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Introduction - The Deliberation in Schools program
The Deliberation in Schools pilot program was conducted by a team of
researchers/practitioners, supported by funding from the International Association for
Public Participation Australasia. The aim was to build the capacity of school children to
listen, reason, think, communicate and collaborate, so they have the resources to engage
productively as citizens in our democracy, both now and in the future. Classroom
deliberation enables students to get a clearer understanding of issues in their society
and everyday lives, find their own vocabulary to explain and discuss issues, and thereby
cultivate their motivation for further engagement in and beyond school.
The pilot involved programs in two public schools in the ACT (a primary school and a
secondary college). Each program comprised around 5 teaching sessions (approx. 2
hours each) over one term, focusing on topics selected from the Australian Curriculum
and skills relating to the General Capabilities. The team worked with teachers to codesign teaching sessions to fit with the curriculum and the learning needs of the class.
It is anticipated that the deliberative approach being piloted will be used by teachers,
and practitioners/facilitators working with young people. Based on our experiences and
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findings from the pilot, we will develop professional development (PD) resources aimed
at teachers and engagement practitioners, which will provide guidance and resources to
conduct similar programs in other schools and other settings.
This first pilot program, with a year 5 group at Ainslie School, was conducted in August
– September, 2018. The program demonstrated the value of the approach for
communication and collaboration and for building student agency. It also highlighted
the contribution that such a program can make to embracing and harnessing diversity
in schools. The students demonstrated an appetite for democratic engagement at a
school level, with a sense of the responsibility that goes with this.

Background
In the face of a global crisis of democracy (polarization, political intolerance, public
distrust), deliberative democracy is increasingly in the spotlight. Deliberative
democracy is an idea that puts citizens’ collective ‘voice’ rather than ‘vote’ at the
heart of democratic processes. In the ideal, deliberation is more than conversation or
debate; it is a communicative practice of (1) justification and reasoning, (2) reflection,
and (3) listening. The hope is that by facilitating citizens’ deliberation in public spaces,
deliberative democracy will promote mutual understanding, include the voices of the
marginalised, help to formulate citizens’ collective opinion, and thereby contribute to
reflective, democratic decision-making in political spaces. Over the past several
decades, deliberative democracy has been adopted in the real world, notably in the form
of ‘deliberative mini-publics’ such as citizens’ juries.
In recent years, deliberative democracy has also travelled to schools across the
globe, for two reasons. The first is a pedagogical reason. Deliberation requires
citizens to be communicative, reflective, critical, and, most importantly, collaborative
across difference. Attention has been paid to how to cultivate these capabilities. Starting
in schools seems a sensible way to build the capacity of future democratic citizens. The
second reason relates to participation. Deliberation is a performative practice,
‘teaching deliberation’ is not sufficient – children need to experience and participate in
the process. Providing children with an equal opportunity to deliberate in the classroom
is expected to increase their sense of agency, contribution and role as democratic
citizens. As well as improving their communication skills and self-esteem, the hope is
that this will enhance their democratic participation in and beyond school.
A current emphasis in teaching communication practice in schools is on
persuasion and debate. In such practice, students are encouraged to express their
opinion, justify their position, persuade others, and ‘win’ the argument. Debate is
problematic because it ignores reflection and listening. Without these, it risks
reinforcing existing power imbalances and (re)producing undemocratic foundations in
the classroom.
Against this backdrop, our research team (Wendy Russell, Pierrick Chalaye, Kei
Nishiyama) conducted this pilot project on Deliberation in Schools in Canberra in 2018
in order to investigate the teaching of deliberation as a communicative practice in
schools. Democratic deliberation is designed on some key components to make it more
inclusive – (1) student-centric, (2) reason-exchange, (3) listening, (4) reflection, and (5)
collaboration. We were therefore particularly interested to explore whether this
practice can enhance the participation of a range of students.
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Pilot 1 – Ainslie School Year 5
This first pilot was conducted at Ainslie School with the year 5 cohort. The program was
initiated following a meeting with the principal, Wendy Cave, who agreed that the
program would fit with priorities for the school, particularly student-led learning and
student agency. The pilot program was developed with input from year 5 teachers,
particularly Jo Francis.
As one of the oldest schools in Canberra, Ainslie School draws students from Ainslie,
Braddon, Reid and neighbouring suburbs. Because of the mix of housing types in the
area, the student body is quite diverse in socioeconomic and cultural terms. Five
sessions were run in this pilot, in weeks 3, 4, 7, 8 and 9 of term 3, with a group of about
25 students. This was a subset of the year 5 cohort. It excluded, for the most part,
students who attended school choir practice and an advanced maths class, both run
during that period. In practice, this meant that some of the most outspoken and
confident students were not part of the group.
The first part of the program involved a reflection and discussion about good
communication, and development of a set of Good Communication Guidelines. These
guidelines were based on students’ own ideas about good communication.* We worked
them into an acrostic to help the students to remember them (see fig. 1).

