Meeting of SIESC      Strasbourg 2009

Topic: Education to citizenship in our different European countries
Summary of the workshops
The participants were divided into 8 groups, all of them rather mixed with respect to nationality and language (in group 1 for example 9 nationalities were represented). The discussions were generally considered as very rich in substance.

I. The negative remarks were rather more numerous than positive reflections.

The difficulties encountered everywhere in the formation of young people were vigorously expressed in practically all workshops. Let’s mention those expressed most frequently:
· individualism  of persons and egoism of  nations
· lack of confidence in the state, in the institutions; devaluation of the law
(laws not applied, trade union law sometimes not acknowledged …),  corruption, lack of transparency. By all that scepticism is engendered.

Mind in addition to that the complexity of the processes! 

- 
immigration: What can a “mixed” family do for the education to citizenship? Many have difficulties in finding roots, which is, however, an essential basis for citizenship.

· social context: is often a check, especially in situations of great poverty
· Special difficulties in Central and Eastern European countries after the fall of  communism:
“everything is new” “you must begin”. The problem of minorities is more acute there than elsewhere; the loss of the sense for common interest; a growing interest in consuming; all that does not facilitate the education to a responsible citizenship. Some mention the additional fact of brain drain to the West.
Only few remarks concern the teachers themselves: one workshop mentions the negative influence of a divergence of positions among them …

Group 1 has given a good summary of all that:

Society is ill on all levels (in ethics, relationships, capacity of social initiative, commitment to the common good ...).

Therefore the use of violence!
But group 1 offers us a transition to the second point: We have the antibodies to fight the virus!

II. Positive remarks and proposals for a strong hope
1) Several groups state that a lot of things exist:

Education to citizenship happens outside school: the media, internet, initiatives by municipalities (municipal councils of young people for example …).

Meetings with other adults besides teachers, who could be models, e.g., even at school itself, employees working in school institutes ….

2) But school, a society in miniature, maintains an essential role.

Proposals:
-a) thinking of school in a perspective regarding the constitution by teaching a subject across the curriculum called “citizenship and constitution”
-b) about the subjects: Some propose changing our view of the histories of our nations with regard to the construction of a common future; others propose teaching the history of sciences in order to better understand the contemporary world.

-c) Almost all groups underline the importance of learning how to debate, but that must not be mixed up with a “debating course”; the debate implies accepting risks, both for the pupils and the teachers, therefore its difficulty … and its importance!

-d) practising respect first of all. One colleague gives the example of those young Italians accompanying their mother speaking no French on her ways to administrative offices … and being received very badly! 

Concerning that topic one group puts the question: What is respect? Is it only necessary from person to person? Which everybody agrees on! But when the state does not care enough for the value of the teaching it causes to be given to the young people, when this teaching is little efficient or badly adapted, is there respect? (See point b!) There is a difficult political problem which was only touched …

-e) In the matter of citizenship teachers must also be models. Can you, in that field, transmit what you don’t practise? For example, can you teach the ability of discerning without reflecting the risks of the internet?

Several groups insist on the responsibility of Christians in the realization of those proposals, especially of points d and e.

III. Some remarks as a conclusion
As historians know, a document is often very interesting by what it does not say.

What does this exchange of thoughts, although rich in substance, not say about the education to citizenship?

Curiously enough, there is little reference to politics in our exchange of thoughts. Just one rather short remark on European politics of redistribution of riches: one speaker is astonished that Spain got help, but, he wonders, what about Romania? Greece etc.? There was also a short allusion to financing, “how can you manage if the means are not given to the school”?
That lack of reference is the more curious, as education to citizenship does obviously belong to the political sphere; it is not the teaching by a guru, but by an active political community, which has projects for the future, projects already under way, which officials must pass on to future generations, certainly not as an obligation, but as a proposal. For a youngster becoming a citizen means integrating oneself in a society that exists in time, that has initiated projects even before he/she was in the world! For him/her becoming a citizen means getting to know those projects, contributing to developing them, or to altering them, or to fighting against them within his/her freedom. For adult citizens forming him/her to citizenship means granting him/her the means for realizing it in a responsible way.
In that perspective the questions put to us – and left unanswered by us – are the following ones: What is the relationship between the teachers and the states? On whose behalf do we teach? Have we got something to propose to the young people?

Reflection on those questions will enable us to prolong the exchange of thoughts we had at Strasbourg, and, according to the wish of our president, thus prepare the future meetings.

Marie-Thérèse Drouillon     August 2009
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