not be tokenized.

Inclusion is paramount for OBESSU, as evidenced by its Declaration of School Student Rights’,
which upholds the fundamental principle that every student has the right to an inclusive and
equitable education. Inclusion is essential for OBESSU, supporting the organisation in:

e Ensuring Equal Opportunities,
e Respecting Diverse Identities,
e Fostering Empathy and Understanding,

1 Declaration of School Student Rights
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e Preventing Discrimination & Building a Supportive Community.

By emphasising inclusion in alignment with its Declaration of School Student Rights? OBESSU
reaffirms its dedication to creating an educational landscape where every student's rights are
respected, celebrated, and protected, regardless of their background or differences. In doing so,
OBESSU contributes significantly to nurturing a generation of empathetic, inclusive, and socially
aware individuals.

To continue this work towards more inclusive education, the OBESSU identities have elaborated this
policy paper on Culture, focusing on three main topics :

e Tackling prejudices, stereotypes and microaggressions
e Inclusivity of People of Colour
e Diversity in education and NGOs

Tackling prejudices, stereotypes and microaggressions

Prejudices are defined as unreasonable opinions or feelings, which are usually formed with
insufficient knowledge®. Stereotypes are thoughts or ideas about a group of people (or a type of
person), which are usually wrong or based on faulty assumptions. And finally, microaggressions are
particular actions (remarks, small acts) that make someone feel mistreated and/or insulted
specifically because of their race, gender etc., even though no harm may have been intended.

Reflecting on this issue, it is important to be aware of the actions of bystanders. We should not
ignore that many times the presence and choice to be silent can equally aggravate the situation. The
act of being a bystander, while seemingly innocuous, allows for violent or aggressive behaviour to
become the norm, leaving more space for prejudiced ideas and behaviours to become .*

In the diverse tapestry of a school community, prejudices, stereotypes, and microaggressions can
shroud the vibrant potential of every student. As we delve deeper into understanding these harmful
phenomena, it becomes evident that empowering students is pivotal in eradicating these divisive
attitudes.

Students, as the heartbeat of any educational institution, hold immense power in challenging
misconceptions. By promoting educational enlightenment, schools can nurture inquisitive minds and
critical thinking, equipping students with the tools to challenge stereotypes. Encouraging open
dialogues, debates, and educational workshops can dismantle prejudices and broaden perspectives,
fostering a culture of understanding and acceptance.

Creating an inclusive environment is not a passive endeavour; it requires active participation from
all members of the education system.What is needed is to channel the transformative power of
education, from a whole school approach, keeping learners at the centre. Schools must empower

2 Declaration of School Student Rights
3 Prejudices, University of Westminster

4 The Role of Bystander (Part One): Intervention During Different Stages of Violence
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students to be ambassadors of inclusivity, encouraging them to embrace differences and celebrate
diversity.

Student-led initiatives, such as diversity clubs, cultural exchange programs, and awareness
campaigns, can amplify the message of acceptance, ensuring that every student feels valued and
respected. Addressing the issue of the active bystander is crucial. Students can be trained through
education, both formal, non-formal and informal, to recognize the signs of prejudices, stereotypes,
and microaggressions, and to intervene effectively.

Encouraging students to speak out against injustice, support the affected individuals, and report
incidents can create a ripple effect of positive change. By instilling a sense of responsibility in
students, schools empower them to actively contribute to a safer and more harmonious learning
environment.

Tackling prejudices, stereotypes and microaggressions is essential for ensuring a safe space within
schools, with young people. There is no room for discrimination (on the basis of race, sex, gender,
sexual orientation, disability, religion, socioeconomic status and others) and toxic work ethic.
Implementing these values is a process, and is crucial for schools to reflect on their environment,
gather feedback and commit to consciously work on unlearning harmful premises that students
suffer from these injustices.

Therefore, OBESSU demands:
e Committing to tackling & calling out prejudices, stereotypes and microaggressions.

e Structural and legal ways for students to protest against discriminatory behaviour.

e Spreading awareness about diversity and inclusion inside and outside of school
environments.

e Collaborating with minorities and vulnerable groups of students when decision making &
demanding consequences if there is to be discrimination.

