Free Schools in Denmark

Free schools
— a successful alternative

There are various ways of measuring the
success of a school. One is to look at the
wellbeing, happiness and overall devel-
opment of pupils. Though these are not
easily measurable, whether they go to a free
school or a state school, Danish children can
expect these aspects to be prioritised.

When it comes to grades, free schools are
more successful than state schools. Pupils
in free schools score almost one score point
higher than pupils at state schools, although
several studies have shown that there are

no significant differences in socio-economic
background between pupils attending free
schools and those at state schools.

Pupils from free schools are also more
successful when they enter high school level
and go on to formal education at college
and university.

Many elements contribute to success in
education: professional skills, teacher com-
mitment, cooperation between school and
parents, pupil autonomy and responsibility,
the nurturing of independence and responsi-
bility, of interdependence and collaboration,
mutual respect between teachers and pupils,
and so on. The success of Danish free
schools is in large part due to having their
roots deep in a culture that nurtures and
sustains such elements, and that values the
shared freedoms and responsibilities that
are at the heart of the Danish constitution.
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The success of the Danish educational system
is arguably down to the longstanding marriage
between mainstream education and the
"Free School” system. Free Schools may be
seen both as an alternative to state schools
and also as a complement - a vital reminder
that education is not primarily for work but
for life, and that learning is individual, life-
long and concerned with the whole person.

While it is deeply rooted in traditions of
democracy, community and individual devel-
opment, Free School thinking is constantly
at the cutting edge of educational develop-
ment and provides a model for teaching and
learning that is respected the world over.
Much of the developmental work on didactics
and teaching method takes place at the
Independent Academy.

Situated on the southern coast of the island
of Funen in Denmark, the Academy was
founded in 1949 and has since been the
centre for the nurture and development of
Free School thinking and practice.

It is a unique institution devoted to training
teachers capable of fulfilling the needs of all
three categories of Free School. It says
something for the strength of the tradition
it embodies that to this day the college
remains independent, 'free’ to determine its
own curricula, staffing, teaching programmes
and methods, to appoint staff and allocate
funds, and to evaluate the abilities of students
without recourse to examinations. Despite
receiving central government funding, the
college is subject to no central government
control in planning its activities. It is, how-
ever, subject to regular assessment and
results are monitored.

This is where those wishing to become
qualified as Free School teachers develop the
skills and knowledge they will need to do so.
The course is residential and lasts for five
years. This may seem a long time by some
standards, but students here learn much
more than their subjects and the relevant
educational theory. They are involved in
democratic processes at every level, acquire
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a deep insight into social dynamics, develop
a wide range of what some might see as
extra-curricular skills, and are constantly
challenged personally, socially and didactically.
They also complete three periods of teaching
practice, one of which occupies their entire
third year of study.

This is also where practising teachers come
to find new energy, inspiration and ideas.

And this is where knowledge and research
about the Free School movement are stored
and developed.

According to its statute, the aims of the
academy are:

1. To prepare teachers for the three forms
of free school

2. To promote public awareness, active
citizenship and global understanding

3. To provide inspiration for participation
and leadership in the work of associations
and networks

4. To provide and develop courses of
further education and in-service training

Syllabus

The course syllabus at the Independent
Teachers College is devised in close coope-
ration between students, teachers and the
principal. No external body - not even the
Ministry of Higher Education & Science -

has influence on the content of the courses
taught at the school.

Individual courses are designed by teaching
staff in collaboration with their students and
approved by the principal.

The overall curriculum is divided into:

Common subjects

Thematic courses designed to develop
students’ professional identity, and courses
in collaboration and communication, narrative
and pedagogy, psychology and didactics.
Common subjects are obligatory for all
students.

Specialist subjects

Danish, Maths, History/Sociology, Religion,
English, German, Physics/Chemistry, Nature
and Science Studies, Outdoor Life, Drama,
Media, Music, PE, Art and Craft and Handicraft.
Each student has to take four specialist
subjects.