Don’t interrupt – one person at a time
Engage – be engaging and engaged
LIsten – listen, pay attention
Body – be aware of eye contact, face and hand gestures, tone of
voice
ClEar – be clear (clear voice, clear meaning)
Respect – have respect, try to understand each other
Authentic – speak truth, be honest, say what you believe
Think – think before you speak, reason
Everyone’s included – Let everyone speak, hear from everyone
Figure 1. The Ainslie Good Communication Guidelines
A major component of this pilot program was deliberation about ‘How can we make
things better in our school?’. This involved students working in small groups to
brainstorm and develop ideas that would be presented to the teachers and principal.
‘Though split more-or-less randomly, the three groups were very different. They were
Students suggested the following ideas for good communication: Non-verbal expression (22 opinions),
no interruption (20 opinions), listening (15 opinions), being clear (9 opinions), engaging (8 opinions),
respect (6 opinions), one person speaks at a time (6 opinions), tone of voice (5 opinions), think before
you speak (3 opinions), emoji (3 opinions), reason (2 opinions), understand (2 opinions), speak truth (2
opinions), fun (1 opinions), say what you believe (1 opinions).
*
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encouraged to interpret the question in their own way, and each group took a very
different approach, in line with different personalities, learning styles and dynamics.
The Deliberation in Schools team members each facilitated the same group for several
weeks, responding to their different approaches.
The final part of the pilot involved discussion about deliberation and democracy. This
included consideration of communication in parliament, including their reflections on a
visit to Parliament House and a video of Question Time. It also included a discussion in
the final week about a Democratic School, and what that might look like.

Observations and findings
Despite the fact that ‘good communication’ seemed to be a topic the students had not
thought about or discussed much, the students collectively were able to come up
with a list of characteristics and principles that described good communication.
They were particularly focused on basic guidelines such as listening, not interrupting,
being clear, and keeping eye contact. They also recognised the importance of engaging
and respecting each other. They were less focused on higher-level activities such as
reflection, thinking, honesty and inclusion; and these were things we discussed
throughout the program.
One of the main observations from this pilot was around diversity. Different students
brought different strengths and responded differently to the program, and this affected
not only their individual experiences, but also the group dynamics. In turn, the structure
of the program meant that we were able to respond to and draw on these differences.
Thus, difference was an opportunity, rather than a challenge.
For example, the small groups that discussed how to
make things better in the school approached the task very
differently, and we as facilitators were able to respond
and work with the students’ creativity and reasoning. One
of the groups started with a range of ‘crazy’, fun ideas.
Allowing them to explore these lead to a very creative,
imaginative, ‘blue sky’ proposal – an ‘Unlimited Tree
House’ (see fig. 2), which may have lacked feasibility, but
gave interesting ideas and useful insights into their
frustrations and aspirations. Another group focused on
feasibility and on ‘sensible’ ideas, but later recognised the
value of being a bit more creative, and came up with a
proposal that was both feasible and fun – A Gym. The final
group responded well to facilitation and explored their
proposal – Pets in schools - in some depth, considering
risks and benefits, and coming up with several wellreasoned options (e.g. digital pets).

Fig 2. One of the small
group proposals

Diversity of views in the classroom can be impacted by dominant students, often the
most confident. In this pilot, exclusion of choir and maths students meant that some of
the most vocal students were not part of the group, and the remaining students
included quieter students, and those who might not always be listened to. Rather than a
problem for the program, this created opportunities for these students to speak up, and
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drew on their potential for reflection and collaboration (eg good listening, respect). This
was a plus for the program and probably for the students.
The Democratic School discussion in the last week was fascinating. Students’
interpretations of the question highlighted their focus on voting as central to
democracy. They were generally concerned about giving students too much say,
particularly if they were able to ‘out-vote’ teachers. They all seemed concerned about
students not taking responsibility for their ideas. Despite this, when asked to shift
from where their school was to where they’d like it to be on a spectrum of
‘democraticness’, most of the students moved towards more democratic.

Implications for the project
The pilot program suggests that deliberation, and more generally ‘good
communication’, is not explicitly taught or discussed in school. In particular, some
of the higher-level capabilities that are important for deliberation and collaboration,
including reflection, reasoning and inclusion, are relatively new to the students. This is
unsurprising at this age, but the pilot suggests that this is a good time for students to
become aware of these skills. This may be important to balance a focus on persuasion
(eg debating, persuasive writing).
The pilot has highlighted the value of such a program in responding to diversity in
classrooms. The principles of deliberation themselves emphasise the value of diversity,
of mutual understanding, inclusion and collaboration across difference. Different
perspectives and styles are seen as resources for collaboration, as making
complementary contributions to richer understandings and outcomes. A program of
this kind, in emphasising student agency, can also respond to different styles and
dynamics, drawing productive results in situations that may be considered
dysfunctional in other contexts. This may be particularly important for students who
are disengaged and disempowered because they don’t conform to cultural standards
and expectations. Students can be supported to work to their strengths, and value
difference in each other.
The reaction of the students to the notion of a democratic school is heartening. It
reflects their enthusiasm, at the end of this program, for contributing their ideas,
thinking and collaboration to decision-making in their school context. At the same time,
it indicates a strong sense of the need for self-regulation and responsibility in making
such a contribution. These students give us confidence that, given the opportunity
to build the requisite capabilities, the next generation can help to revitalise
democracy.

Further questions
•
•
•
•

Can diversity be drawn on and valued when dominant students are also present?
‘Deliberation in Schools’ or ‘Deliberation in Classrooms’? How can our classroom
deliberation contribute to decision-making and governance of schools?
Teachers and deliberation? What is the role of teachers in deliberation in schools?
How can this practice fit with the role and requirements of contemporary teachers?
Children’s agency in schools? How can this practice give students more agency?
What are the implications for students and for schools?
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