Inclusivity of People of Colour (PoC)

In an ever evolving generation where inclusion and diversity is imperative to the society we live in.
Awareness is simply not enough. The active effort of inclusion is essential to reflect the needs of
the wider society. Currently, we face a lack of representation in policy, decision making and
democracy for people of colour.

Democracy and democratic processes currently are not representative enough, optimal democracy
is only achieved when everyone has a say, and that cannot happen if a big part of our society does
not have a say. In the political atmosphere the exclusion of this group is not uncommon.

Making a safe environment for people of colour and ethnic minority groups (such as Roma people)
to cater to their needs in terms of inclusion, integration, religion and overall belonging and respect
is vital to making policies that will be truly transformative.

For students, particularly those belonging to marginalised communities, the imperative for inclusive
policies resonates even more deeply. In the tapestry of diversity, students of colour bring unique
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perspectives, traditions and stories that enrich the educational landscape. However, the reality is
often starkly different.

Anti-discrimination policies can expedite change and are undoubtedly a positive sign, however
cultural shifts of this kind are slow and complex. The perception of such policies moreover is tied
to the current public opinion, notably temporary and increasingly polarising and volatile nowadays.>

Students of colour frequently encounter challenges that impede their academic and social growth.
Prejudices, stereotypes, and microaggressions can create hostile learning environments, hindering
their educational experience. The absence of representation in decision-making circles further
exacerbates these challenges, leading to policies and practices that do not address their specific
needs.

Creating safe spaces within schools is paramount for students of colour. These spaces should not
only provide physical safety but also emotional security. Inclusive policies should actively combat
discrimination, fostering an atmosphere where students of colour feel validated and heard. It is
crucial to address cultural, religious, and integration concerns, ensuring that students can practise
their faith, celebrate their heritage, and participate fully in school life without fear of prejudice.

Recognising the multifaceted identities of students of colour is fundamental. Intersectionality
acknowledges that their experiences are shaped not only by race but also by gender, religion,
socioeconomic status and more. Inclusive policies must embrace this complexity, addressing the
unique challenges faced by each individual. This approach fosters a sense of belonging, validating
the entirety of a student's identity.

Therefore, OBESSU demands:
e Equal representation and active participation of students of colour in decision-making
processes within educational institutions.

e Implementation of comprehensive anti-discrimination policies to protect students of colour
in schools, explicitly addressing issues related to race, ethnicity and religion.

e Culturally responsive education that acknowledges and celebrates the diverse cultural
backgrounds of students.

e Safe spaces within schools specifically designed to cater to the needs of students of colour.

Diversity in education and Non-Governmental Organisations

Euro-centrism is a dominant educational perspective that places European culture and viewpoints
at the forefront. This worldview was propagated through colonialism, which has imposed European
values on colonised regions.

As a result, modern educational curricula often reflect European perspectives while neglecting the
diverse contributions of marginalised ethnic groups and religions. This limited representation
obstructs the broadening of worldviews and the pursuit of inclusivity within education.

5 Changing Public Opinion, Communication for Governance and Accountability Program (CommGAP).
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It is imperative that educational curricula transcend the confines of Euro-centrism. By embracing a
more inclusive approach, students gain access to a multitude of narratives, perspectives, and
histories that reflect the diversity of our global heritage.

Inclusive curricula should celebrate the contributions of marginalised ethnic groups and religions,
allowing students to explore a wide range of cultural experiences. This expansion of horizons not
only broadens their worldview but also nurtures a deep appreciation for the unique qualities that
each culture brings to the global table.

Furthermore, the process of decolonising NGO spaces is important to OBESSU, as it can allow us to
address the systemic inequalities perpetuated by colonial legacies. By actively engaging with and
supporting initiatives led by indigenous communities, people of colour, and other marginalised
groups, OBESSU strives to rectify historical injustices and create pathways for meaningful social
change. This approach not only can empower local communities, it can also enrich OBESSU's global
advocacy efforts with a multiplicity of perspectives and experiences.