Options

Music across the curriculum, Swimming,
Sexual education, Active citizenship, Philoso-
phical method, Basic IT, Aesthetic learning
processes, Grammar, Written presentation and
Pedagogical method for outdoor instruction.
In addition, students are offered four courses
in didactics aimed at particular groups:
teaching children, teaching young people,
teaching adults and teaching students with
special needs. Students must choose at least
one of these.

Special courses

These consist of:

A three-week introductory course

Four study weeks

A four-week project period

A group dissertation under supervision
Two week-long assignments

A major assignment in a special subject
All these are obligatory

As has been said, the Academy develops its
own subject descriptions for individual sub-
jects and courses.

In addition to such academic instruction, the
course at the Academy requires students to
take active part in the following:
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Active democracy

Through obligatory participation in the school’s
parliament, year group meetings and committee
work, students are trained in democratic
involvement and decision-making. One day
each week is devoted to such activity.

Community activities

The school places considerable emphasis on
social cohesion or ‘togetherness’ and the
celebration of community, and these form an
integral part of the school day. In addition,
every year group plans, carries out and
evaluates one large-scale social event at the
school each year.

Teaching practice

Students are on teaching practice for three
weeks in their first year, three weeks in their
second year and for a whole year in their
third year, when they are employed on the
same conditions as ordinary teachers

Teaching certificate

In their final teaching certificate all four
elements of the course are assessed. In
addition, there are specific assessments
from the board of studies as a whole, from
individual subject teachers as well as an
assessment from the school where students
have carried out their teaching practice.

Community activities

Being a teacher at a Friskole, Efterskole or
Hajskole involves much more than simply
teaching a subject. It is almost a way of life
in which teachers devote themselves entirely
to life at the school. They organize meetings
and parties and they take part in the cultural
and leisure activities of the school. To live
up to this form of teaching requires a wide
range of talents.

To prepare our students for this area of their
work as a teacher, the Academy sees it as
being important for all students to take part
in a variety of activities outside their
teaching. We call these Community Activities.
These might consist of major events organized
by a whole year group, of concerts, of man-
ning and maintaining the school’s full-sized
Viking ship, of conducting daily assemblies,
of masterminding an international literary
festival and much, much more.

Those who complete the course are subje-
cted no examinations but receive a report
detailing their engagement, competence and
achievements in all areas of activity at the
academy.

Post-graduate courses

Other courses for teacher devel-
opment and training

The Independent Academy for Free School
Teaching offers courses and conferences on
further development in line with its view of
humanity and education. Courses are desig-
ned primarily for teachers, head teachers,
care workers and school governors at Free
Schools, but educationalists from other are-
as have also benefited from these courses
and are very welcome.

Courses and conferences take place at the
Academy or at other institutions. They can
be arranged to suit particular needs but
typically take as their focus issues related
to education, learning, school and human
development in a contemporary context.
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Course categories

1. Diploma in 'The Free Schools: tradition
and pedagogy’ (in conjunction with
University College, Lillebalt)

2. In-house courses for schools
3. Conferences
4. Subject-specific courses

5. Ollerup courses (intensive one-week
residential courses for practising
teachers, head-teachers and care workers)

The international dimension
Although centered around this small town
on a small island in one of the world’s
smallest countries, the Academy plays a
very active part in promoting innovation in

schools all around the world and in encoura-

ging democracy in and through education.
Visiting educationalists from all over the
world regularly come to see how this unu-
sual system works - and go away inspired.
Free schools have been established in many

countries and there are plans to set up inter-
national courses for students and teachers
from abroad.

At the same time it is the Academy’s policy
to encourage its students to take some of
their teaching practice abroad and so to en-
courage cross-fertilization between different
school cultures.

Funding

The Academy receives the same per capita
grant as any other teachers’ college. This
subsidy covers the essential running costs of
the Academy. For Danish and EU students,
tuition on courses of further education is
free. In addition, Danish students receive
educational support for a total of six years

to cover their living expenses.
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