Nonetheless, this Euro-centric view fails to acknowledge other types of education in the world, thus
perpetuating structural racism and white supremacy. Desegregating the Euro-centric curriculum is
the first step towards an inclusive education, as it takes into account the current issues students in
economically emergent nations face, without posing the need for them to be educated in the Western
mindset.

By desegregating curricula, we dismantle the chains of structural racism and white supremacy
embedded within the educational system. Students, regardless of their background or location,
deserve to see themselves reflected in the lessons they learn. Inclusive curricula provide a platform
for marginalised communities to be recognized, acknowledged, and celebrated. This recognition
fosters a sense of pride among students, empowering them to challenge societal norms and
advocate for their communities.

The importance of this issue lies in recognising its historical underpinnings. Understanding the
connection between Euro-centrism and colonialism reveals a complex web of challenges and
disparities. Recognising Euro-centrism's colonial roots and fighting against it, is vital in youth
education. It encourages cultural empathy, inclusivity, and a more accurate understanding of our
diverse global society.

Therefore, OBESSU demands:

e Work towards diversifying educational curricula by including a wide range of perspectives
from different cultures, ethnic groups, and religions.

e Accurate representation of marginalised ethnic groups and religions in educational
materials, such as textbooks, multimedia resources, and other learning aids.

e Invest in teacher training programs that focus on cultural competency. Educators should be
equipped with the knowledge and skills to create an inclusive and culturally sensitive
classroom environment.

e Increase efforts on the process of Decolonisation of NGO environments and minority
representation.
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Our Overarching demands

Across the different layers this paper has addressed, OBESSU acknowledges and wishes to highlight
the overarching character of these issues and how interconnected their content is. Thus, it is
important to highlight the need for collective commitment at the political and societal level.

Therefore, OBESSU demands:

e Stakeholders must commit to providing consistent and substantial funding for educational
institutions. This funding should be specifically allocated to prevent and eradicate
exclusionary practices within schools. By ensuring a stable financial foundation, schools can
implement comprehensive programs and initiatives that promote inclusivity and address
discrimination effectively.

e Stakeholders, including governments, educational boards, and organisations, must
demonstrate a long-term commitment to diversity and inclusion. This commitment should
be reflected in sustained funding initiatives aimed at promoting cultural competency training
for educators, developing inclusive curricula, and supporting student-led diversity initiatives.
Long-term financial support is essential to creating a lasting impact on the educational
landscape, fostering an environment where every student feels valued and included.

e Funding should be allocated to support research initiatives focused on identifying best
practices for promoting diversity and inclusion within educational institutions. By investing
in research, stakeholders can gain valuable insights into effective strategies, allowing for
evidence-based decision-making. Additionally, funding research promotes the development
of innovative approaches that can be tailored to specific cultural contexts, ensuring a holistic
and culturally sensitive approach to inclusivity.

e By adhering to these overarching demands, stakeholders can contribute significantly to
creating a more inclusive educational environment. These commitments not only reflect a
dedication to social equity but also pave the way for a future where every student has equal
access to quality education, regardless of their background or identity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the demands set forth by OBESSU are not mere requests but urgent calls for
transformative change within our educational systems. By addressing prejudices, stereotypes, and
microaggressions, we pave the way for a more inclusive and respectful school environment where
every student can thrive.

Embracing diversity and inclusivity is not a choice but a fundamental responsibility that educational
institutions, policymakers, and society as a whole must uphold. All of this cannot be correctly
executed without listening to the voice of students and giving us a seat at the decision making table.

Acknowledging the importance of desegregating educational curricula and dismantling Euro-
centrism is pivotal. It is a step towards rectifying historical injustices, promoting cultural
understanding, and nurturing global citizens who appreciate the richness of our diverse world.
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As we move forward, let us remember that education is the cornerstone of a harmonious society. By
fostering empathy, dismantling prejudices, and embracing diverse perspectives, we lay the
foundation for a future where every student is respected, valued, and empowered to shape a more
inclusive and equitable world.

The time for change is now, and these demands serve as a guiding light toward a brighter, more
inclusive future for all.
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